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1967 AL Cy Young Award winner Jim Lonborg.


Foreword

by Jim Lonborg

How is it possible that 50 years have passed since Rich Rollins of the Twins popped up to Rico Petrocelli, and the Red Sox completed an Impossible Dream season in 1967 to go on to the World Series against the St. Louis Cardinals?

 I still remember—



•Yaz chasing down a deep fly ball in Yankee Stadium in April to save Billy Rohr’s near no-hitter in his first major league start;

•A mob of thousands of fans meeting us at Logan Airport in July after coming home with a ten-game winning streak;

•The ghastly sound of Jack Hamilton’s high, inside pitch hitting Tony Conigliaro in the head;

•Jose Tartabull throwing out Ken Berry in late August at Comiskey Park in Chicago with a great catch and tag by Elston Howard at home plate;

•The joy filling Fenway Park as the fans celebrated our pennant-winning victory over the Twins on the last day of the 1967 season;

•And most especially, the tears of happiness streaming down the face of our owner, Tom Yawkey, as I handed him the game-winning baseball hours after the fans had left Fenway Park to celebrate the great Red Sox victory.

Herb Crehan’s retrospective on the 1967 Impossible Dream season will help you to remember all of these moments and many, many more. Enjoy!

James R. Lonborg

Scituate, MA

July, 2016


Prologue

A Brief History of the Boston Red Sox

In the beginning, Boston was a baseball powerhouse. From 1871 to 1918, Boston was the undisputed baseball (or “base ball” as it was frequently spelled then) capital of the world. The Boston Red Stockings were so successful in the National Association, finishing first four times between 1871 and 1875, that this first professional baseball league disbanded after the 1875 season for lack of competition!

The Boston Red Stockings–known as the Beaneaters from 1883 to 1906–were the dominant franchise of the newly-formed National league during the first 25 years of that league. Between 1876 and 1900, the Red Stockings/Beaneaters finished in first place eight times, more than any other city in the National League.

When the upstart American League was founded in 1901, the Boston Americans were a charter franchise. The Americans looked to the Beaneaters as their first source for talent, and most of their Catholic players, led by third baseman Jimmy Collins, signed with the new club.

The Americans had a new ballpark, the Huntington Avenue Grounds, their tickets were 50 cents compared to the Beaneaters’ $1.00, and they had recruited a number of Boston’s favorite players. It is no surprise then, that the Americans outdrew the Beaneaters by 3-1 over the next five years.

The Americans’ popularity grew in 1903, when they defeated the National League’s Pittsburgh Pirates five-games-to-three in the first World Series ever played. By 1911, the Americans, who had been renamed the “Red Sox” in 1908, were so popular that they had outgrown the 10,000 fan capacity of the Huntington Avenue Grounds and construction began on a new stadium in the nearby Fenway section of Boston.

This state-of-the-art ballpark had a capacity of 24,000 when it was opened on April 20, 1912, with a game against the New York Highlanders—who were renamed the “Yankees” the following season. Naming the park was easy for owner John I. Taylor of the Boston Globe family. “It’s in the Fenway section isn’t it?” Taylor exclaimed. “Then call it Fenway Park,” he ordered.

The 1912 season was a banner year for the Red Sox. The team won 105 games—still the highest win total in franchise history—and captured the American League pennant. More than 8,000 seats along the third base line towards the leftfield wall and in the right field bleachers were added to Fenway for the World Series, bringing the capacity to 32,000. The Red Sox defeated John McGraw’s New York Giants four-games-to-three to complete a memorable season.

While the Red Sox were winning the hearts and minds of Boston baseball fans, the original Boston baseball team, the Beaneaters, rechristened the “Braves” in 1912, were toiling along in relative obscurity. Burdened by an antiquated stadium, South End Grounds III, and a second-division club, the Braves were outdrawn by the Red Sox by a wide margin. In 1912, the Red Sox drew an average of 7,800 fans per game at Fenway Park, while the Braves attracted fewer than 1,600 per game to the South End Grounds.

But all of this changed unexpectedly, albeit briefly, in 1914. On the fourth of July in 1914, the Braves were mired in eighth and last place in the National League. With a record of 26-40, 15 games out of first place another desultory season seemed on tap for the hapless Braves.

But then the Braves won nine out of twelve games and moved up to seventh place. Led by the pitching of Dick Rudolph and the infield play of Rabbit Maranville, the Braves won 17 of the next 20 games and leap-frogged into fourth place, 6.5 games out of first on August 8th.

When the Braves returned from a long road trip on September 6, they were tied for first place and they were the toast of the town in Boston. The Braves played the remainder of their home games at Fenway Park beginning with a morning-afternoon doubleheader on Labor Day. The morning game drew 35,000 fans and the afternoon game attracted 39,134, for a combined record Boston attendance of over 74,000 fans in one day.

In total, the Braves won 70 of their last 89 games to finish first, 10.5 games ahead of the New York Giants. The Braves added to their legend by sweeping the heavily-favored Philadelphia Athletics in four games to win the World Championship. The 1914 Boston Braves have been known as the “Miracle Braves” for over 100 years.

The Braves’ owners topped off the 1914 World Championship by constructing a new ballpark in the Allston section of Boston about one mile from Fenway Park. Braves Field opened on August 18, 1915, before more than 40,000 fans who watched the Braves defeat the St. Louis Cardinals by a score of 3-1. Baseball Magazine described the new park as “The World’s Greatest Baseball Park.” Boston was now the only American city with two new state-of-the-art ballparks.

Since the Braves grabbed all the attention in 1914, little was noted of the Red Sox acquisition of a nineteen year-old left-handed pitcher name George Herman “Babe” Ruth. Ruth had been purchased from the Baltimore Orioles of the International League that season and Babe pitched in two games for the Red Sox before being sent to Providence, RI, in the International League for more seasoning.

In 1915 the Babe was ready for the major leagues and his 18 wins for the Red Sox helped Boston to the American League pennant. Led by the outstanding outfield of Tris Speaker, Harry Hooper and Duffy Lewis, the Red Sox defeated the Philadelphia Phillies in five games for the club’s third World Championship.

In 1916, the Red Sox won the American League pennant again and the pitching staff was led by Babe Ruth’s 23 victories. The Red Sox defeated the Brooklyn Dodgers in five games for their third World Championship in the five seasons 1912 to 1916.

The 1918 season was shortened in deference to World War I, and the Red Sox won their sixth American League pennant in the 18 years of the league’s existence with 75 wins in 126 games. Boston defeated the Chicago Cubs four-games-to-two with Babe Ruth the winning pitcher in Games One and Four.
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The 1918 World Champion Boston Red Sox.

Between the 1916 and 1918 World Series, the Babe had put together a stretch of twenty-nine and two-thirds consecutive innings of shutout baseball. This scoreless streak would remain the World Series record until broken by the Yankees’ Whitey Ford in 1961.

When the 1918 World Series came to an end, the Red Sox had won all five of their World Series appearances. And after dominating the National League in the nineteenth century, the 1914 Miracle Braves had added another Boston World Championship. At this point there was no disputing Boston as the world’s baseball hub.

In 1919, Babe Ruth played mainly in the outfield and he shocked the baseball world with a record-setting 29 home runs. Despite this display of power, the Red Sox fell to fifth place and never really contended for the league lead.

On January 20, 1920, Red Sox owner Harry Frazee sold Babe Ruth to the New York Yankees for $125,000. Long-time Red Sox fans chuckle at the notion of a curse by the Bambino because the Sultan of Swat was delighted to perform on the larger stage of New York City. Boston was a provincial city where plays tried out for Broadway. New York City was Broadway.

At the time of the sale, the prevailing theme of the Boston newspapers was, “Good riddance to the big dope. He was a lot more trouble than he was worth.”

While Ruth’s departure was by far the most egregious transaction, Frazee gradually dismantled his entire World Championship team over several years. Outstanding players like Harry Hooper, Everett Scott, and Herb Pennock, among others were either sold or traded, generally to the Yankees.

Now if this book was about the highlights of the Red Sox in the 1920s and early 1930s, the reader would be at the Index by this point. The team’s lowlights would take a little longer to digest, but even they were deadly predictable. The high point of this era probably occurred when Harry Frazee sold the club in 1923.

By the time of the sale, the damage to the Red Sox had already occurred. From 1920 to 1932, the Boston franchise was to finish in fifth place twice, in seventh place twice, and in eighth place (last place in those days) nine times. In that period, nine managers tried their hand at the helm, but the talent just wasn’t there for any of them to succeed.

In 1932, when the Depression began to wrap its tentacles tightly around the nation’s economy, only 182,000 (fool) hardy fans found their way to Fenway Park. Sadly by this time, the lovely, cozy park was beginning to deteriorate.

Bob Quinn, the new owner of the Red Sox, by all accounts had good intentions but little more money than Frazee. Times were so bad that in 1926, when the wooden bleachers in the left field corner burned to the level of the playing field, Quinn simply had his grounds-keepers rope off that section.

Just when the Red Sox’s fortunes appeared to be at their darkest, a newly-minted New York City millionaire dug into his very deep pockets and came up with the right sum to purchase the Boston franchise from Quinn. The new owner was Thomas Austin Yawkey. It was February 1933 and the start of a new era: the unforgettable Yawkey Years.

No single man in Red Sox history was to have a greater effect on the team than Yawkey. He was to personally own the club for forty-four seasons. Following his death in 1976, his widow, Jean Yawkey, was the principal stockholder until her passing in 1992. And the Yawkey interest continued on though the Yawkey foundation until the sale of the team in 2002.

Yawkey had not picked up the Boston franchise to preside over its further decline. With a deep and opened purse, he acquired Lefty Grove, one of the premier lefthanded pitchers of the time.

In 1934, Yawkey plunked down the unheard of sum of $250,000 to obtain the services of Joe Cronin, the player-manager of the Washington Senators. (Cronin would become the manager the Boston Red Sox from 1935 to 1947 and then he move up to general manager of the club. Later he would become president of the American League.) The very next year, Yawkey shelled out another $150,000 for Jimmy Foxx, the Athletics’ great home run hitter.

After laying out close to $1,000,000 on these and other deals, Yawkey had the personal satisfaction of seeing his troops begin to edge up in the standings. Miracle of miracles, in both 1938 and 1939 the Red Sox fought and clawed their way through their schedule to finish second behind the Yankees.

While Yawkey’s millions made the Red Sox relevant again, their neighbors, the Boston Braves, were largely ignored by fans. From 1920 through 1939, the “Tribe” finished in the second division 17 times and in most years averaged fewer than 5,000 fans per game.

Recognizing that spending money on older veteran players could only take the team so far, Yawkey invested money in scouting minor leaguers and signing the best prospects available. In 1936 Yawkey had sent general manager Eddie Collins to scout the San Diego Padres in the Pacific Coast League. Collins signed Bobby Doerr, who would go on to become the greatest second baseman in Red Sox history.

But Collins liked another 17-year-old hitter even more than Doerr. This young slugger was named Theodore Samuel Williams. The Padres gave Collins an option to sign Williams at a later date and Collins signed him for the Red Sox after his 18th birthday in August, 1936.

Bobby Doerr joined the Red Sox in 1937 and Ted Williams joined him for the 1939 season. At the end of the 1939 season the Red Sox acquired a fleet center fielder named Dominic DiMaggio from the San Diego Seals and Dom broke in with the Red Sox in 1940.

And in 1940 the Red Sox acquired a young shortstop from Portland, OR, named John Paveskovich. Paveskovich would come to be known as Johnny Pesky and he became the team’s starting shortstop in 1942. These four players would form the nucleus of the Boston Red Sox from 1942 to 1951.

The 1941 Red Sox finished second to the Yankees, a full 17 games behind, as Ted Williams batted .406 to become the last major league .400 hitter. In 1942 the team again finished second to the Yankees but cut the margin to eight games.

All four All-Star Red Sox players saw action during World War II, and spring training in 1946 at Sarasota, Florida, was a homecoming. Johnny Pesky told me, “We had all made it back. A lot of people didn’t. We were together again, and we were playing baseball.”

Not only did the 1946 Red Sox live to play ball again but they represented their best team since the 1918 Boston Red Sox. The pitching staff was anchored by Dave “Boo” Ferris who won 25 games and Tex Hughson who was a 20-game winner. Veteran Rudy York at first base added power to go with Williams, Doerr, DiMaggio and Pesky.

The 1946 Red Sox won 41 of their first 50 games, clinched the American League pennant on September 13, and ended the season with 104 victories. The Red Sox were heavily favored over the St. Louis Cardinals in the World Series but Enos Slaughter’s mad-dash for home in Game Seven clinched the World Championship for the Cards.

[image: ]

The Teammates: Williams, DiMaggio, Doerr, and Pesky.

The 1947 Red Sox finished a disappointing third, far out of the race, but the 1948 club stayed in the hunt all season and tied the Cleveland Indians for first place in the American League. All of Boston had baseball fever because the Braves had won the National League pennant and the stage was set for a subway Series. Unfortunately, Red Sox manager Joe McCarthy played a hunch and started journeyman pitcher Denny Galehouse in the one-game playoff with the Indians, and the Red Sox lost 8-3.

If possible, the 1949 season broke more Red Sox fans’ hearts than 1948. The Red Sox held a one game lead in the American League when they headed to New York for the final two games of the season. The Yankees won both games and advanced to the World Series and the Red Sox went home for the winter.

The 1950 Red Sox won 94 games, batted over .300 as a team, and still finished third in the American League, four games behind the first place Yankees. The 1951 Red Sox represented the last hurrah for Bobby Doerr, Ted Williams, Dom DiMaggio, and Johnny Pesky. But the team could only manage 87 victories and finished in third place in the American League.

Bobby Doerr developed a bad back during the 1951 season and he retired before the 1952 season at the young age of 33. Looking back at all the Red Sox close calls during his career, Bobby Doerr told me, “If we only had one more solid pitcher those years I think we would have been in the World Series several times. We never had enough pitching.”

Johnny Pesky, who was traded to the Detroit Tigers in June 1952, echoed Doerr’s comments about pitching. But he added, “Give the Yankees some credit. They had a very good team and it was tough to beat them.”

Ted Williams played in just six games in 1952 before he left for active duty with the Marines in the Korean War. Dom DiMaggio was the only player left from the four west coast All-Stars and he finished out the 1952 season with the sixth place Red Sox. But Dom retired abruptly at the beginning of the 1953 season when new manager Lou Boudreau relegated him to the bench, replacing him in center field with the immortal Tommy Umphlett.

As the sun was setting on the Red Sox pennant chances, the Boston Braves were making plans to leave Boston. The team went to spring training in 1953 as the Boston Braves and when spring training ended they were the Milwaukee Braves. Boston’s days as a two-team city had come to an end after 52 years.

Ted Williams returned from active service with the Marines in July 1953 and appeared in 37 games that season. Boudreau’s “youth movement” produced a fourth place finish, which became the norm for four seasons.

While the Red Sox were never in the pennant race during the 1950’s, their outfield of Ted Williams in left field, Jimmy Piersall in center field, and Jackie Jensen in right field was among the best in franchise history. The mercurial Piersall was a fan favorite after overcoming a nervous breakdown to become an All-Star player.

The 1950s were a tempestuous time for Ted Williams. He missed the company of Pesky and DiMaggio and especially the calming influence of Bobby Doerr. At various times Ted made an obscene gesture at Boston fans, spit in the direction of the Fenway Park press box, and in a fit of anger, had a bat sail into the seats by the Boston dugout, hitting Joe Cronin’s housekeeper in the forehead.

The Red Sox improved to third place in 1957, and Ted Williams hit .388 at age 38. His average fell to .328 the following year but that was good enough to win the American League batting title as the Sox held on to third place. At age 39, Williams was the oldest player to win a league batting title.

In 1959, the Red Sox became the 16th and last major league team to add an African American player when shortstop Pumpsie Green joined the club in July. The team’s reputation for a lack of sensitivity on racial matters would haunt the Red Sox for decades to come.

That season Ted Williams hit only .254 and owner Tom Yawkey urged him to retire before he damaged his legacy. Stubborn to the end, Williams insisted on playing in 1960 at age 41. Ted defied the odds and the Gods, batting .316 in his final season. And he homered in last major league at-bat for good measure!

Despite the mediocrity of the Red Sox teams of the 1950’s, attendance at Fenway Park remained strong. On average, the club drew in excess of a million fans per year and attendance exceeded the American League average in eight of the ten years. This was partly due to wishful thinking for a contending team, a little bit because of the departure of the Braves, but mostly because Bostonians and New Englanders love baseball.

Ted Williams’ retirement left a tremendous void in the Boston baseball scene. For all, or parts of four decades, Ted had dominated the Boston sports pages. No professional athlete, including Babe Ruth during his time with the Red Sox, had captured fans’ attention the way that Ted had.

No one would ever replace Ted Williams but it fell to 21 year-old rookie Carl Michael Yastrzemski to take Ted’s position in left field. The son of a potato farmer from Long Island, Yaz had signed with the Red Sox in 1958 after one year at Notre Dame, and he spent two seasons in the Red Sox minor league system where he batted well over .300 both years.

Yaz was five inches shorter than Williams and thirty or so pounds lighter and any way you looked at it he suffered in comparison to Ted. Yaz had been gifted with an athlete’s eyehand coordination and balance; Williams had borrowed God’s own swing and improved upon it. Williams was lithe and natural; Yaz was compact and choppy.

It was not of his making but Yaz immediately had to deal with a media pack determined to fill the Williams’ void and eager to do it under the glare of TV lights. While he shared intensity, a work ethic, and a total dedication to the game with Williams, Yaz had a far more difficult struggle in the beginning of his career.

At one point early on, an SOS was dispatched to Williams who generously returned to tutor his heir apparent. Ted scrutinized Yaz’s batting style, provided him with a few hitting tips, urged one and all to be patient with the budding star and returned without a backward glance to his favorite pastime: salmon fishing. Yaz progressed to .296 in 1962 and earned his initial batting crown in 1963 with an average of .321.

Other than watching Yaz developing into an All Star there was little reason to follow the Red Sox from 1961 to 1963. The 1961 Red Sox finished sixth, 33 games behind the first-place Yankees and attendance at Fenway fell to 850,000. Things deteriorated further in 1962, as the team fell to eighth place in the American League and attendance dropped to 733,000.

In 1963, Boston-favorite Johnny Pesky was named to manage the Red Sox and the team stayed within 10 games of first place through late July. A contending team boosted attendance to 943,000 but when no moves were made at the July 31st trading deadline the club went into free-fall, ending up in seventh place.

As in past years, the gradual emergence of future stars produced by the minor league system served to provide the fans with some bright spots through some overcast years. Local boy Tony Conigliaro burst upon the Red Sox scene as a 19-year-old rookie in 1964, taking the town by storm with a batting average of .290 and twenty-four home runs.

Rico Petrocelli, making his debut in 1965, quickly laid claim to the “shortstop of the future” role. Pitcher Jim Lonborg joined the club that same year, and while his freshman record of 9-17 was disappointing, there was no question about the promise of the righty’s arm and his native intelligence. Rico told me later, “Guys like me, Lonnie [Jim Lonborg] and Dalton [Jones] had no business playing in the big leagues at that point. But there was no one else and it served us well later.”

In 1966, two additional future stars appeared in Boston flannels. George Scott displayed a golden touch around first base and contributed twenty-seven home runs to the cause. Joe Foy showed himself to be a steady third baseman as a rookie, chipping in with fifteen home runs and sixty-three RBI.

In that same year, Jose Santiago and John Wyatt were acquired from Kansas City to give additional strength to the starting pitching rotation and bullpen, respectively. The acquisition of Lee Stange from Cleveland during the 1966 season provided further stability to a struggling corps of starting pitchers.

As the 1966 season drew to a close, there was some reason for optimism about the future. It was mostly based on the fact that a nucleus of regulars was beginning to take shape as a team, and further top prospects were on the way to Boston from the Toronto farm club. It could be said that the team had bottomed out in 1966 and now was headed for much higher rungs on the league’s ladder of success.

During the off-season the Red Sox hired 37-year-old Dick Williams, who had managed their Toronto farm team to consecutive Calder Cup championships, to manage the team in 1967. In his introductory press conference, Williams made it clear that he expected his team to improve and to play hard.

There was, however, no getting around the fact that the Red Sox had finished ninth in 1966, twenty-six games out of first place. Moreover, fans were staying away in droves and Fenway Park was beginning to look a little ragged around the edges. And with each passing season owner Tom Yawkey seemed to be a little later coming north from his South Carolina winter home.

Opening Day at Fenway Park is close to a state holiday. Fans that rarely appear during the balance of the season make it a point to be seen at Fenway on Opening Day. And 1967 marked the 97th consecutive year of professional baseball in Boston, more than any other city in the US. History is very important in Boston.

Many Red Sox fans in 1967 were third generation Boston baseball fans, and they had heard tales of Red Sox glory from their fathers and grandfathers. But for fans under the age of 25, the Red Sox in the World Series was the stuff of old newsreels.

On Opening Day the morning edition of The Boston Globe reminded fans that all they had to do to get the score of the Red Sox game was to call Avenue 2-2400 anytime between 1:30 pm and 1:30 am. Directly below was an ad from the Red Sox pointing out that “Being there is twice the fun,” and reminding fans that there are still plenty of tickets available.

Boston sports fans were more interested in reading the story of the Boston Celtics loss to the Philadelphia 76ers by a score of 140-116. The loss eliminated the Celtics from the playoffs and snapped their string of eight straight World Championships.

No one was surprised when the April opener was postponed by a blast of artic air. Weather in Boston in April is very unpredictable. And only 8,234 fans appeared for the re-scheduled opener on April 12. Jim Lonborg pitched well for the home team and Red Sox fans went home happy after a 5-4 Boston win over the Chicago White Sox.

But if there was anyone in that “crowd” or even in the Red Sox dugout who thought the team would end up in the 1967 World Series, I have yet to meet him or her. Who knew, or even imagined, that the 1967 Boston Red Sox would catch lightning in a bottle!


Chapter 1

The Foundation of a Dream

March, 1967, Winter Haven, Florida

It was the bittersweet year of 1967, a half century ago in a time and place hardly remembered. A seemingly endless winter had given way to a cruel April. Americans were becoming grimly aware that the war in Vietnam was evolving inexorably into a national nightmare. Few then, however, could begin to comprehend the true cost.

Happily, on the home front, the baseball season was about to get underway with all its hype and fanfare and lofty dreams of glory to be played out on manicured diamonds across the breadth of the land. As always, the national pastime would serve as a nationwide panacea to shield the citizens from unpleasantness. In most minds, the boys of summer promptly took precedence over the boys of battle.

But in Boston, as on so many recent Opening Days, there was little joy, less to shout about and lots of lethargy. It is hard for fans under the age of 55 to appreciate the depth of cynicism surrounding the 1967 Red Sox. It had been 21 years since the team’s last appearance in a World Series and the Red Sox hadn’t finished in the first division since 1958.

When the Boston Red Sox spring training camp opened in Winter Haven, Florida, in late-February 1967, nobody was talking about an American League pennant or humming Broadway show tunes in the team’s honor. The 1966 Red Sox had finished in ninth place and the team had lost a total of 190 games over the past two seasons. Las Vegas oddsmaker Jimmy “The Greek” Snyder thought so little of the team’s chances that he rated them as 100-1 underdogs in the 1967 American League pennant race.

Baseball has always been the number one passion among New England sports fans. But in 1966 the Red Sox had averaged only about 10,000 fans per game, and in 1965 attendance at Fenway Park had totaled just 652,201.

New England sports fans followed stories from the Red Sox training camp as a harbinger of spring, but they were more excited about the Boston Celtics who were trying to extend their streak of eight straight World Championships, and the Boston Bruins who featured a rookie defenseman by the name of Bobby Orr.

But Red Sox rookie manager, Dick Williams, didn’t share in the apathy surrounding the 1967 Red Sox. “I thought we would be a pretty decent team,” Williams told me in a 2006 interview prior to his induction to the Red Sox Hall of Fame. Williams, who passed away in 2011 at the age of 82, quickly added, “I never thought for a minute that we would end up winning the American League pennant and playing in the seventh game of the World Series, but I knew we had some good young talent.”

Dick Williams had played for thirteen seasons in the major leagues and finished his career with the Red Sox in 1964. As a younger player, Williams was a highly regarded prospect who broke in with the powerful Brooklyn Dodgers in 1951. The following season he suffered a three-way shoulder separation that turned a potential All-Star into a well-traveled big league jack-of-all-trades overnight.

Reflecting on his 1952 injury, Williams offered, “I had to become a smarter player. I spent a lot of time studying strategy and human nature. That injury put me on track to becoming a manager.”

After his 1964 season with the team, Red Sox Farm Director Neal Mahoney offered Williams a job as a player/coach for the Red Sox Triple-A farm team in Seattle. When the Seattle franchise was moved to Toronto prior to the 1965 season, Williams was named to manage the club. He led Toronto to back-to-back championship seasons, and in October 1966 he was named to manage the Boston Red Sox. The 37-year-old Williams became the youngest manager in the American League.

At the press conference announcing his appointment, Williams promised Boston fans “a hustling team.” He declined to predict where the team would finish but he did promise improvement. And he left no doubt about who was in charge.

Asked if the 1967 Red Sox would have a team captain, he responded, “No, I’m the only Chief. The players are the Indians.” When writers reminded Williams that Carl Yastrzemski was the incumbent captain, he answered, “We won’t have one next year.”

Enterprising young Boston Globe reporter Will McDonough made a beeline to the Yastrzemski residence in Lynnfield, Massachusetts, for a reaction. If he expected Yaz to be upset by his “demotion,” McDonough must have been disappointed.

“Happy is not the right word,” Yaz responded. “Relieved is a better word,” he continued. “To be honest, I never wanted to be captain. Now that I’m not, I feel like a weight has been taken off my shoulders.”

Asked if he remembered being nervous just before camp opened, Dick Williams answered, “I wouldn’t say I was nervous, because I knew I could do the job. But I was certainly apprehensive.” The rookie big league manager added, “I had never run a big league camp before. I had run two spring camps for Toronto but that’s the minor leagues and it’s different.

“I was fortunate that I had a great coaching staff,” Williams emphasized. “They were a big help organizing the camp. Eddie [“Pop”] Popowski had been in the organization for many years and he had managed most of our players in the minors.

“Bobby Doerr was just great and he had the respect of everyone,” Williams continued, referring to the Hall of Fame second baseman. “And Al Lakeman had been on the staff the year before so he gave us some continuity. But Sal Maglie’s [pitching coach] wife was critically ill so he couldn’t be there when the camp opened.”

Williams shook his head when he considered the number of coaches, instructors and the sophisticated equipment on hand at spring training in the 21st century. “I’m happy for the managers and all the resources they have today. But in 1967 it was just me and my three coaches, and four when Sal was able to get down there.

“Ted Williams was supposed to help out with the hitters but he was more interested in talking to the pitchers about throwing the slider,” Dick Williams chuckled. “Dom DiMaggio came down after the camp had opened and he did help us with the outfielders.”

Dick Williams was determined to stress fundamentals with his 1967 Red Sox team. He firmly believed that attention to detail made a big difference over a 162 game season.

“I grew up in baseball with the Brooklyn Dodgers system and we were grounded in baseball fundamentals from the beginning. We used to talk about doing things the Branch Rickey [legendary Dodgers general manager and Baseball Hall of Fame member] way, ‘the Dodger way.’ I wanted to make sure that our players knew how to play the game the right way.

“We spent the first two and one-half days of spring training in 1967 working with the whole team on fundamentals. We started out with the on-deck circle and worked our way around the infield. I was amazed that most of our players didn’t know what the double line down the first base line meant,” Williams marveled.

“We stopped going over the fundamentals when we finished with third base. With Carl Yastrzemski in left field and Tony Conigliaro in right, I figured the outfield was pretty well taken care of.”

When Dick Williams addressed his twenty-four pitchers and four catchers on the first day of spring training, he made it clear that things would be different at the 1967 camp. Williams emphasized that workouts would be tightly organized and that drills would be scheduled down to the minute. But apparently pitchers Dennis Bennett and Bob Sadowski didn’t get the message. The two roommates arrived twenty-five minutes late on the third day of camp, and then blamed the hotel switchboard operator for not placing their wake-up call.

“I was furious,” Williams recalled. “But I knew how to solve it. I went into my office and called the switchboard operator at the Holiday Inn [Red Sox spring training headquarters]. I told her to call all the players at 7 AM every morning. Since workouts began at 10 [AM], I knew everyone would be on time. Then I called the two of them [Bennett and Sadowski] into my office and told them, ‘This will not happen again!’”

Dick Williams declined to discuss the Bennett-Sadowski incident at his daily press conference, but he did tell reporters that he planned to let rookie Tony Horton battle incumbent George Scott for the regular first base position. He added that he would try Scott in the outfield and other infield positions during the spring. As spring training went on, Williams and Scott would spar on a number of issues, including where George would play and his on-going battle to get down to a reasonable playing weight.

“George didn’t like my moving him around the field that spring,” Dick Williams remembered clearly. “What he didn’t realize was that I considered him to be one of our best athletes and I knew he could play almost anywhere. Horton could only play first base and we needed to see what he could do. I was pretty sure that the Boomer [Scott] would be our everyday first baseman, but the spring is when you work those things out,” he emphasized.

Dick Williams was determined to use every minute in spring training camp productively. With that in mind, he set up volleyball net in foul territory down the leftfield line so the pitchers could get in some additional conditioning work.

“If the pitchers weren’t throwing or running I wanted them to be active playing volleyball. Usually pitchers stand around in the outfield going through the motions of shagging fly balls. But mostly they just stood around talking, which didn’t do them any good.”

Pitcher Jose Santiago, who would go on to win twelve games for the 1967 Red Sox, remembers the volleyball games fondly. “Playing volleyball if we weren’t working on our pitching was a lot of fun. It was boring standing around in the outfield watching the hitters bat. Like most of the guys, I had played other sports and I thought volleyball helped get us in shape,” Jose remembered.

“That was Dick Williams for you,” catcher Russ Gibson remarked, “always thinking. Even if no one had ever tried it before, Dick wasn’t afraid to do something different.” Gibson knew Williams better than most of the players. Russ had been the starting catcher, and a player-coach, under Dick Williams in Toronto in 1965 and 1966.

Another Williams’ innovation was the use of videotape to help players to correct their flaws. “We may have been the first team to use videotape. If not, we were one of the first,” Williams said. “And I have to credit Dick O’Connell [Red Sox general manager] for getting me everything I needed to do my job. If I needed something Dick made sure I got it.

[image: ]

AL Manager of the Year, Dick Williams.

“When I played for the Red Sox [1963-1964], Johnny Pesky was the manager. He was a good manager and a terrific guy. But his general manager [Mike “Pinky” Higgins] didn’t back him up; help him to do his job. I was very fortunate to have Dick O’Connell. He helped me any way he could,” Williams declared emphatically.

In addition to dealing with eight-straight losing seasons, the Red Sox were battling their reputation as a racist organization. They had to live with the fact that they were the last major league team to add an African-American player and the team was finding it difficult to change their image.

While there is no evidence to suggest that longtime owner Tom Yawkey was personally a racist, he was unenlightened in his stewardship of the club. And he did show very poor judgment in his selection of general managers over the years.

Mike “Pinky” Higgins, who was a Yawkey drinking buddy and an avowed racist, had managed the team from 1955 through 1959, when Yawkey fired him in July 1959. Then Yawkey turned around and inexplicably rehired him as manager in June 1960 and then promoted Higgins to the post of Executive VP of Baseball in 1963.

When Higgins was fired in September 1965, he was replaced by O’Connell who had been with the Red Sox organization since 1946. O’Connell showed that he was color-blind through his transactions before and during the 1967 season. When he was hired as general manager of the Red Sox he told the media, “I don’t care what color a player is as long as he can play. If he is any good I want to sign him.”

Dick Williams acknowledged that he had a unique advantage when it came to evaluating his 1967 team: he had either played with or managed most of the players. “I had managed Joe Foy, Reggie Smith, Mike Andrews, Gibby [Russ Gibson], and others at Toronto. And I had played with guys like Yaz and Dalton Jones. I roomed with Tony Conigliaro’s suitcase in my last year [1964],” Williams chuckled. “So I knew what most of the guys could do.

“And I knew I could count on Yaz for leadership on the field. I was aware that he never really wanted to be captain. But even I didn’t expect the kind of year he had in 1967. He had as good a year as any ballplayer I have ever seen,” Williams insisted.

Carl Yastrzemski could prepare for the 1967 season without worrying about the ambiguous duties of a team captain. More importantly, Yaz reported to camp in the best shape of his professional baseball career. During his first six seasons in the big leagues he had won an American League batting title and he had achieved All-Star status three times. Now, at age 27, he appeared ready to take his place as one of the elite players in the game.

“One of the big differences in 1967,” Yaz told me 45 years later, “is that I was able to work out the preceding winter. In earlier years, I was finishing up my college work in the off-season. But I had completed my degree at Merrimack College so I had time to focus on my conditioning. I reported to spring training in the best shape I had ever been in.”

The previous winter Yaz had traveled regularly from his home in Lynnfield to the Colonial Resort in Wakefield, Massachusetts, working out under the direction of physical therapist Gene Berde. “Gene worked with me all winter. He let me know that he didn’t think I was in great shape when we first started,” Yaz recalled. “He really worked me hard and it paid off.”

The intensive regimen improved his stamina and made Yaz stronger at the plate. “I had good spring training. I noticed right away that I had more power. The ball was going another thirty or forty feet. That’s when I decided to become a pull hitter,” he said. “I felt I could help the ball club more by being a power hitter, so I made the transition in hitting style,” Yaz remembered.

Dick Williams knew that Yaz would be his every-day left fielder, and he felt the same way about twenty-two-year-old right fielder Tony Conigliaro. When Williams was introduced to the media the previous October he was asked to identify his regular players. The first name he mentioned was Yaz, and the second was Tony C. “I knew what Tony could do,” Williams acknowledges, “And I wanted his bat in the lineup every day. There was never any question of who my right fielder would be.”

Local boy Conigliaro was beginning his fourth season with the Boston Red Sox. His right-handed swing was seemingly tailor-made for Fenway Park, and he had topped the American League with 32 home runs in 1965. Tony got off to a great start in March 1967, homering in the Grapefruit League season opener in Sarasota, Florida, against the Chicago White Sox. Then four days later, when the White Sox came to Winter Haven, he greeted them with a home run and two doubles.

But the Red Sox and Tony got a scare on March 18 when teammate John Wyatt drilled him in the left shoulder with a batting practice fastball. He was flown back to Boston where x-rays showed a slight crack of the shoulder. It was the fifth time in four years with the Red Sox that Tony had a bone broken by a pitched ball. Fortunately, the injury was not serious. Conigliaro returned to Florida and resumed his slugging ways.

Dick Williams didn’t want a team captain, but he did want someone to take charge of the infield. And he recognized that Rico Petrocelli, who was beginning his third season as the regular shortstop, had the potential to fill that role. Williams told the writers, “This I believe would be a perfect job for Rico. He’s an intelligent ballplayer and I want him to have some authority out there. So I told him that I want him to take over in tight spots.”

Williams was a tough disciplinarian but he also was an astute judge of talent. And he understood that some players needed special handling. He and coach Eddie Popowski went out of their way in spring training to make sure that Rico was comfortable.

Looking back, Rico remembered how much being selected as “captain of the infield” meant to him. “Dick showed a lot of confidence in me, and gave me a lot of responsibility. It really meant a lot to me. For the first time,” Rico said, “I felt like a big leaguer, like I really belonged out there.”

Another infielder that Williams singled out as a likely regular was third baseman Joe Foy. Foy had been a key player for Williams in Toronto in 1965, when Joe was named the Most Valuable Player of the International League. After a slow start as a rookie with the Red Sox in 1966, he came on strong in the second half and led the team in runs scored.

Dick Williams was watching Foy’s weight almost as carefully as he was watching George Scott on the scales. Foy had reported at 211 pounds and the manager wanted him to drop at least 6 pounds. Williams told reporters, “We want to avoid another slow start for Foy, and the best way to do that is to make sure he is in playing shape.”

Tony Horton continued to get playing time at first base throughout the spring. Both Williams and Bobby Doerr liked his swing and the Red Sox were showcasing Horton for a possible trade. George Scott swapped off with Horton at first, spent some time at third base where he had played five games in 1966, and he made several appearances in the outfield.

Scott’s outfield adventures came to an end on March 23 when the slugger knocked himself unconscious running into the right-field wall in Winter Haven. “He was out cold for one minute,” trainer—and future Red Sox part-owner—Buddy LeRoux told reporters. “He moved the wall from 330 feet to 332,” second baseman Mike Andrews offered.

Scott was kept overnight at Winter Haven Memorial Hospital as a precaution, but his only injury was a bruised wrist. On March 28 Dick Williams announced, “As soon as Scott is ready to play, he will go immediately to first base.”

In addition to Russ Gibson and Joe Foy, there were several other candidates for spots with the 1967 Red Sox that had played for Dick Williams in Toronto. Mike Andrews was likely to take over as the regular second baseman and Reggie Smith was positioned to become the starting center fielder. Both players had excelled in Toronto, but both knew that Williams wouldn’t show them any favoritism.

Mike Andrews remembered that the success in Toronto carried over to training camp in 1967. “Reggie Smith, Russ Gibson and I were all rookies in 1967, and we had won the International League championship the year before in Toronto, so we didn’t think about losing. And we knew Dick Williams hated losing. I don’t think any of us thought about the second-division that spring.”

Reggie Smith was twenty-one years old when he reported to training camp at the end of February. When Dick Williams looked back on 1967 he talked about Reggie Smith’s athleticism. “Reggie was probably the best athlete on our team,” Williams believed. “He really could do it all.

“I know when he was taking some headfirst slides in spring training games that he opened some eyes. When Mike Andrews came down with a bad back I put Reggie at second base. He was such a good athlete that I knew he could handle it.”

Dalton Jones, who had spent the three previous seasons with the Red Sox, was the obvious choice as the team’s backup infielder. The versatile George Thomas was slotted as a spare outfielder and to play in the infield if needed. In fact, when the writers were pressing Williams to name his regular lineup, Williams, answered “possibly George Thomas” for all nine positions.

Haverhill, Massachusetts, native Mike Ryan had caught 116 games for the Red Sox in 1966 and he was highly-regarded for his defense. It seemed clear that Ryan and Gibson would share the catching duties, leaving veteran receiver Bob Tillman for spot-duty behind the plate.

When spring training camp opened, Dick Williams’ number one concern was his pitching staff. “I knew we would score runs, that we had a strong lineup. And I thought we could improve our defense. But I wasn’t sure about our pitching.” Echoing a time-honored refrain, he added, “You can never have enough pitching.”

One pitcher that Williams was counting on was right-hander Jim Lonborg, who had shown lots of promise during his first two seasons with the club. “Lonborg was one player who I had never seen. I didn’t play with him and I didn’t manage him. But when I got a look at him that spring I knew he would help us. He had good stuff and he was a hard worker,” Williams observed.

Lonborg was determined to have a good year in 1967. He had pitched winter ball in Venezuela and he reported to camp in great shape. He remembers how organized the camp was that spring. “Dick [Williams] was very purposeful. If we weren’t throwing or running wind sprints, he had us playing volleyball. He kept us focused all season long.”

Lonborg
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