
[image: Cover-Image]





Tales of the Yankee Clipper



Tales of the Yankee Clipper

Stories and Reflections on Joe DiMaggio

Jonathan Weeks

[image: ]

Essex, Connecticut




[image: ]

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of

The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2024 by Jonathan Weeks

Photos courtesy of Boston Public Library, Library of Congress, and Visual Hunt

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Weeks, Jonathan, author.

Title: Tales of the Yankee Clipper : stories and reflections on Joe ﻿Dimaggio / Jonathan Weeks.

Description: Essex, Connecticut : Lyons Press, [2024] | Series: Yankees ﻿icon trilogy; no. 3 | Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023038016 (print) | LCCN 2023038017 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493080168 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9781493080175 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: DiMaggio, Joe, 1914-1999--Anecdotes. | New York Yankees (Baseball team)--History--Anecdotes. | Baseball players--United States--Biography. | Baseball--United States--History–Anecdotes.

Classification: LCC GV865.D5 W44 2024  (print) | LCC GV865.D5  (ebook) | DDC 796.357092 [B]–dc23/eng/20230816

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023038016

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023038017 

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.










Contents

Introduction	vii

Part I: A Chronological Journey through DiMaggio’s Life and Career	1

Part II: Assorted Anecdotes	93

Appendix I: DiMaggio’s Lifetime Hitting Stats	189

Appendix II: Interesting Facts about DiMaggio’s﻿ 56-Game Hitting Streak	191

Appendix III: Career Milestones	193

Appendix IV: Major-League Records Held	195

Appendix V: Timeline of Major Events	197

Appendix VI: Awards and Honors	201

Appendix VII: DiMaggio’s﻿ Annual Yankee Salary and How It Compared to the Average American Income	203

Appendix VIII: DiMaggio’s﻿ Miscellaneous Career Batting Splits	205

Appendix IX: DiMaggio’s﻿ Ranking among Franchise Leaders	207

Bibliography	209










Introduction


In a 1939 radio address, future British Prime Minister Winston Churchill described the intentions and interests of Russia as “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” He could just as well have been talking about Joe DiMaggio. DiMaggio had a talent for keeping his emotions suppressed and his innermost thoughts to himself. Few could say that they really knew him. And even the ones who did found him to be unpredictable.

One of Joe’s closest friends observed that he “compartmentalized his life as a means of self-preservation. Joe’s life was a jigsaw puzzle and only he had all the pieces. He believed that if no one could put it all together, he would have more freedom. His insistence on privacy is critical to understanding [him] as an icon and a man.”

DiMaggio was a walking contradiction. He was quiet, but not necessarily shy. He could be both gracious and abrupt, approachable or aloof depending on the situation. Although he came across as humble, he had a tremendous sense of entitlement. He was complex, secretive, inscrutable. There were many layers to the man who came to be affectionately known as the “Yankee Clipper.”

DiMaggio always felt that his actions on the field should do the talking for him. And for the most part, they did. He took over where Babe Ruth left off, providing a welcome distraction from the Great Depression and the war overseas. He helped the Yankees to nine World Series titles—a record later broken by Yogi Berra. DiMaggio’s legend endured long after he took his last swing in a major-league game. Songs were composed in his honor, prestigious awards were bestowed upon him, and he was hailed as “the greatest living ballplayer” to the day he died.

To many, DiMaggio personified elegance, style, and grace. An impeccable dresser, he was married to two glamorous actresses. On the field, he glided almost effortlessly, never having to dive for a ball and rarely (if ever) making a mistake on the basepaths. He became the living embodiment of the American dream and a symbol of the country’s so-called greatest generation. In later years, he remained a throwback to an era when baseball truly meant something to the masses—long before commercial endorsements and seven-figure salaries became the primary focus of players.

As time marched on, DiMaggio grew increasingly distrustful of the people around him. It was understandable—inevitable even. Everyone wanted a piece of him—to meet him, talk to him, acquire his autograph. He tried his best to maintain a polite façade, but the weight of being Joe DiMaggio was cumbersome. He was hounded by fans wherever he went—even in restrooms and Catholic churches. Whenever he avoided someone in an effort to maintain his personal space, he risked being labeled rude, ungrateful, or antisocial.

. . . A heavy burden indeed.

Many have tried to analyze him, to understand his behavior and get inside his head. He remains a murky figure nonetheless. A careful examination of his life reveals only small pieces of the whole—fleeting glimpses of the man who grew from a quiet, self-conscious boy to a national hero. In later years, he was seen as a lonely figure, shaken and embittered by the loss of his second wife. One thing holds true: There has never been anyone quite like him. And there never will be again.


PLAYERS, MANAGERS, AND WRITERS ON DIMAGGIO

“I don’t think anyone can put into words the great things that Joe DiMaggio did. Of all the stars I’ve known, DiMaggio needed the least coaching.”—Joe McCarthy

“Joe DiMaggio batting sometimes gave the impression, the suggestion that the old rules and dimensions of baseball no longer applied to him, and that the game had at last grown unfairly easy.”—Donald Hall


“There was an aura about him. He walked like no one else walked. He did things so easily. He was immaculate in everything he did. Kings of state wanted to meet him and be with him. He carried himself so well. He could fit in any place in the world.”—Phil Rizzuto


“Joe made you feel confident. If another player got too emotional about an umpire’s call or something like that, Joe would simply gaze in his direction or mumble a few words and the other guy knew it was time to relax.”—Billy Johnson


“He came to play and was a bear-down, no-nonsense player all the way. Not just on the field, but in his whole life. He had a lot of pride in himself. He always looked like the part he played—he was all class in everything he did.”—Gene Woodling


“He just was never a guy who could let down in front of strangers. He was a guy who knew he was the greatest baseball player in America and he was proud of it. He knew what the press and the fans and the kids expected of him, and he was always trying to live up to that image. That’s why he couldn’t be silly in public like I could or ever be caught without his shirt unbuttoned or his shoes shined. He knew he was Joe DiMaggio and he knew what he meant to the country. He felt that obligation to the Yankees and to the public.”—Lefty Gomez


“He was the antithesis of the iconoclastic, mind-expanding, authority-defying ’60s, which is why I think he suspected a hidden meaning in my lyrics. The fact that the lines were sincere and that they’ve been embraced over the years as the yearning for heroes and heroism speaks to the subconscious desires of the culture. We need heroes, and we search for candidates to be anointed.”—Paul Simon


“Do you believe the great DiMaggio would stay with a fish as long as I will stay with this one? he thought. I am sure he would and more since he is young and strong.”—Excerpt from Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea




DIMAGGIO ON DIMAGGIO

“I can remember a reporter asking me for a quote and I didn’t know what a quote was. I thought it was some kind of soft drink.”

“I’m just a ballplayer with one ambition, and that is to give all I’ve got to help my ballclub win. I’ve never played any other way.”


“Baseball didn’t really get into my blood until I knocked off that hitting streak. Getting a daily hit became more important to me than eating, drinking, or sleeping.”


“You ought to run the hardest when you feel the worst. Never let the other guy know you’re down.”


“A person always doing his or her best becomes a natural leader, just by example.”


“I like to be popular, who doesn’t? But I don’t pay much attention to the fans. While I give them all I have, and I hope I can make good for them, primarily I am out there playing ball for the club—and for myself. You have got to do the best you can while you last in this game, and I want to make what I can while I last.”











Part I


A Chronological Journey through DiMaggio’s Life and Career


BREAKING WITH TRADITION


Joseph Paul DiMaggio was born in Martinez, California, on November 25, 1914. He was the eighth child (and fourth son) of Giuseppe and Rosalie DiMaggio. His father came to America in 1898 from the fishing community of Isola delle Femmine (literally translated as “The Island of Women”), which is located on the Sicilian coast. The town itself is situated on the mainland and takes its name from a small island that lies just off the shore in the Tyrrhenian Sea. A fisherman by trade, Giuseppe settled in the San Francisco Bay area in search of better commercial prospects. He left Rosalie (who was pregnant with their first child) behind, promising to send for her once he had established himself in America. After working for multiple railroads, Giuseppe was able to purchase a boat and return to fishing. It took him several years to save enough money to bring his wife and their daughter, Nellie, to the United States.

During Joe’s preschool years, the family (which included nine children by then) moved to North Beach. Giuseppe expected all five of the DiMaggio boys to work on his crab boat once they came of age, but Joe loathed the smell of dead fish and avoided chores whenever possible. Giuseppe was less than pleased with Joe’s work ethic, sometimes referring to him as “lazy” or “good for nothing.” In later years, the Yankee icon confessed that the game of baseball held no initial attraction for him aside from providing a welcome escape from his fishing duties.

Professional baseball arrived in California at the beginning of the twentieth century with the establishment of the Pacific Coast League. The circuit began with six clubs located in three states. By the 1930s, the league had expanded to eight teams. The San Francisco Seals were among the most successful franchises, capturing seven championships between 1909 and 1928. Because there was no major-league baseball on the West Coast in those days, PCL teams developed sizeable fan bases. Some clubs were actually able to persuade highly talented players to remain in the minors by offering competitive salaries.

Tom and Mike—the oldest DiMaggio brothers—played on the local sandlots but ultimately caved to family pressure, joining their father on the boat. Vince, Joe, and Dominic had other ideas, aspiring to the major leagues. Rosalie often covered for her younger sons, keeping their baseball activities hidden from Giuseppe, who considered the game to be a pointless distraction.

No one seems to know precisely when Joe first learned the rudiments of baseball. According to one story, he and his buddies took turns swinging a boat paddle at a cloth ball held together with string. At Hancock Elementary School, he played a modified version of the game in the recess yard. In place of bats, the boys would swat at the ball with their bare hands. Joe later became a regular at the North Beach and Funston playgrounds. The North Beach field was smaller, and Joe’s pals would encourage him to try to hit the Powell Street cable car if it approached while he was at bat. Legend has it that he accomplished the feat more than once.

Because Joe’s family didn’t have money for unnecessary items and his father was not a proponent of the sport, Joe had to borrow gloves from teammates. He caught bare-handed when none were available. Although he was always an exceptional hitter, he had occasional trouble with ground balls and his relays across the diamond were erratic. “I had a strong arm, but I made a lot of throwing errors,” he told one biographer. “My teammates kidded me that it was dangerous to sit behind first base when I played shortstop.” Given his defensive shortcomings and lack of passion for the game in the early days, few if any could have predicted that he would become one of the greatest players in baseball history.



ONE DOOR CLOSES, ANOTHER OPENS

DiMaggio may have not been motivated by a love of baseball, but he developed a competitive spirit early on. In his New York Times best-selling biography Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life, author Richard Ben Cramer asserts, “It was the way [DiMaggio] was in a game. He had to win. That was the reason he’d play—he wanted to win something.”

There were rules against smoking on the local playgrounds, but Joe would secretly puff on cigarettes, hiding them from his friends, who would inevitably try to bum off of him if they knew he had them. When they weren’t engaged in games of baseball, the boys would often play cards. Joe and his buddy Niggy Marino rigged the decks and worked in tandem, using furtive signals to hustle pocket change from opponents. Joe was required to help support his family financially and he sold newspapers on the corners of Sutter, Sansome, and Market Streets. His younger brother, Dominic, worked the opposite corners.

Joe wasn’t much of a student and rarely kept up with the assignments. He was extremely quiet in class, afraid to speak up for fear of appearing ignorant. Self-conscious from an early age, he was prone to blushing—a symptom of social anxiety. His family spoke Sicilian at home, but he was clumsy with the language, making it somewhat difficult for him to communicate. Though he wasn’t academically inclined, he developed a knowledge of the streets. In addition to hawking newspapers and cheating at cards, he made extra cash stripping the copper wires from crumbling buildings and selling them to local junk dealers.

Joe made it through middle school and moved on to Galileo High. Listless and bored, he took to cutting classes with his pal Frank Venezia. The two spent their weekdays at Marina Park, watching older men wager on card games. After several months of continuous absences, the school finally sent a truancy notice home. Displeased with their brother’s behavior, Tom and Mike roughed Joe up. When it became apparent that the school did not want him back, Joe dropped out at the age of sixteen. He worked at several menial jobs, but the pay was poor and he disliked the work immensely. Baseball eventually became his primary focus.

Joe’s older brother Vince was next in line to join the family business. But he had no intention of pursuing a career as a fisherman. With a melodic tenor voice, he had aspirations of becoming a musical performer. Singing wasn’t his only talent. His powerful bat and slick glove made him a standout in the local baseball leagues.

As word of Vince’s skills on the diamond spread, he received an offer to play in the Northern California League—a semipro circuit composed of teams sponsored by lumber and mining companies. Because Vince was still legally a minor, his father’s signature was required on the contract. Giuseppe refused, but Vince would not be deterred. He lied about his age and signed the document himself. While playing up north, he fell head over heels for a girl named Madeline Cristani. When Giuseppe learned that Vince intended to propose to her, he denounced the marriage and informed his son that he was no longer welcome at the family home.

In 1932, Vince signed with the San Francisco Seals and was sent to the club’s Class-D affiliate in the Arizona-Texas League. He was vying for a batting title when the circuit abruptly folded. Summoned to play for the Seals, he paid an unannounced visit to his family’s Taylor Street flat. He was carrying a stack of cash he had earned while playing ball. “I didn’t bring [a] check,” he later recalled. “I brought it in cash so [my father] could see it was more than a piece of paper. . . . And the first thing he [said] when he saw [it] was ‘where’d you steal that money?’” The next day, Vince introduced Giuseppe to Seals’ owner Charley Graham, who assured the elder DiMaggio that the money had been rightfully earned. It was an important moment for Vince and his younger brothers. From that point on, Giuseppe understood that his sons could make a decent living playing ball.

Vince got into 59 games with the Seals that year, hitting .270 with 21 extra base hits. Meanwhile, Joe became a sensation on the local scene. He played for several different teams during the 1932 slate, establishing himself as one of the best hitters in the city. The games drew fairly large crowds and a hat was passed around after each match to collect donations. It wasn’t unusual for players to walk away with five to ten dollars apiece.

The Seals had a mediocre year in 1932, falling out of contention with a handful of games still remaining. Realizing there was very little at stake, manager Ike Caveney allowed shortstop Augie Galan to participate in a series of exhibition games overseas. Galan later forged a successful major-league career, playing in three World Series and three All-Star Games. His absence created a golden opportunity for Joe.

With a roster opening, Vince told Caveney how his younger brother had been tearing up the local circuit and could serve as a reliable substitute for Galan. Caveney spoke to Graham, who had already heard about Joe through an acquaintance. They agreed to give the kid a shot. Joe logged his first professional appearance on a Saturday afternoon at Seals Stadium. After tripling in his first at-bat, he reportedly made a pair of fine running catches in shallow left field. Vince later joked, “Maybe if I’d kept my mouth shut, I’d be remembered as the greatest DiMaggio.”



A HOME IN THE OUTFIELD

In later years, Joe claimed that he was never paid for the three PCL games he appeared in near the end of the 1932 campaign. But he made out pretty well in ’33. To prepare for the season ahead, he joined a winter league. When it came time to negotiate a contract with the Seals, he enlisted the help of his brother Tom. Considered by family members to be the smartest of the DiMaggio clan, Tom brokered a pact worth roughly twice as much as the average PCL rookie salary. Included in the agreement was a clause entitling Joe to a pair of new suits, which Tom claimed for himself as a form of repayment. “Tom did pretty well on the deal,” Joe later said. “I didn’t even get reimbursed for cab fare to the stadium and back. It cost me 30 cents.”

In 1933, the United States was in the throes of the Great Depression. Unemployment was at an all-time high and attendance at ballgames was on the decline. Most people stayed away from the ballpark unless there was something of particular interest going on. Believing that the stock market slump was only temporary, Charley Graham had built a brand new stadium in San Francisco’s Mission District. The cost of construction was over $1 million and the ambitious Seals owner was heavily in debt by the time the ’33 campaign arrived. He figured a local Italian kid with a hot bat might help boost attendance a bit. In addition to Galan and the DiMaggio brothers, the Seals began the season with another future star: Curt Davis, a right-handed pitcher who would win 10 or more games during 11 big-league seasons and help the Dodgers to a long overdue World Series berth in 1941.

While “Joe D.” impressed everyone with his hitting, his defense still left something to be desired. During a spring training infield drill, one of his throws sailed into the stands past Graham’s head. “I’ll say one thing about the kid,” Graham joked. “He’s got a hell of an arm.” In the last exhibition game of the year, Galan sat out with an injury. Taking his place, DiMaggio committed several errors. One reporter remarked that he looked “bewildered” at shortstop.

Seals’ skipper Ike Caveney had spent four years with the Cincinnati Reds during the early ’20s. Though he fashioned a commendable .283 batting average over 21 professional seasons, he was shaky on defense, leading the National League with 49 errors in 1923. Still, he knew the game and had an eye for talent. It was clear that the younger DiMaggio could hit. But Caveney needed to park him in a spot where his marginal defense would cause minimal harm. An experiment at first base failed miserably when Joe couldn’t get the footwork down. Caveney tried talking to the struggling rookie afterward to relax him, but it seemed to have little effect. At the end of spring training, Joe was listed as a utility player and placed on the bench, joining his brother Vince, who was nursing a sore arm.

During the first week of the regular season, Joe was summoned by Caveney to pinch-hit for the Seals’ starting right fielder. When the inning was over, Caveney assigned DiMaggio to the outfield—a position he had never played before. The learning curve was steep in the weeks that followed, but Joe was up to the challenge, recording 407 putouts and 32 assists by season’s end. He did so without the support of his brother, who ended up being cut from the team. Vince was recalled in April and officially released a couple of weeks later. He ended up playing for the Hollywood Stars—a rival PCL club.



A GLIMPSE OF THINGS TO COME

In the absence of his older brother, Joe isolated himself. His quiet nature negatively impacted his relationships with teammates and adversely affected the way he was perceived by sportswriters. Before games, he could be found smoking in the corner of the clubhouse—alone and virtually unapproachable. He made little effort to establish friendships. One reporter described him as “awkward” and “surly.” Teammate Steve Barath observed, “He was just backward. . . . I lived with him for weeks and we never even had a conversation.”

It took a while for DiMaggio’s bat to heat up. A slump during the month of May drove his average below .250. By then, the Seals were floundering near the bottom of the standings. On May 28, Joe cracked a double in the second game of a doubleheader. It was the beginning of something extraordinary as he went off on a historic tear, breaking the PCL record of 49 consecutive games with a hit, which had been set by Oakland Oaks first baseman Jack Ness in 1915.

DiMaggio’s streak drew little attention at first. But by the time it reached 40 games, fans were flocking to the stadium, prompting newspapers in Pacific Coast League cities to report on Joe’s daily activities. Journalists trying to interview San Francisco’s rookie sensation found it to be a maddening experience as DiMaggio offered mostly nonverbal responses, grunting, shrugging, and staring impassively into space. Off the record, press members took to calling him “Dead Pan Joe.”

Newspapers had been inaccurately printing Joe’s name as “DeMaggio” all year and he never corrected them. After signing an endorsement deal with the Hillerich & Bradsby Company (makers of the Louisville Slugger), Joe wrote his name with a deliberate space between the “i” and the capital “M.” When the streak reached 49, Charley Graham asked DiMaggio about the spelling of his name so it could be properly engraved on a commemorative watch. Joe told him he could spell it any way he liked.

As the story goes, even DiMaggio’s father took an interest in the streak. Though Giuseppe could scarcely read a word of English, he learned how to find Joe’s name in the boxscores and determine his hit totals for the day. If it was more than one, Giuseppe would promptly relay the news to Joe’s mom, often waking her from a sound sleep. At one point during the streak, Vince—by then with the Hollywood Stars—was asked by a reporter what he would do if his brother needed a hit and the ball was heading in his direction. “I would stand on my ear to try to get the ball,” he responded dutifully.

The ceremony honoring DiMaggio for breaking the record was held before the game actually took place. Joe’s parents were there along with San Francisco mayor Angelo Rossi. In addition to the engraved watch, Joe received a leather traveling bag, a bonus check, and a bouquet of flowers. Once the game was underway, he avoided an awkward situation by officially claiming the record for himself with a first-inning single off of Bobo Newsom. Newsom would go on to win more than 200 games over 20 major-league seasons. DiMaggio would gather at least one hit in his next 11 PCL games.

Observers said that DiMaggio looked fatigued and under pressure on the day the streak ended. Ike Caveney moved Joe from the clean-up slot to the lead-off position to get him an extra plate appearance that afternoon. It didn’t help as he grounded out twice, flied out twice, and hit into a force play. But one of his outs chased the winning run across the plate.

Even when he failed, he succeeded.

“I’m glad it’s over,” he admitted in a rare display of verbosity after the game. “The strain was getting a bit tough.”

Years later, after he had survived a similar ordeal in the majors, he remarked that the PCL streak was much easier to endure. “No pressure, no big crowds, no reporters following me around,” he asserted.



ALMOST A YANKEE

The Pacific Coast League was on shaky footing at the beginning of the 1934 campaign. With the US economy in the dumps, owners were forced to purge their rosters of high-salaried players. There had been talk of a temporary shutdown the previous spring, but baseball commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis had nixed the idea by threatening to make every player in the PCL available to clubs outside the circuit. Despite the hype surrounding DiMaggio’s 61-game hitting streak, the Seals had averaged just 1,200 paid admissions per home game in 1933 (still better than half the teams in the league). With a hefty mortgage on his hands, Charley Graham sought to lure fans through the turnstiles any way he could. One strategy was to sponsor Ladies’ Day promotions.

Commenting on DiMaggio’s meteoric rise to stardom, one biographer remarked, “It was an odd way to become a man—instantly and in the public view—but by the time Joe DiMaggio turned nineteen and signed for a second year with the Seals, he was the man of that club, a big man for the league.” In many ways “Dead Pan Joe” was still a boy—bashful, self-conscious, and ill at ease around members of the opposite sex. Although he became an object of desire to many of the women who attended games, he strenuously avoided them—just as he had avoided his sisters’ friends while growing up. He found plenty of girls attractive, but if he allowed himself to appear interested, he might be forced to hold a meaningful conversation. And that could expose the embarrassing truth—that he had absolutely no idea what to say.

Eventually, with the help of a good friend, Joe did meet a nice young lady. Her name was Violet Koski—a local San Francisco girl who worked in a drugstore. On her days off, she got in the habit of going to the ballpark. Joe made her fight for his attention, ignoring her initial attempts to engage with him, but he eventually agreed to accompany her on a double date. He became reasonably comfortable around her and the two began seeing each other on a regular basis for a while.

Even in the early stages of his professional career, women considered DiMaggio to be quite a catch. He was handsome, talented, and moving up in the world. The Yankees and Red Sox had both expressed interest in him near the end of the ’33 campaign. Joe was the biggest gate attraction in the PCL, and Charley Graham knew that a deal with either club would net him a small fortune. If Babe Ruth could earn $35,000 per year with his skills in obvious decline, Graham was certain he could get twice as much for DiMaggio.

In late May 1934, the Seals were wrapping up a home stand against the Hollywood Stars. Newspapers had been playing up the alleged rivalry between Joe and his brother Vince. Both players collected a pair of hits as the two clubs split a doubleheader on “Family Day” at the stadium. After the game, there was a dinner at one of the DiMaggio sisters’ homes. Joe attended the gathering and opted to take a cab back home.

The events that followed have been a source of debate over the years. Though some of the details raise further questions, the simplified version (told by Joe himself) is as follows: On the ride home, his foot fell asleep. As he got out of the cab, he put his full weight on the numb leg and crumpled to the pavement. He heard a series of sharp cracks in his knee as he fell. Unable to straighten the leg, he was driven by an acquaintance to a local hospital, where it was determined that he had torn some cartilage.

It was an unmitigated disaster for DiMaggio and Graham. As word of the accident spread, major-league scouts labeled Joe as damaged property. Graham’s hopes of a blockbuster deal evaporated. And Joe’s path to the majors was temporarily blocked.

Sports medicine was still in its infancy during DiMaggio’s days. Players were encouraged to keep on going until their bodies literally broke down—or at least until the pain reached an intolerable level. DiMaggio was used sparingly over the next week. In a game against the LA Angels, he blasted a pinch-hit homer and was forced to walk around the bases. The next day, he delivered a clutch double and barely made it to second. It was clear he needed more rest in order for the leg to heal.

At least one scout had the presence of mind not to bail on DiMaggio. Bill Essick, who covered the San Francisco territory for the Yankees, arranged to have an orthopedic specialist examine Joe’s knee. The prognosis was good. Given his youth and body type, DiMaggio was expected to make a full recovery. The Yankees kept the information hidden from other teams and quietly followed Joe’s progress.

In July, the Seals rushed DiMaggio back into the lineup on a full-time basis. It proved to be a grievous mistake. During a game in early August, he raced in to grab a sinking line drive and fell down hard. He stayed in the game but came up limping after a ground out in his next at-bat. While heading out to his defensive post as the teams were changing sides, he collapsed in the dugout. It marked the end of his season. He sat out more than 80 games. The team crumbled without him, falling below .500 for the year.



COMING BACK STRONG

With DiMaggio’s health in question, Charley Graham was anxious to cut a deal. The Yankees had mined the Pacific Coast League for talent in the past and fared pretty well, adding Tony Lazzeri, Lefty Gomez, and Frankie Crosetti to their ranks. But Yankee GM Ed Barrow was hesitant to gamble on a kid with a bum knee, even if he was being touted as the next megastar.

In November 1934, Graham squeezed all he could out of his prized slugger, negotiating a trade with the Yankees. The final arrangement was beneficial to both clubs. The Yankees sent several minor leaguers of modest value to San Francisco. They allowed the Seals to retain DiMaggio’s services for one more year. A small wrinkle in the plan developed when Doc Farrell—a utility infielder who had played in portions of eight major-league seasons—refused to report to the Seals’ training camp. Barrow coughed up enough cash to complete the transaction, which he later referred to as the best deal he ever made.

With DiMaggio’s presence in San Francisco assured, Graham sought to boost attendance even further by hiring Lefty O’Doul as manager. O’Doul was a living legend in San Francisco, where his star power rivaled that of Babe Ruth. Having grown up in Butchertown—the city’s meat-packing district—he began his Pacific Coast League career as a pitcher, winning 25 games for the Seals in 1921. When chronic arm trouble set in, he was moved to the outfield. He spent part of eleven seasons in the big leagues, capturing batting titles in 1929 and 1932. In the former campaign, he fell two base hits short of the hallowed .400 mark. Wherever he went in the city, he found himself surrounded by admiring fans. He was everything an idol should be: handsome, charismatic, generous, and accommodating to his supporters.

. . . A perfect role model for DiMaggio.

DiMaggio had a deep respect for O’Doul, who recognized Joe’s vast potential and went out of his way to nurture the budding superstar. The two developed a bond that extended beyond the confines of the field and lasted for many years. Joe also developed an amicable relationship with Ty Cobb, who was a friend of O’Doul’s. Cobb lived in Burlingame, which is located in the Bay Area about 16 miles from San Francisco. When O’Doul took over as manager, Cobb began showing up at Seals Stadium. He took an active interest in DiMaggio’s development, offering advice (most of it unsolicited) and even helping Joe negotiate his first Yankee contract.

DiMaggio was not the only one to benefit from the departure of Ike Caveney. O’Doul’s friendly, approachable manner kept players loose and upbeat. There were no curfews and few restrictions. He allowed his men to do as they pleased during off hours as long as they showed up at the ballpark ready to play.

Feeling relaxed and confident, DiMaggio made spectacular catches in the outfield while hovering near the .400 mark at the plate all season long. In the end, he missed out on a batting title by one point. As a collective unit, the Seals enjoyed one of their finest campaigns, winning 103 regular season games and defeating Los Angeles in the championship playoff.

O’Doul remained at the San Francisco helm for 16 more seasons. By the time he retired with the Seattle Rainiers in 1957, he was the most successful manager in PCL history. In later years, he refused to accept credit for DiMaggio’s success. “I was smart enough to leave him alone,” he humbly insisted.



THE FRICASSEED FOOT

On the strength of his performance in 1935, DiMaggio was invited to attend Yankee training camp the following year. Because Tony Lazzeri and Frankie Crosetti both lived in San Francisco, Bill Essick (the scout who had convinced the Yankees to stick with DiMaggio) suggested that they accompany the kid to Florida. Essick assumed that their shared Italian heritage and San Francisco roots would lead to some male bonding, but he was wrong. DiMaggio was extremely uncomfortable around strangers and tended to become virtually mute. Lazzeri was also a man of few words, prompting one sportswriter to complain that obtaining a useable quote from him was like “mining for precious ore with a nail file.”

Rather than travel to St. Petersburg by train, the two Yankee veterans decided they would make the trip in Lazzeri’s newly acquired sedan. Crosetti recounted the 2,900-mile odyssey as follows:

We each put up so much money for meals and gas and headed to Florida for spring training. There were no superhighways in those days. We had to go up hills and on winding roads and through towns. The trip took us about a week, with me and Tony doing all of the driving. None of us talked a lot, so on the whole drive we probably didn’t say more than three words to each other in a week. Just as we were reaching Florida, Tony said to me, “Let’s make the kid drive.” And the kid, Dimag, said, “I don’t know how to drive.”


According to DiMaggio, Crosetti threatened to throw him out of the vehicle before cooler heads prevailed.

Crosetti’s nickname of “Crow” was not only a shortened version of his last name, but it was an accurate description of what his shrill voice sounded like as it carried across the diamond. A Yankee lifer, he played and coached for the club from 1932 to 1968, winning a total of 17 World Series titles. He collected so many rings over the years that the Yankees started giving him engraved shotguns instead. As a player, he was known for his superb defense at shortstop. As a coach, he was renowned for his ability to steal signs from opposing teams.

Among the greatest second basemen of Lively Ball Era, Lazzeri was an integral part of seven pennant-winning Yankee squads. In 1925, he set the Pacific Coast League single-season record for home runs with 60. He suffered from epilepsy—an affliction that prevented most major-league teams from bidding on his services. But savvy New York executive Ed Barrow decided it was worth the risk, shelling out $50,000 to acquire Lazzeri’s contract. “As long as he doesn’t take fits between three and six in the afternoon, that’s good enough for me,” Barrow asserted. Lazzeri proved to be a good investment, averaging 96 RBIs per year during his 12 seasons in the Bronx.

Lazzeri, Crosetti, and DiMaggio arrived in camp ahead of schedule. Joe was assigned to a room with Crosetti. When practice games began, he received a nickname that stuck with him for many years. In the politically incorrect climate of the 1920s and ’30s, players were saddled with all kinds of inappropriate monikers—often based on their ethnicity or physical characteristics. Hall of Fame catcher Ernie Lombardi was known as “Schnozz” on account of his bulbous nose. Outfielder Bob Fothergill, who stood 5'10'' and weighed more than 230 pounds, was called “Fats” (although he grew to despise the handle and would sometimes come to blows with those who invoked it in his presence). DiMaggio was labeled “Dago” by teammates, following in the mold of Lazzeri and Crosetti, who were often referred to as “Big Dago” and “Little Dago” (respectively). Commenting on the racial insensitivity within baseball in the early days of the twentieth century, Hall of Fame pitcher Lefty Gomez commented, “It wasn’t meant to be fresh or to run down a guy’s nationality. It was just a way of kidding each other, of developing a sense of closeness. It was something to tie us together. . . . I’m Spanish and Irish and they called me ‘Spic’ and ‘Mick.’ It didn’t mean anything.”

[image: ]
DiMaggio and Tony Lazzeri look dapper in street clothes as they pose with Red Sox manager Joe Cronin at Fenway Park. Lazzeri and DiMaggio played together for two seasons before Lazzeri signed with the Cubs.
(Courtesy of the Leslie Jones Collection/Boston Public Library)

DiMaggio’s Italian background was conspicuously mentioned in nearly every article written about him that spring. One journalist actually referred to him as “The Big Wop”—a comment that would inevitably generate major controversy in the current era. Regardless of how Joe’s name appeared in print, Italian Americans were proud of their affiliation with him and turned up at the ballpark in large numbers to cheer him on.

Although Lou Gehrig was the driving force of the Yankee offense, sportswriters still mourned the loss of Babe Ruth, who had joined the Boston Braves in 1935 and retired shortly into the season when it became apparent that he couldn’t cut it at the major-league level anymore. Garrulous, accessible, and larger than life, “The Babe” was always good for a story or quote. DiMaggio’s enigmatic personality paled in comparison, but it became clear from the onset that he would be a valuable asset to the club. In his first exhibition game, he hammered a triple and three singles. Over the next few games, his batting average leveled off at .600. And then something unfortunate occurred.

While sliding into second base in a game against the Boston Bees, DiMaggio’s foot got stepped on. “I thought I was spiked,” he told a biographer, “but there was no blood, just a bruise. The next morning, the foot was swollen, so I went to see Doc Painter.” The veteran Yankee trainer placed Joe’s foot in a diathermy machine. (For the record, diathermy increases blood flow to injured parts of the body by applying heat generated with a high frequency current.) “I felt [my foot] burning, but I thought that’s what it was supposed to feel like,” DiMaggio recalled. “Then it really began to hurt, but I didn’t want to complain.”

He should have spoken up. His foot was seriously scalded, bringing about an abrupt end to his exhibition season. Outfielder George Selkirk remembered the incident vividly. “I was in and out of the training room myself a couple of times and DiMaggio was sitting with his foot in that thing. Somebody had changed the gears or fooled with the dials and it was hotter than it was supposed to be. DiMaggio just sat there with his foot burning up. I guess he was too shy to ask why it was getting so hot. . . . That foot was really burned badly. It was a sickening sight.” The unfortunate but preventable accident kept Joe out of action for well over a month.



RETURN TO GLORY

When DiMaggio arrived in New York for the ’36 campaign, the Yankees were not as dominant as they had been during the “Roaring Twenties.” After capturing six pennants and three World Series titles between 1921 and 1928, the Bombers fell into a slump, claiming one championship over the next seven seasons.

With the untimely death of manager Miller Huggins in 1929, Jacob Ruppert and Ed Barrow had installed Bob Shawkey—a former pitcher of note—at the helm. The team stumbled on his watch, prompting Yankee executives to find a more suitable replacement. They settled on Joe McCarthy, who had led the Cubs to a World Series berth





[image: ]
The starting 1936 Yankee outfielders strike a throwing pose. From left to right: Myril Hoag, Ben Chapman, and DiMaggio. Chapman ended up being traded to the Washington Senators that year.




SUBWAY SERIES: PART IV












BABY BOMBERS


CHARLIE KELLER

Left Field


JOE GORDON

Second Base


SPUD CHANDLER

Pitcher


TOMMY HENRICH

Right Field












THE HOLDOUT















ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL









A SOMBER PRELUDE
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DiMaggio poses with Yankee Manager Joe McCarthy (center) and Lou Gehrig (right). He looks a bit tired in the photo.









FOUR IN A ROW











DOROTHY AND JOE TIE THE KNOT











THERE’S NO CRYING IN BASEBALL!











THE GLORIOUS SUMMER OF ’41
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DiMaggio is pictured here in the prime of his career. Few players have been as revered and respected. The popular Yankee icon reportedly turned down offers to have a New York City street named after him and a statue erected in the city.







RIGHT THROUGH THE WICKETS













THINNING OF THE TALENT POOL












IN THE ARMY NOW










HAIL, HAIL, THE GANG’S ALL HERE











THE UNDESERVING MVP
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DiMaggio was one of the most popular players of his time—even outside of New York. Here he is greeted by a throng of autograph seekers in Boston.



BATTLE FOR THE BIG APPLE











LAUNCHINGS AND LANDINGS











THE TURNING POINT















THE LAST REMARKABLE SEASON















NEW BLOOD













THE FINAL OCTOBER












FIRST DATE WITH MARILYN










A MATCH MADE IN HOLLYWOOD HELL












THE BITTER END










AMONG THE STARS










THE DARK SIDE OF DIMAGGIO
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After retiring from baseball, DiMaggio did some PR work for a company that sold supplies to US military bases. In this photo, he is teaching a young boy how to handle a bat. Judging by the troubled expression on Joe’s face, it’s clear that the youngster needs a bit more instruction.



GOODBYE, NORMA JEAN















THE CLIPPER’S REVENGE




Dear Joe,


If I can only succeed in making you happy, I will have succeeded in the biggest and most difficult thing there is—that is, to make one person completely happy. Your happiness means my happiness and . . .








DONNING THE GREEN AND GOLD














THE GREATEST LIVING BALLPLAYER
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DiMaggio’s monument at Yankee Stadium was added shortly after his death in 1999. Many Yankee greats have been honored with plaques, but few have had monuments dedicated to them. Joltin’ Joe shares that distinction with Miller Huggins, Lou Gehrig, Babe Ruth, Mickey Mantle, and George Steinbrenner.



BEING JOE DIMAGGIO












THE SAN FRANCISCO QUAKE










JOE AND MARILYN TOGETHER AT LAST
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A testament to DiMaggio’s enduring popularity, admirers continued to leave gifts at his grave many years after his passing.



TESTIMONIALS
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