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Another time,


I devised a left-hander


Even more gifted


Than Whitey Ford: a Dodger.
 

People were amazed by him.


Once, when he was young,


He refused to pitch on Yom Kippur.
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Preface


THE POET AND THE PITCHER






I DIDNT GO TO THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS searching for Sandy Koufax.


I went for a poetry reading, in support of a friend. Also, there was the promise of free food. Sportswriters will go anywhere for free food.


I was just back from Fantasy Camp in Vero Beach, Florida, winter home of the Los Angeles Dodgers, where I first met Koufax and several of his former teammates. Clem Labine, an estimable pitcher in his own right, had tutored me in the physics of the Koufax curveball, explaining how he held the ball without his thumb, rolling it off his uncommonly long fingers with such velocity and spin that when the ball met the wind, the air cried.


I was attempting to demonstrate the proper grip to my friend Jane Shore, a poet who had not yet recovered from seeing Mike Mussina beaned on the mound at Camden Yards. An unexpected enthusiast exclaimed, Sandy Koufax? I devised Sandy Koufax.


Jane introduced me to Robert Pinsky, poet laureate of the United States. I was too unlettered to get his allusion and Pinsky was too polite to make a point of it. He turned to a student clutching a copy of his collected works and, borrowing the volume, opened it to page 86. The Night Game is a poem about sex and imagination, green grass and stadium lights that turn night into day. It is about the act of creation and new love, possibility. Koufax is not so much its subject as its solution. The solution to an emotion, Pinsky said.


Once, when he was young, Pinsky saw Sandy Koufax pitch at Ebbets Field. He doesnt remember much about the game. Just that it was night, that he sat along the third base line, that he knew who Koufax was. It was probably 1955, Sandys rookie year. Pinsky remembers the green of the grass and blue satin shimmering against the white flannel of Koufaxs shirt, and how the fabric wrinkled with exertion. He does not remember who won; whether Koufax started or relieved.


Years later when Pinsky was teaching writing at the University of California at Berkeley, someone sent him a poster of Koufax pitching: a study in kinetic sculpture, midway through his delivery, coiled and balanced on his back leg, his foot the only point of contact with the earth.


Pinsky hung the poster on his office door. In the arc and force of the pitchers motion, Pinsky saw everything he wanted his students to know about writing: balance and concentration; a supremely synchronized effort; the transfer of energy toward a single, elusive goal.


Pinsky is a sturdy man with a square jaw, a poet whose father was a catcher for the Jewish Aces, a New Jersey barnstorming team. Surrounded by his fans, people who dont confuse the poetry of baseball with iambic pentameter, he raised his arm above a tray of canaps, attempting to replicate the impossible angle of bone and ball just prior to release. You cant really do it, he sighed, lowering his arm. It was like a catapult. Elegance followed by violence.


I never saw Sandy Koufax pitch. My father, who grew up on Coogans Bluff rooting for the New York Giants, made me what I am today, a Yankee fan, by refusing to take me to Ebbets Field before the Dodgers left Brooklyn. I was probably the only Jewish kid in New York who didnt root for Koufax. I rooted for the gentiles in the Bronx insteada fate sealed by the proximity of my grandmothers apartment to the House That Ruth Built. I watched the world series from the second floor ballroom of the Concourse Plaza Hotel during High Holiday services. I went to synagogue to pray the Yankees wouldnt have to face Sandy Koufax.



Though I was a devoted subscriber to Life magazine, I dont remember seeing the August 1963 issue with him on the cover. It is an iconic, Norman Rockwell treatment. At age ten, I somehow failed to notice his importance. I was a Yankee fan first, a Jew second. I was assimilated. I did not feel compelled by Judaism to place him above baseball.


Twenty years later, I was covering the U.S. Open tennis matches for the Washington Post on the High Holidays. Deadlines were tight. I remember feeling pressured and something else, a discomfort in my own skin. I remember thinking, Sandy Koufax didnt pitch on Yom Kippur. I have not worked on the High Holidays since. Sandy Koufax had made himself at home in my soul.


In this I am not alone.


In Vero Beach, Florida, I met John Gentillon, a regular at Dodger Fantasy camp, who lived next door to him for a while in California. At a family reunion one day, forty of his tipsiest relatives, most of them female, spotted Koufax watering his trees and barreled down the hillside like a herd of elephants, screeching, Sandee! Gentillon was mortified. Koufax signed an autograph for each of them.


In the suburbs of New York, I found David Saks, a camper at Camp Chi Wan Da in 1953, who has been having recurring dreams about his bunk counselor, Sandy Koufax, ever since. In his dreams he gets to ask Koufax what so many others have wondered: How did you become that great? How did that happen?


In Manhattan, I met a woman named Shirley at the seventy-second anniversary gala of the Jewish Community House of Bensonhurst, where Koufax played on the 1951 National Jewish Welfare Board championship basketball team. A fleshy arm attached to a big voice and a firm grip took me by the wrist. You would like, maybe, to create a Jewish memory? I assured her I had plenty. So why are you here? Shirley said, disappointed. I explained my purpose, finding people who had known Koufax in Brooklyn. In an instant, she was dragging me across the ballroom, dodging vats of kosher dill pickles and mounds of chopped liver, bellowing at the top of her considerable lungs: Anybody here know Sandee?


Everything stopped. Mel Goldfeder, the event chairman, stepped forward. While he couldnt claim to know Koufax, they had spoken when Koufax telephoned his regrets. Goldfeder still hadnt gotten over it. He called me sir!


I have met Koufax collectors and Koufax completionists. In Washington, I was introduced to Michael Levett, whose youthful devotion to Koufax led to an adult passion for collecting the baseball card of every Jewish major-leaguer. (He has 128 of the 148 he covets.) In Philadelphia, I discovered Phil Paul, whose ambition is to acquire a ticket stub from each of Koufaxs 165 victories. So far, hes got 107, including all four no-hitters, the world series games, the record strikeout performances, and two one-hitters. Stubs cost him anywhere from twenty to forty dollars. A full ticket is double the price. My Holy Grail, the one game I really need is his first win, August twenty-seventh, nineteen fifty-five, Paul said. There were only ten thousand people at Ebbets Field. Paying customers that night: 7,204.


On a mountaintop in Southern California, I met Buzzie Bavasi, former general manager of the Dodgers, in his study overlooking the Pacific. Hes retired from baseball, but not from storytelling. In all my years in baseball, I never saved a thing, he said. About two years ago, I decided to get autographed balls from friends of mine, people I knew in the Hall of Fame. So I got twenty-two of them. Among them: Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio, Stan Musial, Willie Mays, and Hank Aaron. Somebody broke in here. What do you think they took? One ball. Sandys. I never laughed so much in my life.


A few hundred miles north, in a subdivision of Cape Cod townhouses in the outwash sprawl east of Los Angeles, I met Pete Bonfils, a former Dodger batboy, longtime batting practice pitcher, and present-day Koufax aficionado. In his study, he has a custom-made, glass-encased coffee table, eight feet square, built to house 132 batting practice balls. In his hard drive, he has a three-page catalogue of Koufax memorabilia he has assembled over the last thirty years: magazine covers and newspaper headlines, baseball scorecards and autographed glossies, a brick from Ebbets Field, a porcelain Koufax beer stein, a 1965 issue Volpe tumbler (Thats a hundred-dollar glass right thereits never been used), a Koufax photo tattoo, a 33 1/3 RPM recording of the Last Inning, Sandy Koufax Perfect Game (Actual reproduction, as narrated by Vince Scully), a Koufax money clip/nail file/pen knife, an autographed ticket stub from game one of the 1963 World Series, a 1981 Official Minor League Photo Fact Card of the Albuquerque Dukes with pitching coach Sandy Koufax in red and yellow team colors, every extant Koufax biography, juvenile and adult, forty-two Topps Koufax baseball cards, and a picture of Pete and his hero on the field at Dodger Stadium the day he was named batboy in 1969.


Pete also has a mean, pink scar on his left shoulder, acquired in the process of trying to become Sandy Koufax. Growing up in Pasadena, Pete, a lefty, imagined himself as Koufax every time he took the mound. Eventually, the game surpassed his talent. He never got further than Class A ball. But he never outgrew his devotion to Koufax. There seems to be a story on every guy. Ted Williams can be rude. Willie Mays too. These guys sell their souls. Koufax could sell his soul. He could make millions of dollars. He could do anything he wants. I dont want to say hes Jesus Christ walking on water but he has such an aura. He, like, glows.
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Sandy Koufax pitched twelve seasons in the major leagues: six of them indifferent, six of belated brilliance. Five consecutive years, from 1962 through 1966, he led the National League in earned run average. (He is the only pitcher ever to do that.) Four times he led the National League in strikeouts. Three times, he won at least twenty-five games. Ninety-seven times, he struck out ten or more batters. He is one of five pitchers in major league history who pitched at least one thousand innings with more career strikeouts than innings pitched. His last year, pitching with a crippled, arthritic arm, he won twenty-seven games and completed as many. And he never missed a start. Then, abruptly, he was gone. He was a meteor streaking across the heavens, his friend and former roommate, Dick Tracewski, said.





Thirty-six years have passed since he last threw a pitch in competition, yet you see him on the menu at Gallaghers Steak House in New York, on the wall mural celebrating the history of the Jews outside Cantors Deli in Los Angeles, on a six-dollar stamp issued by St. Vincent and the Grenadines, on the canvases of the renowned Jewish painter R. J. Kitaj, and on the library shelves at the Washington Hebrew Congregation in Washington, D.C. The paperback biography, a quickie clip job published in 1968, was so well thumbed librarians had to put it between hard covers. It remains the most asked for book in the synagogues childrens collection.


It was his childhood friend Fred Wilpon, owner of the New York Mets, who helped me understand why. Growing up with Sandy in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Bensonhurst, Wilpon was the star Koufax became. Sitting in his office high above New Yorks Fifth Avenue nearly fifty years later, Wilpon challenged me to find the defining differences that mark Koufaxs career. And, he confided, in what sounded like an afterthought but felt like a benediction, I think Sandy would never want to be remembered only by what he accomplished on the field. He may not admit it but he also stood for values that he thought were important.


What began as a search for a telephone number, an address, a way to apprise Koufax of my interest, soon became a search for those defining differences, and for the man within the myth. Of course, I also wanted to find him, which I did, finally, through Wilpon and Donald Fehr, executive director of the Major League Baseball Players Association. I wasnt home when Sandy called. The message he left aspired to tartness. Hi, Ms. Leavy, this is Sandy, uh, Koufax. The pause told me something I would come to know about the man: formality does not become him.


I dont really have any interest in this project, he continued. But Ill call you back.


Yeah, sure, right, I thought.


The next day the phone rang. His voice is as smooth as his archetypal delivery. No hint of Brooklyn in the inflection. He had a well-takenthough erroneousobjection. He didnt see how a person, me, could agree to write a book about another person, him, without informing the subject of her plan. In fact, I told him, I had yet to sign a contract because I hadnt been able to contact him. Reaching him had taken four months.


Everybody has my telephone number, he protested. I havent changed it in twelve years.


Yeah, well, not me.


You want it? he said.


I reached for a pen. And started talking. I talked for close to an hour, afraid that if I shut up, hed hang up. Or worse, say no, as he had to so many other aspiring authors. So I kept talking, explaining the premise for this book.


Sports in the modern incarnation is a junglethe name Jim Rome has given to his call-in radio show out of SoCal where clones wait on hold for hours in order to trade takes and smack in a guttural and debased competition for air time. It is impossible to imagine Koufax in the jungle. In virtually every way that matters, ethically and economically, medically and journalistically, he offers a way to measure where weve been, what weve come to, what weve lost. Just as he provided me, the grandchild of Jewish immigrants, with an unlikely barometer of my own assimilation into mainstream American culture, so he affords much-needed perspective on an industry in which a shortstop is paid $252 million, more than the gross national product of ten nations.


A case in point. The first call I made, when I began reporting, was to the Major League Baseball Players Alumni Association, looking for old ballplayers who had a key at-bat, a good swing, a good story to tell. I was connected to Dan Foster, who considered my request, and then said: Heres what I want you to do. Write a letter to each of these individuals. Place his name in the center of a white envelope. Place your return address in the upper left-hand corner and a stamp in the upper right-hand corner. We will fill in the address. That way, if they choose to respond they can.


Koufax laughed when I told him the story. He got it. He remembers when you didnt need FBI clearance to talk to a ballplayer and baseball was what you did until you grew up. The guys he played with pumped gas in the off-season. Duke Snider didnt carry an attach case. He delivered the mail.


Koufax spans two distinct eras in baseball and in America. He epitomizes a time as distant as my childhood when presidents were believed and pitchers went nine innings; when $4,000 was a bonus; when the words team and mates could be used separately or in conjunction but always without irony; when a member of the 1955 World Champion Brooklyn Dodgers would go straight from Yankee Stadium to Columbia University after the seventh game of the world series. Admittedly, Koufax hadnt played much that year. He was a bonus baby kept on the roster only because the rules demanded it. Still, it is unimaginable to think of any of todays multimillionaire benchwarmers showing up for class. Im not sure which is more remarkable: that he was enrolled in school or that he asked the professors permission to leave early so he could attend the team party.


Koufax is the sixties before the sixties became the sixties. He is celebrity before celebrity became an entitlement. He is hounds-tooth, a crisp white shirt, and a skinny black tie held in place by a discreet gold tie tack. This is how he appears in that August 2, 1963, issue of Life, vastly handsome and inaccessible. It is a cover story that promises much and delivers nothing by todays intrusive standards. No details, no revelations, except this: He built his own hi-fi! How easily satisfied we were.


Koufax defined and distinguished himself by what he did on the baseball field and by what he refused to do. He challenged batters and stereotypes. On the evening of September 9, 1965, he pitched a perfect game against the Chicago Cubs. Less than a month later, he achieved another kind of perfection by refusing to pitch the opening game of the world series because it fell on the holiest day of the Jewish year.


As a modern athlete, he stands resolutely with one spike in the bonus-baby fifties and the other on the cusp of the free-agent seventies. His joint holdout with Don Drysdale in 1966 was an unprecedented act of solidarity, a revolutionary act, received as heresy in a time of national rebellion. The insular world of baseball has never been the same.


After that season, he quit. He could still pitch but he could no longer straighten his left arm. He could not envision a whole life without being whole. Quitting was an act of imagination and emancipation. It required the ability to conceive of an existence as full and as important as the one he had so publicly led.


No other baseball immortal in memory retired so young, so well, or so completely. He may be the last athlete who declined to cash in on his fame. He has refused to cannibalize himself, to live off his past. He remains unavailable, unassailable, and, as Pete Bonfils points out, unsullied.


This wont be so much a biography, I told Koufax, as a social history of baseball, using his career as a way to measure how much has changed. My aim, I said, is to limn the trajectory of his career and in so doing re-create that time in baseball and America when change was imminent, when a well-placed tie tack held it all at bay.


And, by the way, I told him, you should call Phil. A mutual friend, Phil Collier, was feeling poorly and I thought he ought to know. I also thought I was the biggest schmuck on the planet. Four months it takes to reach the man and now Im lecturing him about how to be a friend. The next day, there was a message on the answering machine. Jane, this is Sandy. I called Phil. Thank you.


So began this improbable journey. The search for Koufax has taken me from Bensonhurst to Beverly Hills, from the cathedrals of baseball to my rabbis study. I have interviewed over four hundred people: players and coaches; teammates and opponents (high school, college, and major league); friends, fans, and othersKoufax has a lot of distant cousins hes never met, roommates he never roomed with, and high school friends he doesnt remember. Such is the price of fame.


I have spoken with humpties and Hall of Famers, baseball scouts and baseball executives, gentiles and Jews. Opinion was ecumenical. I gave up counting the number of times I was told, You wont find anyone to say a bad word about him, and started wondering what it meant that so many people assumed thats what I was after. Gentle is the word used most often to describe him.


Those who know him well were invariably wary, often seeking his permission before agreeing to talk to me. Sitting in the visitors dugout at Camden Yards in Baltimore, pitcher Orel Hershiser said, I cherish my friendship with Sandy. Youd probably have an easier time doing this after he was dead. Undoubtedly, Koufaxs preference. Running into my friend Dave Kindred, the sportswriter, at the Final Four a while back, he asked, You havent been able to talk her out of it yet either, huh?


As word of this project spread, I was besieged by requests for his time and attention. It was my first intimation of what it must be like to be Sandy Koufax. Some messages were passed along, others deflected. I became a de facto and awkward conduit to him. Don Newcombe, his former teammate, asked me to ask Sandy for an autograph for his nephew. Such is the respect for Koufax among his peers that even those who know him are reluctant to intrude. Koufax chafes at this perception but not at such requests. An autographed picture was immediately dispatched.


Sometimes, it felt as if he were stalking me. I had surgery and just before the anesthesiologist told me to start counting backward from one hundred, he said, Sandys my cousin. My mother used to walk him in his carriage on Bay Parkway. A New Years Eve guest volunteered she was his girlfriends best friend in high school. A beatific stay at a Tuscan inn was interrupted by a knock at the door. Ouismane, the polylinguistic Somali concierge, delivered a fax from home on a silver tray: the first page of Sports Illustrated s millennium tribute to its favorite athlete, Sandy Koufax. The Left Arm of God, Ouismane exclaimed, reading over my shoulder. Imagine elevating an athlete to the Holy Trinity. You Americans! I will never understand you!


We live in an era where privacy is suspect and the distinction between what is private and what is secret has been lost. Privacy as an act of integrity is a conceptual has-been. Koufax is a private man in the old-fashioned sense of the word. He says he would like to leave this world without a trace, which given his accomplishments is an impossibility. He told his friend Tom Villante at a funeral a couple of years ago: Itll be thirty days before they know Im gone.


He has no need to be noticed. Joe DiMaggio, to whom Koufax is so often compared, marketed his privacy; Koufax cherishes his. On the field, athletes are coached to stay within themselves. Yet, an individual who chooses to do so, to keep an inner life inner, is deemed reclusive, enigmatic, aloof. That whole reclusive, ghostly Howard Hughes thing is bullshit, his friend Joe Hazan says emphatically.


An enigma defies understanding. Koufax defies nothing, except perhaps the expectations of a debased, media-driven age. Nor does he defy understanding; he just doesnt particularly need to be understood, an anachronistic impulse in our tell all culture. In an age of promiscuous self-promotion, a woman dressed as the Cat in the Hat who stands outside the Today Show studio with a poster announcing I am having breast cancer surgery tomorrow is thought normal. A man who opts out of his celebrity, declining to prolong or exploit his allotted fifteen minutes, is thought odd. There must be something wrong. Something hidden.


Out of such reserve, apocrypha grow. Hes lived in New Zealand, Nova Scotia, and Australia. (False.) He raised horses in North Carolina. (False; there were two horses in the barn, and he never tried to ride either of them.) Comedian Buddy Hackett was his childhood baby-sitter. (False; it was Buddys sister.) He was the first athlete to use ice as an analgesic. (False; it was Drysdale.) He tried out for the Maccabiah Games in basketball. (False.) He struck out the heart of the Dodgers order in batting practice prior to a 1981 World Series game. (False; he says Pedro Guerrero took him deep.) He did not love to play the game. (False.)


With his reticence, Sandy Koufax asks a pertinent fin de sicle question: How, ethically, do you write about someone who would prefer not to be written about, a public person who has chosen to lead a private life but whose public deeds demand consideration? A person who grants you access to his friends and maybe even a little bit of his soul and then says, This book has to be yours, not mine.


From the beginning, Koufax made it clear he did not want this book to be written. But, if it was going to be done, he wanted it to be done right. To that end, he agreed to verify matters of personal biography and gave friends the go-ahead to be interviewed as long as it was clear that the book is based on what others said, not on what Im saying. I agreed, at his request, not to interview his closest living relatives: the son and daughter of his late sister, Edie. I chose not call his ex-wives, ex-girlfriends, or the woman with whom he currently shares his life. You dont need to know everything to write the truth. You just need to know enough. He refers to this project whimsically and ruefully as an unauthorized biography by a neat lady. He also calls me a CPAa certified pain in the ass.


Over time, I developed a verbal shorthand to describe his cooperation: circumscribed but invaluable. Then, one day, I was a guest on a public radio show in Philadelphia. The sound engineer was already giving the host the signal to wrap it up when she remembered to ask about Koufaxs cooperation.


Well, I said, it was circumcised but invaluable.


The next day the phone rang at my home in Washington. Hey, Leavy, I heard that circumcised line.


Koufax hung up. I left a message on his answering machine: Hey, big boy, its the one biographical fact I didnt check.


In July 2002, shortly before the book went to print I asked him one last time if he wanted to have any further input. No, he said. It would be wrong for me to influence what you write.


Maybe you have to be a writer to understand why that took my breath away. You know, I said, I spoke to four hundred sixty-nine people, and if four hundred sixty-nine people said you were a shit, I would have written that you were a shit.


Four hundred and sixty-nine people cant be wrong, he replied, with the characteristic wit he employs to deflect public affection.


I cant pretend not to know him; nor do I pretend to know him better than I do. I have seen him in public venues, such as baseballs celebration of the Team of the Century, where, he noted wryly, the placard in front of him misspelled his name. And on the golf course at Bob Gibsons annual charity tournament where the press of humanity wanting a piece of him momentarily trapped him in a Port-O-Johnny. With one exception (see page 265), I have quoted him only when the words were spoken at public events or in previously recorded interviews and conversations.


Ive seen him in private settings where I experienced the kindness of which so many people spoke and his sense of humor. When he inquired about the health of my mother-in-law after surgery that required implanting a pig valve in her heart, I told him: Well, now shes trayf. The Yiddish word for unclean food. All mother-in-laws are trayf, he replied.


Early one inhospitable February morning, soon after I began working on the book, I found myself at the Budget Rent-A-Car counter in the airport at Melbourne, Florida, at 1:00 A.M. A viciously pert attendant refused to rent me a car because my D.C. drivers license had expired in flight. There wasnt a living soul I knew within three hours of Melbourne (not to mention a cab or a limo) except Sandy Koufax. Slumped by the Budget counter, I asked myself the existential question: Could I call him? Would he come?


I decided I could and he would. Then I remembered he was out of town. So I heedlessly hitchhiked down I-95, heading south toward Dodgertown, thinking, Is this sonofabitch really worth it? To which he later, cheerfully, replied, You get a resounding no from me.


Among those who respectfully disagree is Herb Cohen, the Sage of Bensonhurst, author of You Can Negotiate Anything. Herbie is Larry Kings close friend, not Sandys. Their lives were peripheral to each others: Lafayette High School, Bay Parkway, the J. But Herbie knows things. I watch fish, Herbie told me one day, puckering his lips. The thing about fish is they dont know theyre in the water. Their vision is always blurry. Dont let Sandy dissuade you from his significance.


In Robert Pinskys poem, Koufax stands in opposition to my childhood hero, Whitey Ford, whom he beat twice in the 1963 World Series. Whitey and the Yankees were anathema to Pinsky. They were the establishment, people who got all As. One early fifties night in Monmouth, New Jersey, when Whitey was pitching for the U.S. Army and Pinsky was still very young, he waited for an autograph. When the moment came, the boy ventured forward with his request. Not now, kid, the pitcher replied.


Big mistake: you never know whos going to grow up to be poet laureate. Whiteys fate was sealed; in the poets mind he would always be Sandys foil. So, although I didnt go to the Library of Congress in search of Sandy Koufax, thats where I found him or, at least, the defining differences Fred Wilpon urged me to consider. As Pinsky put it, His triumph surpassed mere success.


I called Sandy the next morning to tell him what the poet had said. There was quiet on the other end of the line. After a moment or two, he asked with a delivery every bit as smooth as his windup, Do you think hed like a ball?


The package arrived a couple of weeks later, accompanied by a note: Whiteys really a good guy.


Ford subsequently redeemed himself in Pinskys estimation with a plaintive, if belated, explanation for his youthful rudeness: Soldiers dont give autographs. (And in mine by asking for a copy of Pinskys poem. He wrote nice about Sandy? Whitey said. Id like to see that.)


Now, every night before he goes to bed, Pinsky thinks about Sandy Koufax. He sets the alarm on the security system of his home and considers his valuables: a signed first edition of Robert Frosts first book of poetry, A Boys Will, and a signed Sandy Koufax baseball. On the sweet spot it says, There was never a better night game.


Except, perhaps, one.
















Chapter 1

WARMING UP






THREE DECADES AFTER he threw his last pitch, Sandy Koufax was back in uniform at Dodgertown, a rare occurrence given his belief that baseball uniforms do not flatter those of a certain age. This is where he made his debut in the spring of 1955 and Vero Beach is where he has chosen to make his after-baseball homean odd choice for a man said not to like the game and the attention it brings him. Mornings when hes in town, he works out in the training room. The clubhouse guys gave him a key. He brings the bagels.


On this particular day in February 1997, he was at Dodgertown for a seminar on sports medicine. He had been recruited by Frank Jobe, the Dodgers team physician, to teach an audience of biomechanical experts how to throw a ball. He couldnt very well say no: he was on Jobes operating table at the time. He had torn his rotator cuff falling down the stairs. The Boys of Summers Past are not immune to senior moments.


Thinking of Koufax as clumsy is as disconcerting as the sight of the familiar 32 confined to this minimalist stage: sitting behind a bunting-draped table in a multipurpose room at what is now known as the Conference Center at Dodgertown. He looked thinner than in memory, thirty pounds less than his playing weight, the legacy of an afterlife as a marathoner. The old baggy uniforms always made him look less imposing than he was. His hair was thinner too, but silver, not gray. He had the appearance of a man aging as well as one possibly can, somehow managing to look graceful in uniform while perched beside a droopy fern.


In 1955, Dodgertown was a baseball plantation with diamonds that disappeared into the orange groves on the horizon. No one could have envisioned then the industry that baseball would become; the science that throwing would become; or the pitcher Koufax would become. A pitcher so sublime, people remember always the first time they saw himamong them fellow lecturers Duke Snider and Dave Wallace. What Wallace, a baseball man, recalls most is leaving the stadium convinced: The ball comes out of his hand different from anybody elses.


His virtuosity was a synthesis of physiognomy and physical imagination. He didnt just dominate hitters or games. He dominated the ball. He could make it do things: rise, break, sing. Gene Mauch, the old Phillies skipper, was once asked if Koufax was the best lefty he ever saw. Mauch replied: The best righty, too. As Billy Williams, the Hall of Famer, put it: There was a different tone when people talked about Sandy Koufax.


Hank Aaron was his toughest out: You talk about the Gibsons and the Drysdales and the Spahns. And as good as those guys were, Koufax was a step ahead of them. No matter who he pitched against, he could always be a little bit better. If somebody pitched a one-hitter, he could pitch a no-hitter.


John Roseboro, who died in August 2002, was his favorite receiver: I think God came down and tapped him on the shoulder and said, Boy, Im gonna make you a pitcher. God only made one of him.


He was an artist who inspired ballplayers to reach beyond their usual idiom for metaphor and simile. They called him the games Cary Grant and Fred Astaire and compared him to the Mona Lisa and the David. He looked like Michelangelo, Ernie Banks said. Pitching, walking, whatever he did was kind of in rhythm with life, stylish. Sometimes one analogy did not suffice. As Koufaxs teammate, the noted art historian Lou Johnson, said, He was Michelangelo and Picasso rolled into one.


Absent the radar guns and computer-generated technology of the late twentieth century, which turned acts of grace into biomechanical models, he was admired rather than analyzed. His fastball remains elegantly understated, unmeasurable, unknowable. His curveball lives on in grainy television footage and in the memory of the unfortunates who tried to hit it. There are those, romantics and catchers, content to leave it at thatRoseboro was among them: That SOB was unusual. Theres never been another like him and I dont think there ever will be. Trying to explain how he throws, how he got his control, how he thinkshe was just un fucking-usual. Who gives a shit how he threw it?


Koufax cared. Long after he retired, he became a roving pitching coach in the Dodgers minor league system and a stealth advisor to an ardent cadre of pitchers, coaches, and managers who quote him like a shamanSandy says!and then get in line for his autograph just like everyone else. He didnt want them to do what he said because Sandy Koufax said, Do it. He wanted them to understand why it worked.


He had come to see his body as a system for the delivery of stored energy, intuiting the principles of physics inherent in the pitching motion. This realization not only put him ahead of batters, it put him ahead of science. It would take decades for the gurus of biotech medicine to catch up. Later, when he had the time, he visited their labs and delved into their textbooks seeking proofs for what he knew empirically to be true. He learned to break down the pitching motion into its component parts and to put the science of motion into accessible language. He improvised drills using a bag of balls and a chain-link fence, giving impromptu clinics in the parking lot of Bobbys Restaurant in Vero Beach. He held whole pitching staffs in thrall with his knowledgesitting, as John Franco of the Mets put it, bright-eyed at his feet in the middle of the locker room like little boy scouts.


His face changes when he talks about pitching. His eyes light up, his grammar comes alive, the past tense yielding to the present. The tightness in his voice often noticed in the presence of reporters disappears. As he spoke to the doctors and physical therapists arrayed before him in Dodger jerseys in a conference room at Dodgertown, his voice was as light as his fastball. Before long his hands began to move, first tentatively, then more broadly, arms spread wide, as if to envelop his subject and his audience.



[image: ]


A pitcher from the beginning of his motion through his delivery, using his body as a catapult.


Everybody who performs an athletic event of any kind is a system of levers, he began. You cant alter what the bones do. If you can make the bones work, the injuries to the soft tissue will be a lot less. Its when guys are in a bad position and now they try to make the muscles do something to compensate for the bad position that they injure themselves.


Rising, he turned to an easel and drew a simple figure: >. Then he added a series of lines fanning out from the upper arm so that > became /. His drawings are famous. They circulate through baseballs underground, accompanied by the whispered awe usually reserved for great art. Truth to tell: Koufax may have painted the corners but hes no Matisse. His audience had no clue what they were looking at. This is usually my quiz, he said, apologetically. But in the interest of time Ill give you the answer.


While it may look ridiculous, thats a pitcher from the start of his windup to the finish when he releases the ball. Whats happening is the hips get out front and you create some energy by leaving the upper part of your body behind.


Using his Magic Marker, he directed their attention to the second to last of the fanned lines. The most critical point is right about here. The front leg is charged with stopping the torso. When the torso stops, the arm catches. Youve now multiplied the force factor. So the arm now develops more speed than it had when it was simply moving with the body. Its the law of the flail. Its somewhere between six and eight to one, I dont remember; I have it at home.



In the Middle Ages when they first had catapults, they had the single-arm catapult. Its a simple ratio: the length of the catapult to the speed. Then some guyI dont know who the hell it wassaid, Hey, how about one with two shorter arms? They threw that stone six times as far. Hes thinking: Hey, were throwing rocks on these guys and they cant reach us. So basically thats what happens with the body. Its a two-armed catapult. You try to get the front half out as far as you can. All power pitchers do that. When the front leg stops, the upper body catches, the arm straightens, and you see a straight line. Basically, you try to work as much as you can with leverage and weight and energy rather than having to use the force of the muscles to perform those actions that just letting your body get in the right position will take care of. You get the work done by leverage and weight rather than force. You gotta do what the bones do.


Form follows function, Louis Henri Sullivan wrote in 1896. He was referring to architecture, but he might as well have been talking about Koufax. He embodied the principle. His form, evolved over twelve major league seasons, was ideally suited to its function. First he perfected it. Then he learned to repeat it. Finally, he came to understand and articulate the physical laws implied in what he did.


His delivery was the kinetic equivalent of E. B. Whites clear, crystal stream of the English language: honed, pared down, essential. Every pitch landed like a punch line. He flowed. There were no glitches or hitches; no Brooklyn shrugs. Photographers and painters, with their ability to freeze a moment in a stop-action sequence of images, could isolate elements of his deliverythe high leg kick, the grotesque torque of his elbow, the pinched contortion of his eyes at the instant before release. These are powerful images. They are also misleading. A motion doesnt stop. It is a continuum.


Today, biomechanical researchers like Jobes colleague, Dr. Marilyn Pink, use computer-enhanced telemetry to analyze a pitchers motion. When she performed a qualitative visual analysis of Koufaxs form in her lab at Centinela Hospital in Los Angeles, she discovered what batters already knew: He was biomechanically perfect. There was absolutely not a wasted piece of energy there, Pink concluded. He knew exactly what was extraneous and what was needed.


The beauty of his delivery was a function of his mechanics and his mechanics were a function of obeying the laws of nature. Every pitch came over the top. He didnt drop down. He didnt come sidearm. He didnt fool around. His fluidity lulled minds and dulled reflexes. Let the body put you to sleep and let the arm get you out, he would say. No matter how many times a batter saw it, the balls arrival at home plate always came as a shock. It was a humbling, disorienting sensation. In the immortal words of Willie Stargell, trying to hit Koufax was like trying to drink coffee with a fork. Hitters talk about it all the time and invariably in the same words. The ball presented itself as an offering. It was right there. I was right on it. And, then, nope, good-bye, it was gone.


Andy Etchebarren, the Baltimore catcher who was the last batter ever to face him, quickly assessed the problem. See, you need a certain amount of time for the eye to see what it sees and to tell the brain what it needs to be told and then your hands gotta move. And that is all taking place in less than a second. With Koufax, your eyes couldnt tell your brain to react in time.


Many hitters revert to the present tense in an effort to describe the experience of facing him. Its almost as if they are frozen in the long-ago moment just as they were frozen at the plate. Koufax had the purest delivery, said Tim McCarver, the former catcher better known as a TV announcer to a new generation of baseball fans. Theres no deception in trying to pick the ball up. Thats what made Koufax Koufax. It was like one muscle throwing the ball.


With Koufax the left arm goes up and everythings connected, a flowing unit coming toward you. The curveball was biting down and the fastball was exploding up. You had to look up and down, up and downit was a very difficult thing for a hitter to adjust to.


Talk to guys who faced him and they all say pretty much the same thing: You know, he only had two pitches. Of course, as Willie Mays points out, He threw them very well. And he threw them from the same place, the same angle, the same motion. You didnt know which was which until one went up and the other went down. The curve mesmerized and seduced; the fastball inspired awe and onomatopoeia: Ptoom. Psssst. Whchooo. Woooo. Wssszzzzzzt. Or, as Ralph Branca put it with rhetorical flourish: How did Koufax pitch? Whoosh. Whoosh. WHOOSH! He never believed in a change of pace. If he needed to change speeds, he figured hed just throw harder.


He didnt have to think too much, Jim Bouton concluded after watching him disarm the Bronx Bombers in the 1963 World Series. He just had to decide whether to throw his overpowering, overwhelming fastball or his off-the-table curveball. Of course, either one would have been fine. The fact that he threw both with the same grace and the same beautiful delivery was hypnotizing. Nobody knew how fast he was. I spoke to him once or twice. His style of speaking and his manner was the same as his pitching motion: all of a piece, seamless and smooth. It looked like one of those jumbo jets coming in for a landing. They look so huge and graceful that they look really slow but of course theyre coming in as fast as any other plane.


Koufaxs fastball inspired scientific debate, pitting the empiricism of the batting eye against scientific principle. The laws of physics and logic dictate that an object hurtling through space must lose height and momentum. Anyone can make a Whiffle ball rise, sure. But a man standing on a fifteen-inch-high mound of dirt throwing a five-ounce horsehide sphere downhill? Rise, my butt, Roseboro, the skeptic, says.


Hitters scoff at science. Their expert testimony is unanimous.


Stan Musial: Rose up just before it got to the plate.


Willie Mays: I dont know how much it rose, it just rose. Aint got time to try and sit there and count how high it goes. You just know it went upvery quickly.


Hank Aaron: It did something, you know?


Pitchers, coaches, and umpires concur.


Carl Erskine: It reaccelerated. It came again.


Dave Wallace: Fifteen feet from home plate where the grass ends and the dirt begins, it got an afterburner in its ass.


Doug Harvey: I dont know why or how. In thirty-one years, Ive never seen anybody else that could do that. Nolan Ryans ball did not do it. Jim Maloneys ball did not do it. Im talking hard throwersGibson, Seaver. Nobodys ball did what Koufaxs ball did.


It was enough to make you question your sanity, if not your eyesight. During the 1965 World Series, Koufax threw five consecutive fastballs past Tony Olivaa dead fastball hitter. After the series, Oliva went straight to the eye doctor. The doctor said, Nothing is wrong with your eyes, Tony, you have the best eyes on the club, Oliva recalled. Everybody on the club just laughed.


A ball in flight is subject to three forces: gravity, which accelerates movement downward; drag, which impedes forward motion; and lift. Lift is created by backspin, which vies with gravity for control over the trajectory of the ball. According to science, gravity always wins, causing a ball to drop three feet over the distance of sixty feet six inches. Physicists insist that the hop on Koufaxs fastball was an optical illusion created by the expectation that it would drop more than it did. Physics is full of shit, said another expert on the subject, Jim Bunning, a Hall of Fame pitcher who graduated to the United States Senate. Physics also said you cant throw a curveball. And I guarantee you his ball when he threw a curve did very un physical things.


If Koufaxs fastball defined him in the popular imagination, his curveball distinguished him in the minds of major league hitters. They had a whole vocabulary to describe his curve and what it did to them. They called it an overhand drop. (Started at twelve, finished at six.) They called it a yellow hammer. They called it a biter and they called it a bitch. Mostly, they called it unfair. It started a foot over your head and headed south in a hurry. Hitters swore it broke two feet. From the letters to the knees. From the table to the floor. From heaven to Gods green earth. They said it fell out of the sky.


Guys would swing at it like they were chopping wood and end up hitting only the plate. Juan Marichal once broke his bat in half that way. It fooled batters, umpires, and sometimes his own catcher. The first time Jimmy Campanis, Als kid, caught Koufax, he stood up to catch the ball and it hit him in the knee.


Some came to regard his curveball as an act of God, a force of nature. A mystic waterfall, Jimmy Wynn called it. Mystic? Surely he meant misty. Either one, the Toy Cannon replied. It makes your eyes water when you see it coming. And when you miss it or you take it for a strike, you walk back to the dugout and see guys hiding their mouths. You know they want to laugh at you, just saying to themselves, Thank you, Jimmy. Im glad it was you, not me.



An average major league curveball rotates perhaps twelve or thirteen times on its journey to home plate. Pitcher Al Leiter swears you can count the revolutions on Koufaxs curve by slowing old footage to a crawl. He also swears: Its up to fourteen or fifteen! Which Leiters old pitching coach, Wallace, says is a little high.


When it was right, you could hear it coming. It sounded like a little tornado, said Orlando Cepeda. Bzzzzzzzz. And it looked like a high fastball. Then it droppedBOOMin front of you. So fast and so noisy, it scared you.


To understand how Koufax did what he did, it is necessary to see a ball in his hand. When Wallace tossed him one, it disappeared in his grasp. Wrapping the ball, players call it. Before middle age set in he could hold six balls in his hand. Or a friends infant grandson. A womens size six and a half glove fits comfortablyin his palm. As former Dodger Rick Monday says, When Sandy Koufax holds a baseball theres no question whos in control.


Koufax held the ball aloft to show the proper grip on the curveball: between the middle and ring fingers with his middle finger resting inside the long seam of the ball. His thumb, index finger, and even his ring finger were largely superfluous. He threw his curve off his middle finger, karate-chopping the air, pulling down on the seams with uncommon force and friction, thus generating unprecedented spin. When you push back up, youve got to bend your wrist, hook it, so your hand is almost inside your arm, he explained. You cant throw it as hard. You cant spin it as fast pushing up as you can pulling back down.


Pulling down also places less stress on soft tissue and prevents the ball from popping up into view. In photos, you can see his thumb sticking straight up as if hitching a ride.


Watching from the back of the room, Duke Snider hooted, And were supposed to hit it, right? Snider tried only once, his last season in the majors when he was playing out the string with the Giants in hateful Candlestick Park. He was trying to stay warm at the end of the dugout when manager Alvin Dark summoned him to pinch-hit for Willie McCovey, who had pulled a muscle swinging at a 3-and-1 pitch. I said, Alvin, are you out of your mind? I strike out quite often.


He says, He might walk you.



I said, I never thought of that. I went up and Sandy was laughing so hard he walked me. I said, Thank you, Sandy.





The hardest thing in sports is no single act, it is the replication of that act in an endless vacuum of infinite space. That is the ultimate discipline. In biomechanical terms, what made Koufax perfect was the ability to repeat a motion. Pitch after pitch. Batter after batter. Game after game.


His controlso admired and so hard wonwas a corollary to his body control. As much as you can do to get the variables out of the delivery, the easier it is to repeat, he explained. Thats the key to a repeated golf swing, or pitching motion or batting swing. Hitters have the variable of not knowing where the ball is going to be. The pitcher wants to do exactly the same thing every time. He just wants to do it in a slightly different direction each time.


To call this a motion is misleading. A pitchers delivery, windup to follow-through, synthesizes a thousand separate physical acts, many of which occur simultaneously and all of which take place in approximately 3.68 seconds. Koufax learned to isolate and replicate the most crucial of them. He thought it all through before science, Pink said. Now science has caught up with him and the data supports what he has known all along. He figured out some of the basic keys to throwing harder, faster, and more accurately early in the pitch. If you get them down, you cant help but deliver the ball properly. How many arms has he saved? As many people as want to listen.


Koufax rarely speaks publicly about pitching. Jobe and his associates have tried to persuade him to collaborate on a pitching video, and taped this discussion for instructional use. His acolytes within baseball are noteworthy and numerous: Alan Ashby, Tim Belcher, Kevin Brown, John Franco, Orel Hershiser, Tim Leary, Al Leiter, Chan Ho Park, Kenny Rogers, Nolan Ryan, Dave Stewart, Don Sutton, Bob Welch. This isnt a philosophy, says former major league manager Kevin Kennedy, another Koufax disciple. Its the way the body works.


Or, as Koufax has been known to say, Mechanics is whats natural.


For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, Koufax said, reminding his audience of Newtons law of motion. When, in the course of delivering a pitch, a man applies force to the dirt in front of the mound, an equal but opposite force is applied by the ground to the pitcher. A stream of elastic energy is carried upward through the large muscles of the lower body and dispersed through the shoulder, the elbow, and the hand. A kinetic chain, its called.


Think of a line of skaters whipping across a patch of ice. Each one represents a portion of a pitchers bodythigh, trunk, shoulder, arm. Their linked hands are joints and connective tissue. Each link in the chain is dependent on the others for speed and stability. They all rely on the anchor for security. If he wobbles, the chain breaks down. The skaters go nowhereor go flying. But when they move in unison, like a set of interconnected levers, energy builds. That accumulated energy is transferred from skater to skater until it reaches the last man on line, who travels fastest and carries most of the force.


The efficiency of Koufaxs motion generated greater than usual force. The anatomical advantages inherent in his impossibly long arms and fingers enhanced that efficiency. Maximized efficiency also meant maximized stress. Each pitch was an act of violence. Ironically, by making his body into the perfect catapult, he may have hastened the built-in obsolescence of his elbow.


In baseball, a Great Arm is admired, massaged, milked, deified, and amortized. It is deferred to and referred to as if a thing apart. In fact, like the last skater on the imaginary line, it is a dependent. The back leg is the controlling authority, in Koufaxs view, the single most important thing in pitching.


As the batter dug in at the plate, Koufax wedged his back foot into the pitching rubber, inclining his ankle toward home. The angle was crucial. It created its own momentum, insisting that his body move forward in space. It was the source of the energy he was about to release.


It remains a subject of esoteric debate in biomechanical circles whether a pitch begins with a push or a controlled fall off the pitching rubber. Koufax pushed. Flat feet cant push. Most pitchers go into their windup with their back foot flat against the rubber, a passive approach. So ingrained is this orthodoxy, it took Hershiser three months practicing nothing else to get it right. Koufax finally told him to take the middle spike out of his shoe so he could wedge his foot into the rubber.


The difference is as subtle as it is essential. By aligning muscle with bone, stress is minimized, force is maximized, and leverage is increased. If your foot is at the angle you want it to be, your force is straight up that leg bone, he said. If you start in that position, theres a lot more that you can do with the back leg a lot quicker. Youre already in a position to push. In fact, it automatically pushes your hips forward.


His front leg came up. The right knee, as it rose, seemed to touch his elbow. His toe extended like a dancer on point. For an instant, he seemed in equipoise, his back leg a pedestal. It was his only point of contact with the earth. Every other part of his body was flying.


The angle also precludes what Koufax calls an erratic and flexible base. Joints are inherently unreliable, not to mention breakable, requiring timing and attention. Inclining his foot as he did eliminated his ankle as a variable while accelerating his forward motion.


His upper body turned as a unit like a matador pirouetting away from a charging bull, the ball and his left hand tucked inside his glove. Then his hands parted and his left shoulder dipped, his arm dangling below his knee, the ball obscured from view. From the batters perspective, he looked almost simian. From the photographers well, it seemed he reached so far back his hand actually touched the mound.


Anyone who has ever handed something to a whining child in the backseat understands the peril of reaching back with only your arm. Koufax kept his arm in line with his shoulder blade, reducing the pressure on his rotator cuff. In medical jargon: On the scapular plane, thirty degrees forward of lateral. Just the way we teach it now, Jobe said.


One leg reached toward home, the other extended behind him, forming an inverted V with his hips at its apex. They were his infrastructure, flying buttresses supporting his upper body.


Some athletes describe an out-of-body experience at peak performance, a freedom from the bonds of physical activity. Koufax never lost consciousness of where his body was, particularly the lower half. He knew that if his hips went where they were supposed to go the rest of him would surely follow. You gotta lead with your hips, he always tells young pitchers.


As he planted his foot on the downward slope of the mound, his back knee grazed the ground. His torso arched, his legs splayed. From certain angles, it almost looked as if he were straddling the hill.


His stride was long and exact (it should be about 70 to 80 percent of a pitchers height), which made him fussy about his pants. If they were too tight, they impeded his stride and Nobe Kawano, the Dodgers accommodating clubhouse man, would scurry for new ones, waiting as Koufax tried on pair after pair, going through his pitching motion in each of them.


You have to be low, he said, simulating with his hand the motion of a plane taking flight. If you look at pictures of Tom Seaver, Nolan Ryan, myself, the back leg is on the ground. If you ever had a Whiffle ball and tried to make it do that, you know youve got to get down as low as you can and make the ball spin backward. You have to get your center of gravity low so that when youre throwing the ball, youre throwing it straight out, rather than down. You cant defy gravity.


His eyes never left the target. Oh, hed look over at first base if by chance anyone got that far. Otherwise, his gaze stayed level, blazing a path for the flight of the ball.


He never threw downhill. Gravity would take care of that. He told himself, Throw through the target, not to it. And that target was always on the other end of a level plane. What made him different from other pitchers, biomechanical experts would later conclude, was his ability to conceive of and stay on that plane longer than anyone else.


No matter where the target was, three or four inches off the outside of the plate or brushing the inside corner, his release point was always the same. Only the direction varied.


You see a lot of pitchers trying to change direction with just the hand or arm, Koufax said. It doesnt work. You have to do what the bones do. You want to shoot it over there, you point over there. Like a bow and arrow.


Inside his glove, his hand stayed on top of the ball until the last possible instant before rotating it into position to deliver the desired pitch. His fingers were his compass, the seams a topographical map, pointing the way home.


The ball nestled in a V between his fingers. That V was his sighta sharpshooters guide. All the time Im pitching I see this, he said, splaying his fingers. When I pick the ball out of the glove and here, and here, and here, all the time I look at this. The only time I stop seeing it is as I release the ball.


Now the arm came forward like a whip, hurtling the ball in its assault on home plate. The power generated by his lower body traveled upward and exploded through his fingertips. The catapult had done its job. The transfer of energy was complete.



Its KISS, he told the doctors with that familiar Brooklyn shrug. Keep It Simple, Stupid.


Of course, it isnt simple. The experts had lots of questions, some of which couldnt be answered with a Magic Marker. They were having trouble visualizing that thing he did with his foot on the pitching rubber. He got up from behind the table and placed himself on an imaginary pitching mound, asking them to envision a hundred-pound weight at his foot and the best way to go about moving it. He swung his left leg out to the side, as if to push the object with a scissor kick. Theres no way Im going to do it this way, he said.


Then he tipped his left foot inward and pushed the imaginary weight again. Im going to turn my foot and push as hard as I can this way, he said. If my foot is in this position, the minute I pick my right foot up, Im gone. I cant not do it.


His hands were cupped at his waist as if in prayer, his feet splayed in that familiar bowed angle. His weight shifted from back to front, the momentum of his body carrying him toward home. The years faded and all that remained was the blank, white movie screen behind him. It was easy to project onto it a different scenesay the corrugated pavilion in deep center field at Dodger Stadium. It didnt take much imagination at all to see him on the mound, warming up again.














Chapter 2

THE PREGAME SHOW






SUNSET ON SEPTEMBER 9, 1965, was at 7:08 P.M. The lights were on at Dodger Stadium, obliterating the last vestiges of smog and smoke lingering over Watts some ten miles away. It was that last moment before darkness compromises the light. But the absent sun still asserted its control over the ebbing day.


Sandy Koufax, the Dodgers starting pitcher, knew he was in the gloaming of his baseball career. He had not won a game in three weeks. Not since black Los Angeles had exploded in rage. Not since he watched in horror as San Francisco Giants pitcher Juan Marichal bludgeoned John Roseboro with a baseball bat. Not since he had confided in his friend Phil Collier, the beat reporter for the San Diego Union, that the next season would be his last.


Traumatic arthritis in his left elbow required him to douse his body with Capsolin, a hot sauce derived from red hot chili peppers, before every game. Trainers used tongue depressors to apply it, smearing him with the stuff the way youd spread mustard on a Dodger Dog. Bill Buhler, the head trainer, wore surgical gloves for this procedure; otherwise his wife wouldnt let him put his hands beneath the sheets when he got into bed.


All season, Koufax had been taking Butazolidine pills and cortisone shots. Empirin with codeine was a staple of his pregame diet. Afterward, he bathed his arm in a tub of ice water cold enough to chill three postgame beers left behind by the trainers. When the bottles were empty, the treatment was done. But the inevitable erosion of time, bone, and cartilage had not yet compromised his ability. He could still throw the tantalizing curve that broke like a waterfall. And he could still blow.


There were times, many times, when he would come into the dugout before the game mindful of the Dodgers paltry offense and tell his teammates: Just get me one. All I need is one. No one thought he was bragging. Other times, he would emerge from the tunnel kvetching, I cant get loose. I aint got shit. Theyd watch him dangle from the dugout roof trying to stretch, the only time he ever looked ungainly, and laugh: Its in the bag. Big Boys got it tonight.


This was not one of those times. It was just another Thursday night in September: an improbable confluence of lives, careers, dreams, and fates. There were no bullpen portents or predictions, only the usual great expectations. The Dodgers had lost their last two games to the hated, league leading Giants to fall a half game behind in second place. A scheduling quirk had brought the dismal, last place Chicago Cubs to Los Angeles for a one-game visit. The U.S. Weather Service had predicted light to moderate smog and a game-time temperature in the seventies. The ball wouldnt carry; it never did at night. By the late innings, batting helmets and bullpen chairs would acquire a fine residue of condensation, as dampness settled into the basin of Chavez Ravine. It was a forecast almost as providential as the scheduled pitching matchup.


Koufax (21-7) vs. Hendley (2-2)


Elsewhere in the continental United States, the outlook was not so fair. A killer hurricane named Betsy had forced 250,000 people from their coastal homes, postponing a chess match between Soviet Vasily Smyslov and American wunderkind Bobby Fischer. On the comics page, Lucy, from the Peanuts crew, was already cursing the darkness. The morning paper also brought news of the 650th American casualty in Vietnam, where 108,000 U.S. troops were now engaged in combat. In Dallas, Jack Ruby told a press conference that people in high places were suppressing facts about the Kennedy assassination. In Boston, a headline proclaimed: Negro Children Invade White Schools. In San Francisco, Marichal was making his first start at Candlestick Park since his suspension for the attack on Roseboro. In New York, Major League Baseball announced that the first game of the world series would be played on October 6, Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar.


Help!, the Beatles new color movie, had been held over at Los Angeles theaters for a second smash week. Schoolboys preparing to return to Orange County classrooms were warned that Beatle-bobs would not be tolerated in public schools. Dorothy Dandridge was found dead in her West Hollywood apartment. Three weeks after the worst racial rioting in U.S. history, the Los Angeles Times reported Two Fires Flare in Burned Riot Area Buildings. A one-paragraph item
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