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			Preface

			The history of the New York Yankees is virtually the history of baseball. During the decade of the 1950s, the Yankees dominated the game. In the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in Cooperstown, New York, bronze plaques commemorate the accomplishments of Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, Phil Rizzuto, and Whitey Ford. With these four players, and Hall of Fame manager Casey Stengel, the Yankees embarked on a 10-year run that would go down in the history books as the greatest decade in Yankees history, if not the greatest decade by any baseball team of all time. During the decade of dominance of the 1950s, the Yankees finished the season in first place eight times, with an average of over 96 victories each year. They won eight American League pennants and six World Series championships, including four in a row. Even the Ruthian Yankees of the Roaring Twenties never won more than two consecutive world championships. These Yankees won six World Series by an overall margin of 24–13, and in the two series they lost fell in heartbreaking deciding seventh games. While nearly all of the on-field playing rules remain the same today, the structure of baseball in the 1950s made it a vastly different game. At the start of the decade, there were no teams located west of the Mississippi River. Teams traveled by train from city to city. The two leagues each were comprised of eight teams. There was no playoff system; the first-place team from the National League and the first-place team from the American League met in the World Series to decide a champion. And the starting pitchers routinely finished the games they started. By decade’s end, however, all major-league teams were integrated and several franchises had relocated.

			From 1950 to 1959, the world was changing rapidly, too. There was the invention of the hydrogen bomb, with the world for the first time facing the possibility that humans could destroy themselves completely. The Korean War blazed from 1950 to 1953. America was in the grip of the Cold War, a war of competing ideologies, which bred a constant tension between the Soviet Union and the United States. Hearings led by Senator Joseph McCarthy unsuccessfully sought communists in every part of the government, and in the process ruined hundreds of lives. Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected and re-elected president after having led Allied troops to victory in World War II. And racial tensions grew, especially in the South. 

			With the ever-changing world as a backdrop, the Yankees were a constant, a dependable and reliable winner. Wearing their pinstriped uniform, the organization was the embodiment of American success. In fact, critics said rooting for the Yankees was like rooting for U.S. Steel, the corporate monopoly. But sports, and baseball in particular, are a microcosm of society. Among the most noteworthy highlights on the diamond was the gradual racial integration of the playing fields. By the mid-1950s, catcher Elston Howard became the first black player on the New York Yankees—one of Major League Baseball’s last teams to become integrated. 

			To be sure, the decade of the 1950s was a time when the country was moving toward a transformative change, and baseball was too, with the adjustment to such profound changes as night games, coast-to-coast travel, and the advent of television that brought the national pastime right into the living rooms of fans across the country. And fans that tuned in to watch the World Series, more often than not, saw the New York Yankees be crowned baseball champions once again.

		

	
		
			1951: Changing of the Guard

			A new pair of owners moved into the picture for the New York Yankees in 1945. The heirs of Colonel Jacob Ruppert’s estate had to sell the club in a hurry, to cover their estate tax liability, forcing a sale at a time when no one was breaking down any doors to buy a ballclub. Del Webb and his partner, Dan Topping, got the biggest sports bargain of the century—the Yankees, their real estate, their farm system, and its real estate, everything, all for the war-depressed, bargain-basement price of $2.8 million.

			The co-owners, however, could not have been more different. 

			Del Webb had been a left-handed semipro pitcher on the West Coast and had hoped in vain that a big-league team would give him a chance. Then, in 1928, he ran into a situation that changed his life. Pitching against a prison team, he drank from a bucket of contaminated water. He was stricken with a case of typhoid that hospitalized him for a year. During that time he swore off drinking alcohol and decided that he had to make his way in something other than baseball. He moved to Phoenix, then practically pioneer country, to start a construction business, and relied on influential friends to help him secure the many government contracts he received to develop real estate during the Depression. By the time World War II was in full swing, Webb had landed contracts to build internment camps where Americans of Japanese ancestry were imprisoned. If this shamed the slope-shouldered, bespectacled real estate developer, he never said a word. Soon Webb built a real estate empire of retirement communities centered in the Southwest, allowing his construction company to grow into one of the largest and the most profitable in the country. For his success Del Webb earned a spot on the cover of Time magazine.

			Dan Topping was born into wealth and enjoyed a playboy lifestyle. As a young man he was a leading amateur golfer. Topping reached the quarterfinals of the British Amateur in 1935 and qualified three times for the US Amateur. He enjoyed telling how a journalist once had described his game. “He wrote that I had a long drive, a genial smile, and little else,” said Topping. Handsome and with a perpetual tan, he was the epitome of the millionaire sportsman. As the grandson of an iron and steel magnate, he inherited the fortune that enabled him to become an owner of the Yankees for 22 years. “I’m going to buy the Yankees,” Topping said shortly before buying the club. “I don’t know what I’m going to pay for them, but I’m going to buy them.” He had gotten into sports ownership via the late, not-so-great, National Football League team known as the Brooklyn Dodgers. With his ownership interest in the Yankees, Topping hoped to move his football Dodgers from Ebbets Field to Yankee Stadium. New York football Giants owner Tim Mara, holder of the NFL’s territorial rights to New York, vetoed the move, even though the Giants then played their home games at the Polo Grounds. Topping moved the team anyway, joined the newly formed All-America Football Conference, and renamed his football team the New York Yankees. In 1950, the team folded when it was not one of the four AAFC teams admitted into the National Football League.

			As people, Webb and Topping made for an odd couple. Webb, the Californian who grew up playing amateur baseball and swinging a hammer in the construction business, had little in common with the well-bred Topping, who was educated at an elite East Coast boarding school and then matriculated to an expensive private college. “Webb is the far westerner who looks as though he just shucked off his cowboy stuff,” wrote Harold Rosenthal for the New York Herald Tribune. “Topping is an Easterner in the yachts-polo-anyone-for-tennis mold.” 

			Nevertheless, as baseball team owners, the two arranged a surprisingly smooth working relationship. Webb labored in the background. He assumed an active role in league affairs and oversaw the daily business operations of the ballclub. He was not a presence in the clubhouse, apart from an annual appearance after yet another World Series triumph, where he might be photographed standing toward the back of the victory platform. Topping was the main man, out front and center stage, the sun-kissed face of ownership. He was often seen smiling and glad-handing at the ballpark and his name commonly appeared in bold print in the newspapers’ society pages linking him to a pretty starlet. The immaculately tailored Topping was occupied primarily with getting married and remarried. He said, “I do” six times, most famously to Sonja Henie, the Norwegian figure skating champion. 

			After buying out Larry MacPhail, the baseball man in the organization, in October 1947, Webb and Topping remained the owners of the New York Yankees until selling the club to a television network, the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS), for $14 million in 1964. “Best deal I ever made,” said Webb.

			Television was still a relative luxury to most Americans, but the medium was beginning to assimilate itself more and more into everyday life. In 1950, consumers purchased a record seven million TV sets. And in 1951, technology took a dramatic step when color television was introduced. Another major step in 1951: When the Rams beat the Browns for the NFL championship, fans across the country could watch. The DuMont Network made it the first game ever televised from coast to coast. The marriage between television and sports was still in the newlywed stage. It would prove to be a long and profitable union.

			When the Yankees won the World Series in 1947, 1949, and 1950, Del Webb started to puff his chest a bit. Not bad for an old semipro pitcher now holding 50 percent of the club that had won the World Series three out of four years. Webb’s Phoenix neighbors had never seen the Yankees play, however, for the team held spring training in St. Petersburg, Florida, and had every year since 1924 (with the exception of Asbury Park, New Jersey, in 1943 and Atlantic City in 1944 to 1945 during the World War II travel ban). Phoenix, since becoming a spring training site, had been the exclusive domain of the New York Giants. To impress his Phoenix neighbors, Webb arranged that for one year and one year only, 1951, the Giants and Yankees would trade spring training sites. It turned out to be an omen. Seven months later the Yankees and Giants would meet in the World Series for the first time since 1937.

			Phoenix also set the stage for Mickey Mantle’s debut in a Yankees uniform. Signed by scout Tom Greenwade immediately following his high school graduation in 1949, Mickey had planned to be in Florida training with the club’s top minor-league team, the Kansas City Blues, when he was told to report with the major leaguers to Phoenix for training camp, which Casey Stengel called his instructional school. In Mantle the manager saw a hard-hitting, poor-fielding shortstop who would never take the job away from Phil Rizzuto, the previous year’s Most Valuable Player. Scooter played with flair and a youthful exuberance—and a wad of gum on the button of his cap—but he was dead serious about winning, which made him a Stengel stalwart. But the manager was captivated with the sandy-haired Oklahoma kid with the good arm, fast bat, and blazing running speed. “Kiddo,” said Stengel, “I think we’ll try you in the outfield.”

			There were several other prospects in camp, including Gil McDougald, but by the time the club left Phoenix for a 10-day trip up and down the West Coast (the Yankees’ first-ever West Coast trip), mining box-office gold out of the exhibition crowds in the minor-league parks, Mantle had become a major gate attraction, thanks to the adoring newspaper articles written about the bashful kid who hit with power from both sides of the plate, a skill which was a rarity in those days. Fans came to see him belt long home runs, and he didn’t disappoint them. During a spring exhibition game against the University of Southern California, Mantle whacked three homers—one traveled an estimated 650 feet. In all, he set Phoenix afire, hitting .402 with nine homers and 31 RBIs over the Cactus League schedule. Mantle won intra-squad footraces by such wide margins that coaches suspected he’d somehow cheated. “He has more speed than any slugger,” enthused manager Casey Stengel, “and more slug than any speedster. And nobody has ever had more of both of them together.” 

			The Old Perfessor couldn’t wait to unleash his newfound star on the American League. So certain were the Yankees of Mantle’s impending superstardom, in spring training, they assigned him uniform number 6, an obvious progression from Ruth’s number 3, Gehrig’s number 4, and DiMaggio’s number 5. If Mantle wasn’t aware of the Yankees campaign to build him up as Joe DiMaggio’s successor, he was now.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle, the once and future faces of the New York Yankees, in the 1950s. National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, Inc.

				

			

			The Yankees were without Whitey Ford, one of their top pitching prospects. Ford had just begun his baseball career when he was drafted in 1950, and he was afraid the Yankees would forget about him. Hardly. The entire team showed up at his wedding in 1951, while he was in the Army. Three days later, on April 17, he threw out the ceremonial first pitch against the Boston Red Sox, proudly wearing his Army uniform. It was Opening Day and the rookie Mickey Mantle blushed when a photographer asked him to pose for a picture with Ted Williams and Joe DiMaggio before the game. But Mantle was not the only member of the organization making his major-league debut that day. 

			For the first time, in a career that would span more than 50 years, Yankee Stadium public address announcer Bob Sheppard announced the starting lineups and introduced each player’s at-bat. The first name Sheppard announced was DiMaggio—Dom DiMaggio, the center fielder and leadoff batter for the Red Sox. The Yankees lineup that day included five Hall of Famers: Mantle, DiMaggio, Phil Rizzuto, Yogi Berra, and Johnny Mize; the Sox had three more, Williams, Bobby Doerr, and Lou Boudreau. Employing a clear, concise, and correct vocal style that would go on to announce the names of hundreds of players—both unfamiliar and legendary—with equal and divine reverence, Sheppard, known as The Voice of God, became as synonymous with Yankee Stadium as its copper frieze and Monument Park.

			Playing his first game in pinstripes and batting third, Mantle grounded out to second base in his first major-league at-bat. He hit a run-scoring single in the sixth inning, and went 1-for-4 and scored a run in the Yankees’ Opening Day 5–0 victory over Boston in the Bronx. Right-handed pitcher Vic Raschi threw the complete-game shutout. In his first six games, Mantle collected eight hits and drove in five runs. His batting average was .320, inspiring Jimmy Cannon of the New York Post to roar, “I’m all out of breath hollering it up for this kid.” This kid, Mantle, was just 19 years old.

			The youngster’s breathtaking talent was on full display when Mantle hit his first career home run off Chicago hurler Randy Gumpert in an 8–3 victory over the White Sox at Comiskey Park, on May 1. It traveled 450 feet to deep center field. The ball blasted on Mother’s Day, which Mantle inscribed—“My first H.R. in the Majors, May 1, 1951, 4:50 p.m. Chicago, 6th inning off Randy Gumpert”—would be sold for $165,000 at a Sotheby’s auction in 2004. The game was also noteworthy for the debut of Minnie Minoso, becoming the first black player for the White Sox. Minoso hit a home run against New York’s Vic Raschi in his first plate appearance. Two days later, it was another Yankees rookie’s turn to shine. In a 17–3 rout over the St. Louis Browns at Sportsman’s Park, Gil McDougald tied a major-league record (since broken) with six RBIs in one inning. He hit his first career home run, a grand slam, and then added a two-run triple, as the Bronx Bombers broke out for 11 runs in the ninth inning.

			An eight-game winning streak propelled the Yankees into first place in early May. Leading the way was Mantle—raw, untutored, small town–shy, but obviously able to knock the ball a country mile. And he was able to do it from both sides of the plate. His father, Mutt Mantle, who thought of everything when it came to baseball, had started him on a program of switch-hitting at age five. By May 18, Mantle was hitting .316 with four homers (two right-handed and two left-handed), and led the AL with 26 RBIs. As a left-handed hitter, Mantle pulverized low pitches, golfing them prodigious distances. Right-handed, his best swing was a level one, generated a couple of inches below the shoulders. This swing produced line drives that outfielders simply couldn’t get to in time.

			As the season progressed, however, AL pitchers figured out Mantle’s primary weakness and began to feed him a steady diet of high fastballs. As it happened, his production waned. He batted .175 without a homer over his final 11 games of May. After fanning in all five at-bats during a May 30 doubleheader in Boston, and being pulled before each game ended, he broke down in tears on the bench. Mantle’s rookie season must have been nerve-racking for a rural kid. He was still only two years out of high school; he and his teenage wife, Merlyn, his high school sweetheart in Commerce, Oklahoma, were overwhelmed by the towering skyscrapers and the fast pace of the big city. On top of that, reporters from a dozen newspapers came into the locker room day after day with variations on the same question about his medical deferment from the Army due to a bone infection in his left ankle called osteomyelitis, the result of a high school football injury, that left Mantle open to criticism that he was shirking his patriotic duty.

			His father’s illness added to his troubles. Mutt Mantle had been diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease, a form of cancer. The prognosis was poor. Mutt could no longer sleep in a bed; he had to sit up and try to get some rest in a chair. The kid’s eyes were red a good deal of the time, and it wasn’t just from the frustration of watching his batting average drop under .260 by the end of June. The low point came on July 13 when Cleveland’s Bob Lemon struck out Mantle three times. That prompted Stengel to farm out the youngster to Triple-A Kansas City for more seasoning. Mantle was devastated. He struggled in Kansas City, starting off hitless in his first 22 at-bats. Then he called his father in Oklahoma. “Dad, I don’t think I can play ball,” he said. Mutt Mantle drove all the way to the Kansas City hotel where Mickey was staying. Mickey expected a comforting pat on the back, but when Mutt walked into the room, he began packing his son’s bag, saying that he was taking Mickey home. “Thought I raised a man,” said Mutt. “You ain’t nothing but a coward.” Mantle asked his father for one more chance. Mutt relented, then he returned to the Oklahoma mines. “I’m gonna do it for him,” Mantle told himself, and he followed through on his promise. The newly focused teenager rededicated himself to baseball and eventually rediscovered his powerful hitting stroke. Over his next 40 games with Kansas City, Mickey hit .361 with 11 homers and 50 RBIs. Mickey hoped it wouldn’t be too long before the Yankees recalled him to New York. 

			Another promising first-time appearance occurred in the spring of 1951 when the first edition of Topps baseball cards were released in a limited set of 52 cards designed to let kids play a game of card baseball. Along with a photograph and a biography of a player, each card had an at-bat result, such as single, double, flyout, and so on. Although unique among subsequent Topps sets—and packed with taffy, not bubblegum—these cards would establish the Topps company as the leader in an upstart collectibles business and usher in an everlasting love affair between cardboard and fans.

			The Yankees were chugging along at a 30-17 clip and in second place when the team became a witness to history during a game on June 8. White Sox reliever Marv Rotblatt became the first pitcher to be driven from the bullpen in a golf cart when he entered the game in the eighth inning to face the Yankees in a 4–2 Bombers victory at Comiskey Park. The New York media lampooned the move, with one report noting, “Chicago is going bush.” Yankees manager Casey Stengel also objected, saying, “Yankees pitchers don’t ride in golf carts, they ride in Cadillacs.” Despite the negative press attention, another car arrived later in that same series, but this time, it was for the Yankees pitchers. The car was a little different, too: It was a black Cadillac hearse from a nearby South Side funeral home. 

			Like doubleheaders, the bullpen cart has pretty much disappeared from the game, and that’s a shame because it was a true slice of Americana. It was fun to see a reliever, called on to save the day, ride into action in a golf cart topped by a ridiculous, oversized baseball cap. But the bullpens in many stadiums are located along the foul lines, a short walk from the pitching mound. And in those parks where the pens are situated beyond the outfield fences, the pitchers have gotten used to jogging to their jobs. The first chauffeured reliever, Rotblatt didn’t have a long or very successful major-league career—he pitched for parts of only three seasons with the White Sox from 1948 to 1951, posting a 4.82 ERA in 74 2/3 innings—but you can’t deny he made his mark. Later in the year he appeared on the quiz show You Bet Your Life, hosted by Groucho Marx. 

			Listed at 5-foot-6, Rotblatt was one of the shortest pitchers in the big leagues. But he wasn’t the shortest player to appear in a major-league game—by a long shot. That distinction belongs to Eddie Gaedel, a 3-foot-7-inch circus worker, who came to the plate for the St. Louis Browns during the second game of a doubleheader against the Detroit Tigers, on August 19. It was part of a publicity stunt by Browns owner Bill Veeck (as in wreck), who was always desperately seeking attention for his last place team. Veeck decided to stage a between-games celebration of the 50th anniversary of the American League. Hoping to drum up interest in his moribund franchise, Veeck hired the 65-pound Gaedel to provide a big finish. At the end of the proceedings, Gaedel popped out of a giant papier-mâché birthday cake, dressed in a tiny Browns uniform. The crowd roared its approval, yet the greatest promotional stunt in the history of baseball was still to come.

			With the Browns due up in the bottom of the first inning of the nightcap, Gaedel bounded out of the dugout, swinging three toy bats. The announcer introduced him as the pinch-hitter for the leadoff batter Frank Saucier. That’s when umpire Ed Hurley summoned Browns manager Zach Taylor for a meeting. Taylor brought out an official AL contract with Gaedel’s signature on it, and waved the paper in the face of the humbled official, who had no choice but to allow Gaedel his turn at bat. So wearing number 1/8, Eddie Gaedel stepped into the batter’s box, bent his 43-inch frame into a deep crouch, and created the smallest strike zone in history—about an inch and a half. Detroit pitcher Bob Cain tried to suppress laughter. Gaedel, who was under strict orders from Veeck not to swing, looked at four consecutive balls and trotted to first base, tipping his cap to the crowd along the way. Gaedel was replaced by a pinch-runner, Jim Delsing, and exited to raucous cheers.

			Fans and players were hysterically laughing, but AL president William Harridge was not amused. He voided Gaedel’s contract the next day, saying it was not in the best interests of baseball. Within two days, the rules were changed to ban special players like Gaedel from the game. To this day, though, you can still find Gaedel’s name in the Baseball Encyclopedia, and his career on-base percentage is a perfect 1.000.

			One of the greatest peacetime spy dramas in the nation’s history reached its climax as Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were sentenced to death for revealing atomic secrets to Soviet Russia. The junior senator from Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy, was ramping up his investigation into alleged communists he believed were infiltrating our government, our military, and our schools. The biggest sports news off the playing fields involved a college basketball scandal that rocked sports fans around the country. In mid-February, three players from City College of New York were arrested for fixing games. That is, they purposely did not try their best so games would turn out favorably for certain gamblers. The news was shocking. CCNY had been one of the feel-good stories of 1950 after winning both the NIT and NCAA tournaments in the same season. But that wasn’t even the worst part. At first, most people believed the scandal was limited to games played at New York’s Madison Square Garden. That turned out to be just the start, though. Eventually, the scandal spread to cities from coast to coast and was a major black eye for college sports.

			Although the Yankees were winning, the mood in the locker room was not always harmonious. The relationship between DiMaggio and Stengel continued to deteriorate to the point that they now ignored each other’s existence. New York beat writers who traveled with the club had no difficulty picking up on the palpable tension between player and manager. When reporters approached Stengel to question him about the volatile situation, he replied: “So what if he doesn’t talk to me? I’ll get by and so will he.” The absolute discord between the two would hit a sour note during the July 7 game at Boston’s Fenway Park. It was the dog days of summer, and Casey’s club was flagging. The Yankees were only one game behind the Chicago White Sox, but they had lost four of their previous five games. Their play was uninspired. The three-day All-Star break would begin at the conclusion of the next afternoon’s game, and Stengel admitted his team was fatigued. “Four or five of these players are dead tired,” he explained. 

			Stengel’s diagnosis of his team proved prophetic. In the first inning, Bobby Doerr hit an easy popup that DiMaggio misplayed, coming up short on the shallow flyball that dropped for a hit, allowing two runs to score. The next batter, Billy Goodman, hit a high flyball to right-center that DiMaggio couldn’t chase down, loading the bases. From Stengel’s point of view, those were two plays that a younger version of DiMaggio would have easily made. When Clyde Vollmer followed with a grand slam home run, the Yankees were deep in a six-run hole, which prompted the New York manager to make a fateful decision. He dispatched rookie Jackie Jensen out to center field. When Jensen reached center he informed DiMaggio that Casey was pulling him from the game. With a large Fenway Park crowd looking on, DiMaggio trotted from the field with his head down. 

			Once again, Stengel had displayed a complete lack of regard for DiMaggio’s public stature. At least, that was how Joe perceived events. The skipper’s decision to make the move and replace the aging superstar in the middle of the game strained an already acrimonious relationship. Following the 10–4 loss to the Red Sox, DiMaggio boiled with rage in the clubhouse as teammates looked at one another in stony silence. DiMaggio’s left leg was ailing, Stengel explained, that’s why he removed him from the game. Nobody was buying what Casey was selling. The Yankees lost again the following afternoon, too. More than any other team, the Yankees needed the brief rest provided by the All-Star break. They had the look of a tired team and they had limped into the midsummer respite, both literally and figuratively, having lost five of their last six, including a three-game sweep in Boston at the hands of the Red Sox. The Yankees sank into third place behind the first-place White Sox and second-place Red Sox.

			Indeed, the All-Star break served the Yankees well. It allowed the players to clear their collective heads, and when the team returned to action they received a much-needed lift. On July 12, at Cleveland’s Municipal Stadium, Yankees right-hander Allie Reynolds, facing only 29 batters, no-hit the Indians, 1–0, thanks to Gene Woodling’s solo home run off Bob Feller in the seventh inning. Reynolds retired the last 17 batters to face him, striking out Bobby Avila to end the game. 

			Twice, Reynolds’s baseball career took a positive turn because he listened to good advice. In college at the school that is now Oklahoma State, Reynolds was a running back on the football team and a pitcher on the baseball team. After receiving professional contract offers from both sports, he was forced to make a choice. Reynolds asked his baseball coach, Hank Iba, for help in making the decision. Iba, who would later be enshrined in the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, recommended Reynolds stick to pitching. “It was a fine suggestion,” said Reynolds.

			The beefy right-hander signed with the Cleveland Indians and reached the majors in 1943. While he possessed a blazing fastball, Reynolds couldn’t always control it, leading the league in strikeouts and bases on balls over the next four seasons. By the time he was 30 years old, Reynolds had managed only a 51-47 lifetime mark for the Indians. Prior to the 1947 season, the Yankees acquired Reynolds in a trade for second baseman Joe Gordon, the 1942 AL Most Valuable Player. During spring training, the veteran Yankees pitcher Spud Chandler urged Reynolds to set up batters by changing speeds. Reynolds did just that. 

			In his first season with the Yankees, Reynolds went 19-8 and won his first World Series game. In 1949, he proved himself a great World Series pitcher in the series opener, throwing a two-hit shutout and outlasting Don Newcombe, 1–0. In the fourth game he retired all 10 Dodgers batters he faced to earn a save. Said manager Casey Stengel of Reynolds’s dual ability to start and relieve: “He’s two pitchers rolled into one.”

			Toward the end of the summer of 1951, the Yankees and the resurgent Cleveland Indians—winners of 13 games in a row to start the month of August—played leapfrog with each other in the standings as the White Sox and Red Sox faded badly. Rookie Gil McDougald was the team’s leading hitter, and with DiMaggio not up to snuff, catcher Yogi Berra supplied most of the punch with Gene Woodling and Hank Bauer chipping in admirably. To fortify the offense, Mantle returned to fuel New York down the stretch. The kid returned to the Yankees on August 20, never to spend another moment in the minors. Now wearing the more familiar jersey number 7, Mantle batted .284 with six homers and 20 RBIs in the team’s remaining 27-game charge. He hit a home run on August 29 off the ancient Satchel Paige, the famed Negro Leagues right-hander who was finishing up his legendary career with Bill Veeck’s hapless St. Louis Browns. 

			Also that day, the Yankees traded rookie pitcher Lew Burdette along with $50,000 to the Boston Braves for right-hander Johnny Sain to bolster the pitching staff. Between 1946 and 1950, Sain won 20 games four times and led the Braves to the NL championship in ’48. He and fellow pitcher Warren Spahn were so crucial to the Braves pennant run that year an enduring slogan was created around them: “Spahn and Sain, and pray for rain.” As a versatile swingman for the Yankees, Sain appeared in seven games, starting four and completing one, while posting a mark of two wins, one loss, and one save down the stretch. Sain also has the distinction of being the last pitcher to face Babe Ruth in a game and the first to face Jackie Robinson. As for the young pitcher sent packing, Burdette would pay long-term dividends to the Braves and haunt the Bronx Bombers a few years down the road.

			With the Indians leading the Yanks by only one game, on September 16 and 17 Cleveland was scheduled for its final visit of the season to the Stadium. To face the right-handed aces of the Cleveland staff, Bob Feller and Bob Lemon, Stengel chose Allie Reynolds and Eddie Lopat. For the opener of the two-game set, 68,760 people, the largest crowd of the season, jammed into the Stadium to see if the defending champion Yankees could stay in the race. Feller, one of the great pitching stars in the history of the game, was 22-7 going into the game, and was one of three pitchers, along with Early Wynn and Mike Garcia, to win 20 or more games for the Indians.

			Reynolds was pitching the best baseball of his career, and on this afternoon he pitched brilliantly, allowing only five hits and one run. The Yanks were leading, 3–1, and in the bottom of the fifth Mantle, batting third in the lineup, doubled, and Berra, batting fourth, received an intentional walk as Feller preferred to pitch to DiMaggio. DiMaggio, burning inside because Stengel had dropped him to fifth in the order, lined a ball into the left-center field alleyway for a two-run triple and a 5–1 Yankees lead, finishing Feller and the Indians for the day. After the game a pile of Western Union telegrams were delivered to DiMaggio’s locker, congratulating him on his clutch hit. “Now when I get a hit,” said DiMaggio with contempt, “they send me telegrams.” New York was back in first place by percentage points over Cleveland in their tug-o-war for the AL pennant flag.

			The second game of the series pitted Lopat, vying for his 20th win of the season, against Indians sinkerball pitcher Bob Lemon, who already had posted 17 wins on the year and always gave the Yanks difficulty. This was another pitchers’ battle. The score was tied at one run apiece. It was the bottom of the ninth inning. Phil Rizzuto was at bat. DiMaggio was on third base. Rizzuto took Lemon’s first pitch, a called strike, and argued the call with the umpire. That gave him time to grab his bat from both ends, the sign to DiMaggio that a squeeze play was on for the next pitch. But DiMaggio broke early, surprising Rizzuto. Lemon, seeing what was happening, threw high, to avoid a bunt, aiming behind Rizzuto. But with Joltin’ Joe bearing down on him, Rizzuto got his bat up in time to lay down a bunt. “If I didn’t bunt, the pitch would’ve hit me right in the head,” Rizzuto told the New York Times. “I bunted it with both feet off the ground, but I got it off toward first base.” DiMaggio scored the winning run. Stengel called it “the greatest play I ever saw.” As the winning run scored, Lemon angrily threw both the ball and his glove into the stands. With 12 games to go, New York now led by one full game.

			In 1950, the Indians had knocked off the Tigers to enable the Yankees to win the pennant, and in ’51 it was the Tigers who reciprocated and beat the Indians three straight in late September to help the Yankees. The Cleveland staff of Feller, Garcia, Wynn, and Lemon, overworked and arm-weary, folded down the stretch. With five games left in the season, the Yankees needed only one more victory to clinch their third straight AL pennant. Stengel selected Reynolds—nicknamed The Chief because he was part Creek Indian—and Raschi to pitch against the Red Sox in a doubleheader at the Stadium on September 28, which coincidentally was American Indian Day across the country.

			Reynolds made sure the Yankees’ pennant-clinching party would be held in grand style, as he entered the record books by becoming the first AL pitcher to record two no-hitters in the same season. The first no-hitter was on July 12, in Cleveland, against Feller and the Indians. Then, on September 28, at Yankee Stadium, Reynolds was one out away from joining Johnny Vander Meer of the Cincinnati Reds as the only pitchers to that point to accomplish the feat twice in a season. That final out was Ted Williams of the Boston Red Sox—one of the best hitters of all time—and Reynolds had to get him out twice. Williams hit a foul popup that catcher Yogi Berra dropped. Unfazed, on the next pitch, Reynolds got Williams to hit another spinning foul popup to the very same spot, and this time Berra squeezed the ball in his mitt for the final out of an 8–0 win, clinching another AL pennant for the Yankees. “When I die,” team co-owner Del Webb later told Berra, “I hope they give me a second chance the way they did you.”

			The Yankees claimed their third consecutive pennant, a 98-65 record lifting them five games ahead of the second-place Indians, but Joe DiMaggio, 36, his body aching, was no longer the Jolter—he slumped to .263 with only 12 home runs and 71 runs batted in. Yogi Berra was the Yankees’ most dangerous hitter now, with 27 homers and 88 RBIs. Mantle, in his rookie season, batted .267 with 13 homers and 65 RBIs in 96 games. Another newcomer, third baseman Gil McDougald, the only New York regular to hit over .300, was the AL’s Rookie of the Year, with a .306 batting average, 14 homers, and 63 RBIs. Even with Whitey Ford in the Army, the pitching held up. The Yankees had two 21-game winners in Raschi and Lopat. Reynolds contributed 17 more wins, including seven by shutout—and two of those were no-hitters—and six saves in relief. Manager Casey Stengel, once considered a clown from his comical Brooklyn days but now revered as The Old Perfessor, smartly guided the Yankees back to their former greatness.

			The Brooklyn Dodgers shot out of the gate in 1951, eager to make amends for having coughed up the National League pennant to the Philadelphia Phillies on the final day of the 1950 season. Their rival, the New York Giants, struggled to reach .500 after 40 games. Finally, manager Leo Durocher got his wish when the front office promoted Willie Mays from their Double-A squad, the Minneapolis Millers, a few weeks after he turned 20 years old. In his debut with the Giants on May 25, Mays batted third and played center field before a crowd of 21,082 against the Phillies at Shibe Park. The Giants hoped to regroup with Mays and put themselves within striking distance of the Dodgers. But Mays started off slowly, and as late as August 11 the Giants still trailed the Dodgers by 13 games. “The Giants is dead,” Dodgers manager Charlie Dressen declared. 

			Then, on August 12, the Giants began an incredible rush. They won 16 games in a row and rolled on from there. With a little help from a sign-stealing system in the Polo Grounds consisting of a telescope and an electric buzzer, the Giants played to a 37-7 mark over the final weeks, eventually tying the Dodgers at the end of the regular season and forcing a three-game playoff to determine the NL champion.

			The Giants won the first game at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn; the Dodgers took the second game at the Polo Grounds in Manhattan. Brooklyn was poised to win the third game and the pennant as it took a 4–1 lead into the bottom of the ninth at the Polo Grounds, on October 3. But then, Don Newcombe, the Dodgers ace pitcher, began to tire. The first two Giants hitters singled. With one out, Giants first baseman Whitey Lockman doubled, scoring one run and putting men on second and third. The Dodgers had two pitchers warming up in the bullpen, starter Ralph Branca and right-hander Clem Labine. The bullpen coach signaled that Erskine was bouncing his curve, so manager Dressen chose to bring Branca into the game to face third baseman Bobby Thomson, who had hit 31 home runs already that year. Giants manager and third base coach Durocher pulled Thomson aside and reportedly told him, “Bobby, if you’ve ever hit one, hit one now.” The Giants rookie Willie Mays was on deck, but Dressen chose to pitch to Thomson, who had already homered off Branca to help the Giants win Game 1. Thomson stepped to the plate. “I was so nervous my eyeballs were vibrating,” Thomson said later. The first pitch was a called strike. On Branca’s second pitch, Thomson tagged the ball into the left field seats, just clearing the high wall at the 315-foot mark. New York Giants radio broadcaster Russ Hodges’s call is one of the most famous in Major League Baseball history. “There’s a long drive . . . it’s gonna be, I believe . . . the Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant! . . . and they’re going crazy! The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant!”

			With that one mighty swing of the bat, the never-say-die Giants, seemingly hopelessly beaten, instead won the playoff and the pennant. The Brooklyn Dodgers were devastated. It was the third time in six years they had lost a chance to win the NL pennant on the season’s final day. When Thomson finished dancing around the bases in unbridled glee, he was mobbed by teammates at home plate and thousands of fans who had stormed the field. Thomson’s three-run homer, known as The Shot Heard ’Round the World, won the game and the pennant, 5–4, capping one of baseball’s greatest season comebacks with one of the most dramatic home runs in baseball history. 

			The New York Giants were riding an all-time emotional high from Bobby Thomson’s miracle theatrics, and would open the 1951 World Series against the Yankees the next afternoon at Yankee Stadium. Despite a slow start, Willie Mays got untracked and won the NL Rookie of the Year Award. He completed his first big-league year hitting a respectable .274 with 20 homers. His presence helped fortify an already potent Giants lineup, which included shortstop Alvin Dark, who batted .303 with a league-leading 41 doubles; left fielder Monte Irvin, the team’s first African-American player from 1949, who hit .312 with 24 home runs and a team-leading 121 RBIs; and infielder/outfielder Bobby Thomson, who batted .293 with a career-high 32 home runs. A pair of 23-game winners in Sal Maglie and Larry Jansen led the Giants pitching staff. Maglie was known as Sal The Barber because he shaved batters’ chins with his inside fastball. “When I’m pitching, I own the plate,” he warned.
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