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    DEDICATION


    This book is dedicated to each and every one of those Brooklyn Dodger fans who lost so much, so soon, for so little reason. It is dedicated to Jackie, Mr. Rickey, Burt, Chuck, Gil, Junior, Billy, and the other Brooklyn Dodgers who have gone to their heavenly reward. It is also dedicated to Joe Flaherty, who though not a Bum at heart, will always be one in spirit. And to my Uncle Justin, who took me to the 1956 World Series and introduced me to Jackie Robinson. I shall miss you both.
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    "Hitting a ball and scoring a run are in a way what all of us try to do all our lives. Baseball becomes a symbol, win or lose, and the romance never really ends.”


    —BRANCH RICKEY


    "Baseball, like some other sports, poses as a sacred institution dedicated to the public good, but it is actually a big, selfish business with a ruthlessness that many big businesses would never think of displaying.”


    —JACKIE ROBINSON


    "The Dodger fans have paramount rights in the Brooklyn club. They are more important than the stockholders, the officials, the players, or anybody else.”


    —WALTER O’MALLEY

  


  
    Murgatroyd Darcy, the belle of Canarsie

    Went ‘round with a fellow named Rodge.

    At dancing the rhumba or jitterbug number,

    You couldn’t beat Rodge at this dodge.

    Throughout the cold weather, the pair danced together.

    But when the trees bloomed again,

    Miss Murgatroyd Darcy, the belle of Canarsie

    To Rodgers would sing this refrain:

    



    Leave us go root for the Dodgers, Rodgers,

    That’s the team for me.

    Leave us make noise for the boistrous boys

    On the B.M.T.

    Summer or winter or any season,

    Flatbush fanatics don’t need no reason.

    Leave us go root for the Dodgers, Rodgers,

    That’s the team for me.


    —DAN PARKER

  


  
    THE PARK WITH NOBODY IN IT


    By Bob Cooke


    (Parodied from Joyce Kilmer’s poem, The House with Nobody in It)


    Whenever I go to Flatbush, on the subway BMT


    I pass by a poor old ball park, where the turnstiles rust by degree.


    I know I’ve passed it a hundred times but I always stop for a minute.


    And look at the park, the tragic park, the park with nobody in it.


    
      And this park on the way to Flatbush needs thirty thousand pairs of eyes


      And somebody ought to cheer it up, by coming out there under the skies


      It needs new life and laughter and the seats should be occupied


      ‘Cause what it needs the most of all are some people sitting inside.


      Now if I had a lot of money and all my debts were paid


      I’d put a gang of men to work with brush and saw and spade


      I’d buy that park and fill it up the way it used to be


      With fellows like Snider and Hodges and a great guy named Pee Wee.

    


    
      They say the park isn’t haunted, but I hear there are such things


      That hold the talk of Dodgers, their mirth and sorrowings,


      I know this park isn’t haunted but I wish it were I do


      ‘Cause it wouldn’t be so lonely if it had a ghost or two.

    

    

    A park that has done what a park should do, a park that has sheltered life


    That has put its loving concrete arms around a Dodger fan and his wife


    A park that has echoed a baseball song, held up a rookie’s stumbling feet


    Is the saddest sight when it’s left alone that ever your eyes could meet.

    


    So whenever I go to Flatbush with the help of the BMT


    I never walk by the empty park without pausing in hopes I won’t see


    A park standing there, empty and barren, with some seats falling apart


    ‘Cause I can’t help thinking the poor old park is a park with a broken heart.

  


    1

Charley Ebbets

A
coldhearted scalawag by the name of Ned Hanlon was determined to do in
1902 what a ruthless, money-hungry scalawag by the name of Walter
O’Malley ended up doing fifty-five years later: Hanlon wanted to
transfer the borough’s beloved baseball team out of Brooklyn. And
Hanlon might well have gotten his way, except for one steadfastly loyal
Dodger employee who not only loved Brooklyn passionately but had a deep
and unwavering faith that there was something very special about
playing there. Brooklyn was his life, and it was his home. Charley
Ebbets was the employee’s name, Brooklyn’s first recorded saint.

Since
its founding in 1883, Ebbets had labored for the team, called the
Dodgers because the ballpark was situated at a confluence of trolley
tracks, and one took one’s life in one’s own hands dodging the trolley
cars to get to the game. He began as a program and ticket hawker, and
as the owners came to recognize his industriousness and loyalty, he was
elevated to business manager. Majority stockholder Harry von der Horst
rewarded Ebbets, making him an owner by selling him several of his
shares, von der Horst was impressed with Ebbets and figured he would
work even harder if he were a part owner. When in 1902, Harry Von der
Horst became ill, he put his stock interest up for sale. It was then
that Hanlon, the Dodger manager, announced his intention to buy the
stock, take over the team, and move it to Baltimore, where he had
previously managed.

Ebbets had no money, but
he swore that he would find a way to keep the Dodgers in Brooklyn. He
summoned all of his friends, and after pleading the merits of baseball
in Brooklyn, he found one man of means, a furniture dealer—Henry
Medicus—who had enough faith in Ebbets that he lent him the funds to
buy Von der Horst’s stock. And so it was that Ebbets, not Hanlon,
became the new owner of the Dodgers. And as a result, the Dodgers
stayed.
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    CHARLES EBBETS

  

From
the first, Ebbets showed he was an uncommon team owner—he believed that
his first loyalty should be to the fans. Ebbets was operating
dangerously in debt. He didn’t have money for new players, and the team
rarely finished in the top half of the standings, but when in 1906 the
rival New York Giants, led by another former Baltimore star, John
McGraw, offered him a fabulous sum of $30,000 for two of his best
players, Ebbets refused to give in to the sweet allure of the money. He
told a friend, “The Brooklyn fans deserve the best team I can give
them.”

And for his fans, Ebbets dreamed of a
modern park that would seat more than 25,000. Brooklyn wasn’t much more
than a series of cow pastures then, and to his associates that park
Ebbets wanted to build seemed to be folly.

The
Dodgers played in a wooden stadium called Washington Park, so named
because it stood on a site where George Washington fought one of a
string of losing battles against the British during the Revolutionary
War. Ebbets would take walks through the borough in search of a site
for the stadium he was determined to erect. While walking through
Flatbush, searching, he wandered through a malodorous
four-and-a-half-acre slum in the notorious Pigtown section. It was a
wild, craggy piece of land, with shanties scattered over it, and in the
middle of this nest of poverty was a large, gaping pit into which the
shanty dwellers threw their fetid, steaming garbage. Farmers from the
area brought their pigs there to feed. Hence Pigtown.

When
he checked the deeds to see who owned the land, Ebbets discovered forty
claims of ownership, either by deed or squatters rights. He formed a
corporation and, disguising his true purpose, bought the first parcel
in 1908. Midway through the three years it took him to secure the other
parcels, word leaked out as to his objective, and several of the plot
owners hiked their prices sharply. By the end of 1911, he had been able
to acquire the entire area except for one parcel—he had been unable to
locate the owner. Private dicks traced the man first to California,
then to Berlin, then to Paris. Ultimately he was found—in Montclair,
New Jersey.

Ebbets sent a purchasing agent to
ask how much the owner wanted. The agent had no way of knowing whether
the man had learned of the true purpose of the purchase, but when he
told the owner that he was interested in the land, the owner laughed.
He had forgotten that he had owned it. “Why would anyone be interested
in land in Pigtown?” he asked, adding, “Would $500 be all right?”

Ebbets
now had the land, and even though he was up to his handlebar mustache
in debt, his bank lent him enough money to begin construction. The
squatters were driven out, the shanties torn down, the garbage pit
filled, and the area leveled, and on March 4, 1912, Ebbets, wearing a
black bowler and an elegant overcoat, stomped a shovel into the ground
to begin the excavation.

At the ceremony a
reporter asked Ebbets what he was going to name the new park.
“Washington Park, the same as the old park, I suppose,” Ebbets said.

The
newspaperman replied, “Why don’t you call it Ebbets Field? It was your
idea and nobody else’s, and you’ve put yourself in hock to build it.
It’s going to be your monument, whether you like to think about it that
way or not.”

Ebbets thoughtfully considered what the reporter had said. “All right,” said Ebbets, “that’s what we’ll call it. Ebbets Field.”

The Magic of Ebbets Field

Under
the ownership of Charley Ebbets, the Brooklyn Dodgers won two pennants
in 1916 and 1920. They lost both Series; the former to pitcher Babe
Ruth and the Boston Red Sox, the latter to the Cleveland Indians when
Dodger pitcher Burleigh Grimes gave up the first grand slam home run in
Series history, and when a Dodger batter, Clarence Mitchell, hit into
the first and only unassisted triple play.

Ebbets
in 1913 had hired as manager the portly Wilbert Robinson, and it was
Robinson who led the team from 1914 until 1931. So long as Ebbets ran
things, the Dodgers were respectable, but Ebbets died in 1925, and none
of the other club officials knew anything about running a baseball
team. They chose the manager, loveable Uncle Robbie, as Dodger
president.

Obese, friendly, something of a
clown. Robbie sat at the front-office controls, his hands up in the air
as the tiller went its own way. The team, known as the Robins in his
honor, was for the boids, as it finished sixth the last four years of
the 1920s. Many of the veteran players, unable to take Robinson
seriously, decided to take fuller advantage of the ancillary joys of
playing major league baseball. For such night prowlers, the road became
much more fun. The players formed the 0 for 4 Club. They could play
around all they wanted, but if Robinson caught them, they would be
expelled from the club.

Robinson didn’t know
about the 0 for 4 Club—he didn’t know much of what was going on—but
because the players were making so many mental errors, he announced
that he was forming a club of his own, the Bonehead Club. Every time a
player made a mistake, the player had to put $10 into a fund. That
afternoon Robinson screwed up the batting order that he presented to
the umpires before the game, and when the Pirate manager caught it, the
mistake cost the Dodgers the game. Wrote New York Sun reporter
Eddie Murphy, “The manager of the Dodgers formed a Bonehead Club before
yesterday’s game and promptly elected himself a charter member.”

During
Robinson’s last few years, the team became known as the “Daffiness
Boys.” On the field the Dodgers were capable of just about anything
imaginable. Floyd Caves “Babe” Herman joined the Dodgers and
immediately became a crowd favorite. He had a lifetime batting average
of .324 and in two successive years hit .381 and .393, but his fielding
and base running lapses forged his legend. Herman once doubled into a
double play during an exercise in comedy in which three runners ended
up all sliding, diving, or striving to reach third base. On another
occasion, a fly ball almost hit Herman in the head.

One
time Herman was on the bench with a minor injury, and as he sat in the
dugout, the opposing team was staging a rally. The batter hit the ball
down the left-field line, and Robinson stood up. trying to see whether
the ball was fair or foul. Unsure, he asked Herman, who was sitting
next to him.

“What happened out there, Babe?”

The Babe looked up from the newspaper he was reading. “I don’t know, Robbie,” he said. “I was reading the paper.”
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    WILBERT ROBINSON

  


    [image: Scan5-11 copy]


    BABE HERMAN

  

Because
of the nature of the team, Herman was revered for his bumbling rather
than blamed for his failings. The fans adored him, in large part
because he was one of the best hitters in the game. Reporters made him
out to be a clown, though in fact he was an intelligent, serious man.
But there was no getting around his eccentricities.

One day Herman, upset with what the reporters were saying about him, cornered Joe Gordon of the New York American
and asked him to go easy on him. “You make me look like a clown all the
time,” said Herman. Replied Gordon, “I don’t make you look like a
clown. I only write about you looking like a clown.”

Herman
was genuinely upset. “I’m serious,” he said. “I know you write real
funny stuff about me. I even have to laugh at it myself sometimes. But
give me a break, will you? Look, I’m a ballplayer. I make a living
playing ball, like you make yours writing, and I got a wife and kid to
support. If you keep on making fun of me, it 's going to hurt me.
People will think of me as a joke ballplayer, and it will hurt my
reputation with the ballclub. Do you see what I mean?”

Gordon said he understood. “I never thought of it that way, Babe. From now on, I promise you, I will stop poking fun at you.”

Herman
thanked him. He fumbled in his pockets and pulled out the butt of a
cigar and stuck it in his mouth. Gordon reached for matches. Herman
puffed a couple of times, and smoke began to rise from the end of the
cigar. “Never mind,” said Herman, “it’s lit.”

Gordon
couldn’t believe Herman had been carrying around a lighted cigar in his
pocket. “It’s all off,” Gordon screamed. “Nobody who carries around
lighted cigars in his pocket can tell me he isn’t a clown!”

Wilbert Robinson hung on through 1931, when Ebbets's
remaining partner, Steve McKeever, forced him out, but the Dodgers in
the 1930s nevertheless continued to be colorful, though inept. Casey
Stengel, who once went to bat with a small bird under his baseball cap
and who then tipped his cap, allowing the bird to fly free, was named
manager in 1934. Casey provided some laughs for the baseball writers,
but the Dodgers continued their lease on the lower half of the
standings, and he was let go in 1937. The march of characters onto the
field continued. A fellow would get traded to Brooklyn, and the fans
would never know whether it would result in buffoonery or an
ecclesiastical blessing. There was pitcher Clyde “Pea Ridge” Day, who
was a hog caller from, where else, Pea Ridge, Arkansas. Pea Ridge would
stand on the mound when he struck someone out and call,
“Sooooooeeeeeey, pig. Sooooooeeeey.” Another pitcher was a flake with
the handle of Cletus Elwood “Boots” Poffenberger. Called the Baron,
Poffenberger was on a train traveling west when in the middle of the
night he decided he was going to sneak off. He was walking tiptoe, his
shoes in his hands, when one of the other players stopped him. If he
hadn’t, the Baron would have been a goner when he hit the ground.

Two other pitchers with equally wondrous
nicknames, Walter “Boom-Boom” Beck and Luke “Hot Potato” Hamlin, also
pitched for the team. Beck’s nickname was onomatopoetic. The first
“boom” was the ball hitting the bat, and the second “boom” was the ball
hitting the outfield wall. His best year with the Dodgers was 1933 when
he was 12-20. The other pitcher, Hamlin, was a mediocre pitcher with
one great failing. He would try to throw fastballs past fastball
hitters, and the balls would leave Ebbets Field faster than they left
Hamlin’s hand. A ballgame would be close, and then Hamlin would throw
up a juicy serving, and there would go another home run, along with the
game. Everyone would moan, “Hot Potato did it again.” Hamlin, though
not quite a .500 pitcher, had one great year. In 1939 Hot Potato was
20-13 and gave Dodger fans something to crow about. After two more
seasons, he was gone.

In the seventeen years
between 1922 and 1938, the Dodgers finished sixth eleven times and
seventh once. The closest they had come to a pennant was in 1924 when
they were edged out by John McGraw’s Giants. And yet, though attendance
had dropped as the Depression descended full force on the country, in
no other city were the fans as loyal and devoted as were the Dodger
fans.

Though the Depression made life even
tougher on Brooklyn’s ethnic Americans, it was mostly the best of
times. Money was hard to come by, and a full-time job was a prayer’s
answer, but it was an era when the people next door were neighbors and
not strangers, when the neighborhoods reverberated with the sounds of
youngsters playing games in the street, when hitting a pinky three
sewers was a feat, when stoops held a special place in the hearts of
boys growing up.

To the fans the Dodgers were
an extension of their family, representatives of their borough, and an
important part of their lives, and they were proud of the Dodgers no
matter how poorly they played, much as parents might still love a child
with a D-plus average in school. Dodger fans were always able to
rejoice in the small victories, a well-pitched game or a rare home run
that won a game.

The Dodger players during the
dark days of the Depression were blue-collar workers who had to scrap
and scuffle every day on very little money, just like their fans had
to, and the attempt was enough. No matter how poorly the team was
doing, the residents of Brooklyn loved their Dodgers with a lifetime,
all-encompassing passion never seen before or since.


    BILL REDDY:
“My father was a longshoreman, and there weren’t always ships to
unload, and there were days when we didn’t have much to go around, but
no matter how bad the day was or how dismal the prospects were, there
was always the Dodgers and Ebbets Field. A friend would ask, ‘Do you
want to go to the game?’ Most times I’d say, ‘Sure, let’s find some
bottles.’ We’d try to find empty milk of magnesia bottles. They were
ten cents. Soda bottles were a nickel. We’d go through empty lots, go
into hallways of apartment houses. The best thing was to go down to
Ocean Parkway, where the apartments were, and we’d get in through the
basements and go into the halls and cadge any bottles that were lying
outside the apartment doors. Or we’d ring the doorbell in the lobby,
and when a lady in the apartment answered, we’d say we were from the
store and tell her to put the empties on the dumbwaiter. ‘We’ll take
them back and give you credit,’ we’d say. Some of these women would put
them on, drop the dumbwaiter down, and we’d take the bottles and run.


    “Then,
we’d go to the A&P or to Daniel Reaves and cash them in. Many a
time a clerk would say to me, ‘How come you got so many bottles? Your
mother don’t buy here.’ They knew, but someway or other, you’d cadge
fifty-five cents and go to Ebbets Field.”

  


    Ebbets
Field itself had something to do with the love affair. It was a tiny,
comfortable park seating only 32,000, not one of the massive ballyards,
such as the Polo Grounds or Yankee Stadium. Ebbets Field was personal
and familiar, and the fans responded to that. It was a suitable place
for falling in love with the game.

  

BOBBY McCARTHY:
“Ebbets Field was small, and everything was close. It was a homey park.
It was built right so you could feel you were behind third base almost
when you were out in the bleachers. I think it was the only stadium
where the bleacher seats, which had curved backs and were covered, were
the same as the rest of the seats.

“My Dad and
I would go to Ebbets Field, and we’d bring a big bag of sandwiches,
five or six packs of Yankee Doodles, and you bought a soda for a
nickel, and my father would get cold beer, and you had a whole day’s
entertainment.

“Gladys Gooding played the
organ, and there was the Dodger Symphony — they were lively and they
could play. And I remember when Old Golds was one of the sponsors,
every time one of the Dodgers hit a home run, they’d slide a carton of
Old Golds down the screen. Behind the catcher they had a big screen to
prevent people from getting hit by foul balls, and the announcers sat
high up behind that, and as the carton would slide down the screen,
everyone would go, ‘Wooooooooooo.’ And one time Tommy Brown hit a home
run, but because he was only eighteen, they wouldn’t give Brown his
carton.

“They had a sign out in the outfield,
it said, ‘Hit this sign. Win a suit.’ Abe Stark was the borough
president of Brooklyn, and he owned a clothing store, and it was his
sign, but in order to win the suit you had to hit the sign on the fly.
But the sign was near the ground. And the right fielder was stationed
right in front of it. The batter had to hit a 400-foot-long and
three-foot-high line drive to hit it.

“Ebbets
Field had so much going for it. Players would hit home runs over the
forty-foot-high screen in right field into Bedford Avenue, and many
times I would stand out there to catch a ball, but I never caught one.
I was too slow. The closest I got, the ball was bouncing around loose,
and I went for it, and seventeen guys jumped on top of me and almost
broke my arm.”


    BILL REDDY:
“You’d walk into Ebbets Field on the center-field gate side of the
field, and you started up this ramp, and you walked up like there was
no end to it, and finally, you came through an opening and into where
the seats were, and you looked down, and there was the diamond. And it was
a diamond. It glistened. The grass was green. I’ve been to Ireland, and
they have the greenest grass I’ve ever seen since, and still it wasn’t
as green as the grass at Ebbets Field. The grass was beautiful, and the
field was manicured so beautifully—the base paths cut out with brown
dirt, the foul lines on either side—and when you took one look at it,
your heart beat faster. You sat on boards, planks in the bleachers, and
you sat in the summer heat and sweated. Sitting there was a dream come
true.


    “You sat down and watched batting and
fielding practice—the best part of the day. In those days the Dodger
fans were mostly cabdrivers, insurance men who didn’t have to work in
the afternoon, night workers, kids who played hooky from school, and
teachers who played hooky from school—though some days there were more
sportswriters writing up the game than people who paid to come in. But
you would go out to the bleachers and sit in the same place every day
and see and listen to the same people every day, and what you’d do
literally would be to pick apart every Dodger that was down on the
field.


    “But once the game started, let no
voice be raised against the Dodgers. Now the enemy was out there, and
believe me, when the other team took the field for fielding practice,
they used to get a Brooklyn greeting that was out of this world.


    “I
remember Tex Rickart, the PA announcer at Ebbets Field. I knew Tex,
because when I was working in a hardware store on Prospect Avenue, he
was one of our customers. Tex had a film distributing business, his
main livelihood. I can remember Tex walking about the field with a
megaphone, but when they got the PA system, that’s when Tex came into
his own. You never heard anyone say it like Tex. ‘A little boy has been
found lost.’ ‘Will the fans along the outfield railing please remove
their clothes.’ He would intone, ‘The tickets for the forthcoming games
will be sold in the marble rotunda.’ My God, the marble rotunda!


    “The
marble rotunda was the main entrance to Ebbets Field, and on a busy
ballday was like getting into a merry-go-round. The ticket sellers
stood behind gilded cages like circus boxes. People would be pushing
and shoving, trying to figure out which gate to go through, which
ticket seller had the best seats left.


    “My
father was a great baseball buff, a purist. I used to say to him,
‘Let’s go to Ebbets Field.’ He’d look at me in amazement. ‘Ebbets
Field? What do you want to go to Ebbets Field for? If you want to see
real baseball, we should go to Yankee Stadium.’ I’d say, ‘But Pop, I
want to go see the Dodgers.’ He’d say, ‘Are you kidding? What do you
want to watch those clowns for?’ I’d get so mad I wanted to hit him.


    “We’d
go to Ebbets Field, and my Dad would say to me, ‘Call those guys
outfielders? You should have seen the old Red Sox outfield of Tris
Speaker, Harry Hooper, and Duffy Lewis. Greatest outfield there ever
was.’ Of course, every time he told the story, Tris Speaker was playing
closer and closer to second base until I got to where I believed
Speaker used to practically stand on the shortstop’s shoulders and then
run back into deep center field to make a catch.
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“Or
he’d name the entire 1907 Detroit Tiger outfield, Ty Cobb, Sam
Crawford, and Davy Jones. And he’d have me crazy, because how can you
come back at him? With Frenchy Bordagaray? Frenchy may have been good,
but he was no Ty Cobb. But what did I care? Hell, Frenchy was a Dodger,
and that was good enough for me.

“But then,
after so many years of mediocrity, the Dodgers finally started to
change. A wild man by the name of Larry MacPhail came in in 1937. The
first thing he did was to paint the park over and made it clean and
give you a toilet that you could visit without your feeling like a
horse going to a horse trough. That was a big thing for the fans.

“The
second thing he did was get himself a corps of ushers and deck them out
in bright uniforms and have them stand out on the field after a game.
Things were starting to change. You could go to the bathroom to take a
leak and not have to worry about worms crawling up the walls and biting
you. And you could buy a program or a beer from a guy who didn’t look
like a fugitive from a chain gang. And the ushers were there to help
you find your seat.

“And then in 1938, in
Burleigh Grimes’s last year as manager, MacPhail got Leo Durocher from
St. Louis to play shortstop and made him manager the next year, and he
brought Dolph Camilli in to play first base, and then he started
bringing in pitchers: Larry French, Vito Tamulis, who had a tantalizing
slow pitch, Kirby Higbe, and Whitlow Wyatt, oh God, a master, and Fat
Freddie Fitzsimmons. When the Dodgers were playing Pittsburgh or
Philadelphia, all Fat Freddie had to do was walk out on the field and
throw his glove down, and they gave up. In 1939 you could see it
coming. Third place. Then second place in 1940, and you knew that in
1941 that they were finally going to do it. ‘Nothing is going to stop
us now.’ My God! All this because of MacPhail. Who the hell was this
guy anyway?”

Larry and Leo

The
phones had been silent in the Dodger offices in 1938. New York Bell had
discontinued service because the bill hadn’t been paid. For the Dodger
employees actively searching for jobs that paid better and more
promptly, this was especially inconvenient. In the outer chamber of the
office, process servers and bill collectors milled around, demanding or
begging to be paid. The Dodgers were more than $1 million in debt, and
they owed the Brooklyn Trust Company alone more than $500,000.
Brooklyn, the shakiest franchise in baseball, was on the verge of going
out of business.

Desperate in the face of
foreclosure by the bank, the quarreling heirs of original owners
Charley Ebbets and Steve McKeever, who heretofore had been unable to
agree on anything, went to National League President Ford Frick to get
his opinion as to what they should do to keep from going under. Frick
advised that they hire a strong general manager with baseball
experience, one who would not be fleeced by other teams and who could
make the Dodgers respectable. When they asked Frick to suggest someone,
Frick, in turn, sought the counsel of Branch Rickey, the most
successful fleecer in the National League, the brains behind the always
powerful St. Louis Cardinals. The Dodgers were desperate. A name,
Branch, a name. Rickey proposed a longtime friend and business
associate, Leland Stanford MacPhail.

Rickey
and MacPhail had been classmates at the University of Michigan law
school in 1910 despite the fact that Rickey was seven or eight years
older than MacPhail, because Rickey had played major league baseball
with the Browns and the Yankees from 1905 through 1907 before entering
Ohio Wesleyan University and then enrolling at Michigan Law.

MacPhail
was a rich kid, a playboy, a reprobate from Grand Rapids, Michigan,
whose father once had run a general store and had been a shylock on the
side. When the boy was ten, the father sold the store and began to set
up, one by one, a chain of twenty-one banks in small towns in Michigan.
The father lived in several different towns during young Larry’s
childhood, establishing a quixotic and nomadic pattern that would be a
constant throughout his entire life—Larry MacPhail never stayed in one
place very long. After skipping from town to town as a child, MacPhail
enrolled in Staunton Military Academy in Virginia. He sought and gained
an appointment to Annapolis, but once he was accepted, he decided he
didn’t want to go and instead went to Beloit College in Wisconsin. Then
in 1910 he spent the one year at the University of Michigan Law School,
where he met Rickey. Larry was greatly interested in sports,
erroneously viewed himself as a great athlete, and admired Rickey, who
had once been a major leaguer. Rickey was, of course, also interested
in sports, and he admired MacPhail for having so much money. And they
became friends.

After the one year in law
school, MacPhail continued his unpredictable journey. He went on to
George Washington University, where he could be near the government’s
inner circle. He had hoped to be appointed a consul, but when he was
offered a consulship in France, he turned it down. Instead he moved to
Chicago and joined a big law firm. While working there he helped
reorganize a bankrupt tool firm, and he did such a good job that the
tool firm hired him away from the law firm, and shortly after joining
the tool firm, he quit and moved to Nashville to run a clothing store.
In 1917 Larry quit the clothing business and joined the 114th Field
Artillery, a unit of volunteers organized by Colonel Luke Lea, the
owner of a Nashville paper, a U.S. Senator, and a drinking buddy of
MacPhail’s.

When MacPhail returned from the
war, he settled in Columbus, Ohio, practiced law, officiated Big Ten
football games, and sold real estate and used cars. He also rekindled
his friendship with Branch Rickey, who now was working for the St.
Louis Cardinals and who had a business proposition for his well-heeled
classmate.

Rickey had established a way of
acquiring players cheaply by setting up farm teams, stating his mining
theory: “If you dig up enough rocks, a small percentage of them will
become gems.”

He now asked MacPhail if he
would be interested in investing some money and running the Columbus
team. MacPhail had had no previous experience in baseball, but he had
something every businessman needs: access to money. MacPhail went to
his father, and it became a case of, “My son, Larry, has he got a deal
for you.” And so after MacPhail’s father invested about $100,000,
MacPhail, through Rickey, got his start in baseball in 1930 at
Columbus, where he rebuilt his first franchise.
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    LARRY MACPHAIL

  

MacPhail
had his own way of doing things. He was a heavy drinker and had great
difficulty keeping his temper when under the influence. He was a
loudmouth. He was a boor. But he had a genius for running a baseball
team. His primary tenet was that one had to spend money to make money,
and he proved his theory by rebuilding Columbus to where it was the
most solid team in the Cardinal chain, but because the extravagant
MacPhail tended to go overboard spending other people’s money, he made
Cardinal owner Sam Breadon nervous, and Breadon canned him.

Nevertheless
MacPhail had made money running Columbus, and more important, he firmly
established himself as a doer, a whirlwind who knew how to rebuild a
franchise, and so when Cincinnati Reds owner Sid Weil, an undertaker by
trade, found himself in deep financial trouble, Rickey, who was by then
was considered to be the most astute man in the game, again suggested
that MacPhail take over.

MacPhail induced
another Cincinnati businessman, Powell Crosley, to buy the team from
Weil and put him in charge. MacPhail spent freely, got rid of old
players, began night baseball, hired radio announcer Red Barber, and
built a winning team, but by 1937 he quit after getting drunk and
punching out Crosley.

Consequently, although
he insisted he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown, he was free in
late 1937 when at Rickey’s suggestion he was first asked to take on the
Dodgers. Having learned from past experience. MacPhail refused, saying,
“I’ll take the job if you lay the kind of money I want on the line for
me, give me a free hand, and fix it up with the bank so when I want
some real money for operating purposes, I can walk in there and get
it.” How much money did he want? When he told them, they couldn’t
believe it. And how much for operating expenses? He mentioned a figure,
and they began talking among themselves. After listening to the babble
for a short period, MacPhail looked at his watch, looked at them, and
said, “If I can’t do business here, I know where I can.” He slapped the
top of the desk with his palm. “Well, what about it?”

Close
to bankruptcy and not having much choice, they hired him. He ordered
them to prepare a contract and barked that he would be back in a couple
of days to sign it. And as he looked around the dingy offices, he
asked, “Is this all there is?” It was, he was told. “When I’m in charge
here,” he bellowed, “We’ll have to have more space. We’ll start by
knocking down those walls …” He pointed, and then he turned and left.
MacPhail hadn’t an inkling as to who owned the offices on the other
side of the walls. He didn’t much care, either.

After
MacPhail took the job, he returned to Cincinnati where he told his
former traveling secretary, John McDonald, “John, I am going to be
president of the Daffiness Boys. I’m going to turn Brooklyn inside out,
upside down, and win pennants every year.”
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When
MacPhail returned as boss, he kept his word to the directors that he
would be spending large sums of money. He borrowed $200,000 to fix up
Ebbets Field, and then he borrowed another $50,000 to buy first baseman
Dolph Camilli, during a period when a box seat sold for $2.50. When
MacPhail told the directors about the $50,000 for Camilli, one of them
thought he heard wrong. “You mean the $50,000 is for a whole team,
don’t you?” he asked. MacPhail then announced the advent of night
baseball in Brooklyn and charged $72,000 worth of lights from General
Electric. He hired Red Barber from Cincinnati, signed fifteen scouts
and sent them after prospects, hired Babe Ruth as a coach, made Leo
Durocher manager, bought six minor league teams and signed working
agreements with six others, hired Branch Rickey’s son, Branch, Jr., to
run the farm system, and then started spending money for players, more
than $1 million by 1941.

MacPhail became the
embodiment of Brooklyn. He was much like the fans. He was loud.
Whenever he walked into a room, his voice was heard over all others. He
was ornery. He wanted things done his way, and he wanted his orders
carried out quickly without question. He was often angry. Employees who
didn’t follow orders or who made mistakes got a withering blast from
his sharp tongue. And if he was unhappy with one of his players, he let
the players know it in the newspapers. He hated the Giants. He hated
the Yankees. He hated anyone standing in the way of success for his
team.

He promised Brooklyn a winner,
regardless of cost, and with his acumen for collecting talent, he built
a respectable team almost entirely from the castoffs of other teams. In
1939 he claimed pitcher Hugh Casey from the roster of the Memphis minor
league team, bought Whitlow Wyatt from minor league Milwaukee, traded
for patched-up outfielder Dixie Walker, and paid an unheard of $75,000
for Louisville shortstop Pee Wee Reese. In 1940 he signed Cardinal
prospect Pete Reiser for $100 after Baseball Commissioner Kenesaw
Mountain Landis freed him from the Cardinal chain, and he signed
slugger Joe Medwick to play left field. While sitting in the box seats
during the 1940 World Series in Detroit, where the Tigers and Reds were
playing, he made two deals on the same day, acquiring fastball pitcher
Kirby Higbe from the Phillies for $100,000 and catcher Mickey Owen from
Rickey and the Cardinals for $60,000. If Rickey had known MacPhail was
getting Higbe, he never would have sold Owen to MacPhail. Moreover,
Giant owner Horace Stoneham was under the impression that he was about
to acquire Higbe, only to see to his horror that MacPhail had stolen
him away for more money. By keeping both deals secret, MacPhail got
both men. Thanks to the resources of the Brooklyn Trust Company.

MacPhail
continued to work tirelessly and to spend money. He paid $90,000 and
sent two minor leaguers to the Chicago Cubs for all-star second baseman
Billy Herman. Herman remembers his surprise over the trade.


    BILLY HERMAN:
“I had been with the Cubs for ten years. The Cubs had a young second
baseman they’d brought up from the Coast League, a kid named Lou
Stringer. He’d had a great spring training, they felt he was going to
be a fine ballplayer, and they wanted to give him an opportunity to
play. So they figured I was expendable.


    “We
were in the New York at the time, at the Commodore Hotel. I remember
Larry MacPhail called me on the telephone at about two in the morning.


    “ ‘I’ve just made a deal for you.’ he said.


    “ ‘At two in the morning?’ I asked.


    “ ‘What’s the difference?’ he said.”

  


    Despite the exorbitant cost, MacPhail felt with Herman the Dodgers would finally be pennant contenders.

  

Of
all his decisions, perhaps the one that put his stamp of bellicosity on
the Dodgers of the 1940s was the replacement of Burleigh Grimes as
manager after the 1938 season with one of his players, a gambler and
street hustler who combined ferocity with guile to outwit, outmaneuver,
and outrage the opposition. The player’s name was Leo Durocher.

Leo
Durocher grew up in a seedy tenement in West Springfield,
Massachusetts, a close friend of a boy named Gerald Chapman, who in
1926 was hanged in Connecticut for killing a prison guard. As a
teenager, Durocher worked in a battery factory in Springfield, and to
supplement his income, he hustled pool at Smith’s Billiard Academy. He
became the house player, and he rarely lost. He also developed an
unsavory reputation, hanging out with low-level mob guys, card sharks,
hustlers, and gamblers.

When Durocher signed
with Hartford in 1925, Paddy O’Connor was the manager. O’Connor warned
Durocher about the friends he hung out with, but Durocher refused to
give them up, and in fact he kept his old pool hall buddies throughout
most of his baseball career. In those days players hung their clothes
on nails, and soon after Durocher arrived to play for the team, the
other players began finding money missing from their wallets. O’Connor
suspected Durocher, and to catch him, he marked a $5 bill, put it in
his wallet, left the wallet in his pants pocket in his locker, and
waited to see who swiped it. When the bill disappeared, O’Connor
trailed Durocher to the Heublein Hotel, where Durocher sat down for
supper. After eating, Durocher paid the bill—with the marked money. He
had been caught red-handed.

The other players
wanted Durocher suspended from the team immediately. They wanted him
blackballed from baseball, and if they had gotten their way, it is
possible Durocher’s baseball career would have ended right then. But
O’Connor, who saw an opportunity to win a pennant with Durocher at
shortstop, told the players, “We have a chance to win. I promise you
that if you let him stay, I’ll get rid of him at the end of the
season.” Hartford did win a pennant, and true to his word, O’Connor
sold Durocher—to the New York Yankees.

Durocher
played two games for the Yankees in 1925, and though a poor hitter, was
a quick, agile shortstop, and he made the Yankees to stay in 1928.
Nevertheless he irritated the Yankee veterans by wearing flashy clothes
and strutting around in them. Some of the other players began calling
him “Fifth Avenue,” because of his penchant for plaids, stripes, and
various combinations of garish clothing. At night he would leave his
apartment at the Piccadilly, go out in dinner clothes, eat a fancy
meal, and go to a show.

Once, while in spring
training, manager Miller Huggins was sitting outside the Princess
Martha Hotel in St. Petersburg when he noticed Durocher all dressed up
in a tuxedo sneaking out the back way. Huggins, along with coaches Art
Fletcher and Charley O’Leary, stared as Leo got into a chauffeured limo.

The next day Huggins called him in. “Did you come down here to play baseball or to wear evening clothes?” the manager asked.

“No
sir, Mr. Huggins.” Then Durocher tried to explain: “I came to play
baseball, but this was a very fine affair and I had an invitation, and
you had to have evening clothes.”

“And you had them right with you,” said Huggins.

“Yes, sir,” said Durocher as though it was only natural.

Huggins
said, “Let me give you a little tip, son. Put them right back in the
trunk and don’t you ever let me see you with those on again. That’s the
end of evening clothes. Do you understand me?” Durocher nodded, and he
never took them out again, except when he was in New York and no one
was keeping an eye on him.

There was also a
ruthless streak in him that made the other players distrust him. They
felt if Durocher wanted something, he would find a way to get it,
regardless of the morality or the feelings of others. Whatever he was
doing, he had to win or succeed, which was the same thing as winning.
He displayed this heavyhandedness in his relationships with women. When
he was living in California, he dated several of the most famous and
glamorous movie stars. While married to movie star Laraine Day, Leo was
not shy about admitting to a writer friend of his that he was romancing
another blond Hollywood bombshell. The writer, unabashedly and
understandably jealous, said to Durocher, “How do you do it? You’re
bald, and you’re not that young. How?”

“Kid,”
said Durocher, placing a hand on the writer’s shoulder. “When you pick
one of them up at 7:00, you’ve got to make your first move fast. You
make sure you put your hand on their snatch at 7:05. Seven oh five!
Now, one of two things can happen. Sure, they can knock your hand off.
All right. It’s 7:05. No go? Tough, but it’s still early yet. Plenty of
time to call another broad. But suppose she don’t knock your hand off.
Well, then hello dear. You know you’re in, an you ain’t gonna waste the
evening.

“Kid. You’d be surprised. Some damn famous broads don’t knock your hand off.”

On
the field he showed the same singularity of purpose and the same
disregard for public opinion. Vince Lombardi never said, “Winning isn’t
everything. It’s the only thing.” What Lombardi really said was,
“Trying to win isn’t everything. It’s the only thing.” Lombardi was a
humanist. He wasn’t the ruthless winning uber allies fanatic he was
cracked up to be. But Durocher was. The only thing that mattered to him
was victory. And it was this fanatic drive combined with his
insufferable arrogance that the Yankee vets felt was unbecoming in a
teammate.

In one of his very first game as a
Yankee, the opposition was the Detroit Tigers, and playing the outfield
for Detroit was Robert “Fatty” Fothergill, a short, fat fireplug with a
.326 lifetime batting average. It was the ninth inning, the bases
loaded, the winning runs on base, and Fothergill at the plate when
Durocher threw his arms up and called time. He ran in toward home
plate, and began screaming at the umpire. “What’s going on here? You
can’t have two men standing in the batter’s box at the same time.” The
umpire at first couldn’t figure out what Durocher was talking about.
Then he looked at the rotund Fothergill. Furious at the nerve of the
rookie loudmouth, Fothergill began swearing at Durocher. His
concentration lost, he struck out, ending the game.

In
an era when a rookie was seen and rarely heard, Durocher showed
deference to no one, including the game’s greatest stars. In one game
against the Detroit Tigers, Ty Cobb rounded second, and as he stood
poised waiting to make his next move, Durocher gave him a hip. Cobb,
who may have been the fiercest, toughest competitor ever to play the
game, threatened that he would “get” Durocher. Durocher opened his
mouth wide, indicating he would shove the baseball down Cobb’s throat.
Durocher then screamed, “You’re an old man. The game has passed you by.
You ought to get out.”

On other teams Leo
would have been respected for his fierceness, but on the staid,
conservative Yankees, Leo was seen as a thug. Even Babe Ruth, who liked
almost everyone, hated Durocher. Once, when Ruth lost his wrist-watch,
he accused Durocher of stealing it, though he never had any real proof
that Durocher had taken it. For years opposing players would stand in
the dugout during a game swinging a watch back and forth, taunting
Durocher for stealing the Babe’s watch. Ruth was the superstar of his
era, but Durocher showed little respect for the great home run hitter,
calling the Babe “that baboon,” often deriding his intelligence, and
making remarks inferring that Ruth, who had a dark complexion, was
really a negro.

While with the Yankees
Durocher spent many of his off hours hanging out in pool halls up and
down Broadway, in joints such as Crenshaw’s, where he would hustle
anyone foolish enough to take him on. He became close friends with two
young punks named George Raft and Billy Rose. Other nights he visited
such establishments as Jimmy Durante’s Club Durant, hangout for such
men as Al Capone, Waxey Gordon, and Lucky Luciano; the Partridge Club,
the classiest gambling house anywhere in the world; and Larry Fay’s El
Fey Club, where society’s cream such as the Vanderbilts, the Astors,
and the Whitneys dined alongside such men as Arnold Rothstein, Dutch
Schultz, and Louis Lepke.

Durocher also
frequented the swanky night clubs—the Stork Club, the Cotton Club,
which was run by Connie Immerman and where Cab Calloway and Bill
“Bojangles” Robinson performed, and the Tavern, which was run by Toots
Shor.

Making no more than $5,000, Durocher
lived way above his meager salary, and his reputation as a deadbeat
grew when he began writing bad checks to several shopkeepers near
Yankee Stadium. One even put a Durocher rubber check in his store’s
front window. Durocher was counting on a big check from playing in the
1929 World Series to bail him out. Unfortunately for him the Yankees
finished sixteen games behind Philadelphia.

Durocher’s
sole ally on the Yankees was the manager, Miller Huggins, who had also
had trouble with his Yankee stars. One time Ruth and left fielder Bob
Meusal got roaring drunk, and as their train was racing along, they
grabbed Huggins, and standing on the platform of the last car, Ruth
held the manager’s left leg and Meusal held his right leg, and they
dangled his head inches from the trackbed. On the Yankees, sometimes it
was hard to tell the good guys from the bad guys. But it was Huggins
who recognized Durocher’s all-encompassing passion for winning and who
encouraged his combativeness, his shrewdness, and his willingness to
take chances. Huggins loved when Durocher taunted the opposing players.
“That’s the way I want you to play, son,” Huggins would tell him, and
Durocher would stick his chest out even farther.

Huggins,
however, was a sick man. By the end of the 1929 season, he was coughing
frequently, a low, rasping wheeze, and he turned the club over to Art
Fletcher for the final two weeks. When, in late September, Huggins
died, whatever chances Durocher had of staying on with the Yankees died
with him. Durocher, moreover, didn’t help himself when during contract
negotiations he told general manager Ed Barrow to “go and fuck
yourself.”

Although Durocher was arguably the
best-fielding shortstop in the league, the new manager, pitcher Bob
Shawkey, put him on waivers. And not one of the other American League
teams picked him up. He went to Cincinnati.

When
he arrived in the Queen City, Reds manager Big Dan Howley told
Durocher, “If you start popping off around here and getting yourself
into jams, I’ll hit you in the head first with the bat and then I will
put ‘Peoria’ across the front of your shirt and make it stick. You’ve
got a chance to become a great ballplayer—or to wind up in the minors
in a hurry. Take your choice.”

Durocher didn’t
change his habits. He continued to postdate checks and neglect to make
them good. He was even called on the carpet before Commissioner Landis.
He also got in trouble when he dated a young girl who became pregnant
and forced him to marry her. A couple months later she recanted, said
it was not his baby, and the marriage was annulled.

But
management in Cincinnati loved him. A baseball player can get away with
anything, including murder, if he is excelling on the field, and
Durocher played superb shortstop for Cincinnati for three years and
part of a fourth, until St. Louis Cardinal shortstop Charley Gelbert
shot off a piece of his foot in a hunting accident. At that time
Cincinnati was desperate for a starting pitcher, and so Cincinnati sent
Durocher to the Cardinals in exchange for the Cardinals’ star pitcher,
Paul Derringer.

Durocher arrived in St. Louis deep in debt. The president of the Cardinals, Branch Rickey, made Durocher a personal project.


    BRANCH RICKEY:
“When he came to St. Louis, Leo was in trouble. No fewer than
thirty-two creditors were breathing down his neck, suing or threatening
to sue. An impossible situation. I proposed that I go to his creditors
and arrange for weekly payments on his debts. This meant a modest
allowance of spending money for Leo himself. But Leo agreed.


    “There
were other matters to be straightened out. Leo’s associates at the time
were hardly desirable ones. But he was not the kind of man to take
kindly to criticism of his friends. I thought a lot about Leo’s
associations, but I didn’t see what I could do about them.”

  

But
Rickey was nevertheless innovative in his attempt to build Durocher’s
self-confidence. He got him a job coaching the baseball team of the
U.S. Naval Academy in the off-season, a job Durocher enjoyed and from
which he derived great satisfaction. Rickey also encouraged Durocher to
get married. Durocher had just gone through the annulment proceedings,
and he had fallen in love with Grace Dozier, a fashionable and
prosperous dress designer from St. Louis and a social acquaintance of
Rickey’s, and though Leo kept asking her to marry him, she was
reluctant to do so in the middle of the baseball season. Leo told
Rickey, and Rickey told her he saw no reason why the wedding could not
take place, and with five games left in the 1934 season, Durocher and
Grace Dozier were married.

That fall, with
Durocher at shortstop, the Cardinals won the pennant. Durocher put his
stamp on the team with his aggressiveness and drive, and in fact, it
was he who labeled the team the Gas House Gang.

Durocher
and pitcher Dizzy Dean had been sitting in the dugout talking about the
pennant race, and Dean, who was contemptuous of the American League,
said, “I don’t know whether we can win in this league, but if I wuz in
that other league, we sure would win.”

Durocher replied, “They wouldn’t let us in the other league. They would say that we are a lot of gas house ballplayers.”

Reporter Frank Graham, who was eavesdropping in the dugout, quoted Durocher in his column, and so the Gas House Gang was born.

By
the end of the 1937 season, Leo had decided he could manage the
Cardinals better than player/manager Frankie Frisch, and he said it
loud and often enough that Frisch, who was as abrasive and
strong-willed as Durocher, told Branch Rickey there wasn’t room on the
team for both of them. Frustrated over Durocher’s continued
irresponsibility, Rickey traded Durocher for four players to his friend
MacPhail in Brooklyn.

Around the same time
MacPhail brought in Durocher, he also hired Babe Ruth to be first-base
coach. MacPhail had planned to replace Burleigh Grimes with Ruth, whose
fondest desire was to become a manager, and he might have gotten it if
Durocher hadn’t stood in his way. The first day Durocher was in
uniform, Ruth told his former Yankee teammate, “Kid, stick with me,
‘cause I’m gonna be taking over Grimes’s job.” Durocher felt pity for
the Babe. He knew he had been hired only as a freak, to hit home runs
during batting practice to draw fans. Durocher told Ruth, “You’ve got a
lot of gall plotting to take this man’s job. After all, he’s been good
enough to take you on here. And let me tell you something. You are
insulting me. You are insulting me, Babe, by assuming I’m going to help
you undermine him.”
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As
time passed his harassment of the Bambino increased. Late in the 1938
season, a young baseball writer reported in a story that during the
game Ruth, coaching at first, had flashed the hit-and-run sign to the
batter.

After hearing about the article,
Durocher in a loud voice so everyone in the clubhouse could hear, said,
“How could that big baboon have flashed the hit-and-run sign when he
didn’t even know what it was?” Ruth, flashing anger, was sitting nearby
on a three-legged stool in front of his narrow locker, and just as Ruth
made a move to get up from his seat to go for Durocher, Durocher gave
the Babe a violent shove, propelling the famous man backward into the
locker. Pouncing, Durocher began slapping the Babe’s face. Manager
Grimes and several of the Dodger players rushed over to break it up.

Durocher
once again had played the percentages and won. Leo knew that if the
Babe got to him first, he would have been a goner. Durocher also knew
that fights get broken up fast. By shoving him into his locker, Leo
figured he could get his shots in, and before the Babe could come back
at him, the fight would be over.

After tempers
had cooled, Grimes told Durocher, “The next time you do that, I’ll fine
you. He belongs to me.” Durocher knew then that Grimes had heard the
Babe had been after his job.

Grimes didn’t
tell MacPhail about the fight, but MacPhail found out—word of the fight
was all over the league—and the Dodger president decided against making
Ruth his next manager. When MacPhail let Grimes go after the ‘38
season, Leo Durocher got his fondest wish. And with Durocher as the new
manager, Babe Ruth’s career in baseball had come to an end.

Burleigh
Grimes asserts that it was he who first suggested Durocher to MacPhail.
Grimes had been a tough competitor in his nineteen-year career as a
pitcher, and he saw the same qualities in Durocher that Yankee manager
Miller Huggins had seen. The Dodgers were mired in sixth place late in
the 1938 season when Grimes learned he was not going to be rehired as
manager the next year.
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