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To the people who keep me on my toes: my children, Timothy, Kiera, Colin, and Patrick; and in loving memory of their grandfather, the late James Lavelle, aka “The Chief.”

—CR

To Wayne Henderson, who let me watch 

while he reversed the curse

—ASJ


 
Chapter 10

The Top-Ten Baseball 

Players of All Time

Which slugger—Willie, Mickey, or the Babe—bats cleanup in the Mad Dog batting order? And which active pitcher earns a nod?

Baseball is a great game because you’ve got so much history and the game has changed relatively little over time, so it’s fun to make comparisons of old-time players to today’s stars. It’s much more reasonable to compare Babe Ruth to Barry Bonds than it is to compare George Mikan to Shaquille O’Neal. And it’s much easier to make these kinds of arguments because they’ve kept such good statistics for such a long time that you really can compare apples to apples.

One of the issues I had to wrestle with in coming up with my baseball list was the question of how to deal with pitchers and position players. Pitching is so important in baseball that you could legitimately make a list that included Babe Ruth and nine pitchers.

You could do that, but I chose not to.

The other alternative is to make separate lists, position players on one side, pitchers on the other. It’s an option, but it takes a little bit of the juice out of it.

So what I ultimately decided to do is roll pitchers and position players into the same list and rank them all together. And when I’m talking about position players I’m mostly ranking them on their hitting, which is why you don’t have a second baseman on this list. The first criterion is excellence—there are a lot of great, great Hall of Famers who are going to get left out of any baseball Top Ten. But beyond this, there’s that transcend-the-game factor, guys who had a lasting impact, guys who were stars. And finally, baseball is a game of big moments, and when you’re talking about the greatest players of all time, you want guys who came up big in big spots, whether it’s getting the big hit or recording the big out.

10. Hey, Mo

Mariano Rivera has been the secret weapon for the Yankee dynasty.

Over the last 30 years or so, there’s no position in baseball that has been more important than the closer. If you want to win championships, you almost have to have that guy who can completely remove the ninth inning from the game, making it a mere formality. And that’s exactly what Mariano Rivera does. The Yankee team of the mid-1990s and the turn of the millennium has been the most dominant team of the last 40 years. They won four World Series and made it to two others. For a decade the Yankees have been in playoffs every year, and every spring you start out the year looking at them as the team to beat.





MARIANO RIVERA

• Won the Rolaids Relief Man of the Year Award four times, in 1999, 2001, 2004, and 2005

• Seven-time All-Star

• Holds postseason records with 34 saves, 341⁄3 consecutive scoreless innings, and a 0.81 postseason ERA. He’s the all-time leader for World Series saves with nine.

• Only reliever to have won both ALCS (2003) and the World Series MVP (1999) awards







The Reds didn’t have a ten-year period like this. The Oakland A’s didn’t have this kind of dynasty. And who’s next? The Toronto Blue Jays? Even if you’re not a Yankee fan—as I am not—you’ve got to give this team their due. And keep in mind, they’ve won these championships during a very difficult era. Since 1994, teams have to win not four games, not seven games, not eight games, but 11 games to win the World Championship.

During their championship run, this all-time great team has had one all-time great player. It’s not Derek Jeter. It’s not Bernie Williams. It’s not Jorge Posada. It’s Mariano Rivera, the guy who was on the mound to finish the World Series four times in five years. The huge advantage for the Yankees in this ten-year period is that they had the one guy who has consistently made it an eight-inning game. They play nine innings to beat you. You only play eight (or maybe seven and two thirds) to beat them.

Mariano’s got one unhittable pitch. His cut fastball on either side of the plate is one of the great pitches in baseball history. He can throw it in the strike zone—he never walks anybody—and hitters still can’t touch it. It’s not just a great pitch, it’s a perfect pitch. Babe Ruth would have trouble hitting it. Ted Williams would have trouble hitting it. And he’s completely unflappable. He comes out there and goes about his business exactly the same way against the Red Sox in Game 7 of the ALCS as he does against the Royals in a weekend series in May.

And that changed the complexion of every game. Teams would go into a playoff game with the Yankees and think, We’d better get ahead early because Mariano’s sitting there in the dugout. And having that kind of pressure takes its toll. They’d be pressing even if they scored an early run, and pressing twice as hard if they got behind by a run or two. Having a guy who’s that reliable changed the way that Joe Torre could manage, both in terms of his hitting and his pitching. He knew that a one-run lead in the eighth inning was almost always a W.

Now, Mariano has had a few instances where he was less than perfect. In 1997, his first year as a closer, he gave up that home run by Sandy Alomar, Jr., that made it into the first row in right field, and the Yankees lost the game and ultimately the series. In the 2001 World Series, there was his throwing error and Luis Gonzalez got a bloop single at the end of his second inning of work. And against the Red Sox in 2004, a walk, a stolen base, and a ground single up the middle. But other than that, he was pretty much automatic.

He’s got 34 postseason saves, tops all-time, more than double Dennis Eckersley’s 15. And while regular season saves don’t seem to matter much when it comes to things like Hall of Fame voting—look at Lee Smith and John Franco and Jeff Reardon—playoff saves are a whole different animal. The retired guys at the top of the list—Eckersley and Fingers—are in the Hall. And Mariano is the all-time leader by far, and a lead-pipe cinch for the Hall of Fame.

My radio partner, Mike Francesa, who is a huge Yankees fan, has argued that year in and year out for the last decade, Rivera has been the most valuable player in baseball, and I agree. But Rivera’s never won an MVP Award or a Cy Young Award. So I guess he’ll just have to settle for a bunch of World Series rings and a spot in the Mad Dog Hall of Fame.





DOGBITE: A CLOSER WALK WITH THEE

The job of most closers today is to come in and put down the hammer in the ninth, but Joe Torre has consistently asked Mariano Rivera to go longer than that in October. Of his 34 postseason saves, 12 have been of the two-inning variety. “A lot of times with these two-inning saves, it’s usually the eighth inning that you’re going through the middle of the batting order,” says Torre. What’s even more amazing is that Rivera only has 21 career two-inning saves, and more than half of them have come in the playoffs.







9. Ty Goes to the Runner

Cobb played hardball during the dead-ball era.

There are people—smart baseball fans—who would argue that Ty Cobb is the greatest baseball player of all-time. And there are a lot of good reasons for that. He had a .366 average, the highest all-time. He held the career hits record until Pete Rose held on long enough to break it. He held the record for stolen bases and runs scored for 60, 70 years before Lou Brock and Rickey Henderson broke them.

I can respect that reasoning, but I can’t put him any higher than ninth, and here’s why. Cobb was a product of the dead-ball era. His accomplishments belong to another era of baseball, where it was all about little ball, playing for that one run. Baseball was simply a different game in Cobb’s day.

When Babe Ruth ushered in the era of the long ball in the early 1920s, Cobb wasn’t able to make the transition, although he was in his thirties. There’s this story that he got sick of hearing about Ruth and his home runs and on a day in May 1925 against the Browns, he slid his hands down to the knob of the bat and he hit three homers in a game. And the next day he hit two more. That’s all well and good, but the bottom line is that he never hit more than 12 home runs in a season.

There was this stubbornness in Cobb that didn’t serve him well. In the 1950s, a writer was interviewing him and asked, “So what would you hit if you were playing today?”

“Oh, .300, maybe .310?”

“But you hit over .400 three times.”

“Well, you have to remember that I’m 72 years old.”





TY COBB

• Highest career batting average in history (.366), second all-time in runs scored (2,246) and hits (4,186)

• Won the 1911 AL MVP Award—the first one ever; won the Triple Crown in 1909, with a league-leading nine homers; reached three straight World Series (1907–09) but never won a title, as a player or a manager

• Won 12 batting titles, including nine in a row, and hit .300 or better for 23 straight seasons

• In 1936, 98 percent of voters made Cobb the first inductee of baseball’s Hall of Fame.







As far as Cobb’s legacy beyond baseball, it isn’t pretty. Ty Cobb was larger than life in the way that Joseph Stalin was larger than life. He would sit on the top step of the dugout and sharpen his spikes in full view of the other team. He would slide into second base with his spikes high, looking to bloody you up if you tried to turn the double play. And that was hardly the worst of it. He was a notorious bigot. There was some evidence that he threw a game in the 1920s, although he was never found guilty by baseball or in a court of law. I’m not going to consider that stuff too much, but you certainly can’t give him extra credit for being a cantankerous SOB who was hated by everyone in baseball. Here’s an example. In 1910, Cobb was fighting Napoleon Lajoie for the batting title—and a new car that would come with it. Lajoie was playing in St. Louis in a doubleheader, and in his first at-bat the outfielder “lost the ball in the sun.” Then a clean single. And from there on in the St. Louis manager Jack O’Connor told his third baseman to play deep. Lajoie got six straight bunt singles—8 for 9 on the day—but somehow Cobb still edged him by a hundredth of a point.

As unpopular as Barry Bonds is, can you see another team throwing batting practice fastballs to Albert Pujols just so he could pass him in the home run race?

The other guy you would consider from this era is Honus Wagner, and he was pretty much the opposite of Cobb in every way. National League/American League. Shortstop/Centerfielder. And while Wagner was an admirable guy who was liked by pretty much everybody, Cobb was pretty much public enemy number one. But judging from the numbers, I’d have to say that I think Cobb was a better player than Wagner. Wagner was a .327 hitter. Cobb was a .366 hitter. He wasn’t likeable, but Ty Cobb sure could play baseball.





DOGBITE: NOT FAN FRIENDLY

How bad a guy was Cobb? In 1912, in New York, a fan named Claude Lueker began heckling Cobb. Cobb snapped, ran into the stands, and began beating the fan, who was handicapped after losing one hand and half of the other in a printing-press accident. The other people in the stands shouted at Cobb to stop. “He has no hands!” they shouted. “I don’t care if he has no feet!” Cobb shouted back as he started kicking him in the head after he fell over.







8. Teddy Ballgame

Who was the game’s greatest pure hitter? Try Ted Williams.

Ask my father, who goes back to 1940 but is still sharp as a tack, who was the greatest hitter he ever saw. He’s going to say Ted Williams. And keep in mind that he is a Yankee fan, who idolized Joe DiMaggio. But the best hitter Tony Russo ever saw was Teddy Ballgame.

We all know about .406. A truly amazing accomplishment. But hitting for a high average was just the tip of the iceberg with Williams. He hit for power. He walked like crazy. The stats guys talk about on-base percentage. Well, Ted Williams is the career leader. There were five seasons when he had an on-base percentage of .500 or over—which means he got on base as often as he made an out.





TED WILLIAMS

• MVP in 1946 and 1949. In 1942 and 1947 Williams won the Triple Crown.

• An 18-time All-Star and six-time batting champion, Williams hit .344 with 521 home runs.

• Williams walked more than 20 percent of the time—the highest percentage in history. His .482 career on-base percentage is the all-time best.

• From July 14, 1940, through September 26, 1950, Williams never had two consecutive games without reaching base safely (not counting pinch-hitting appearances). Only seven times in his career did he fail to reach base safely for two games running.







But take a look at his career stats and then remember that he missed a good five years to the service. He missed 1943, ’44, and ’45, which were prime years for him, and most of ’52 and ’53. I think it’s one thing when you miss time because you’re injured, but it’s another thing when you’re off fighting a war. So let’s do the math. Williams hit 521 home runs. If you give him 30 homers a year—and that’s pretty conservative—that puts him at 671, which would have been behind only Ruth when he retired, and Aaron, and Bonds now. If you give him 170 hits for each year that he missed, and add them to the 2,654 he already had, he’s at 3,504 and that puts him sixth all time, just behind Tris Speaker.

Ted Williams was born to hit. In 1969, when he’s the manager of the Washington Senators (and at this point he was probably 50 or 51 years old), some fan eggs him on at Fenway Park during batting practice. “Hey Ted, let me see you hit now!” He got annoyed, said what the heck, grabbed a bat, went into the cage, and for the next ten minutes hit line drives all over Fenway Park—and he was in his fifties.

The other thing that helps you on this list is a connection with a legendary team. There aren’t any Florida Marlins in the Mad Dog Hall of Fame. Aside from the Yankees, the Boston Red Sox have as much lore as any team in baseball, and when it comes to Red Sox baseball, Ted Williams is the guy, bar none. The three things you think about with the Red Sox are the Curse of the Bambino, the breaking of the curse in 2004, and Ted Williams.

Williams also had a remarkable career that spanned a good portion of the golden age of baseball. He was starting his career as Lou Gehrig was ending his, and by the time he retired, Sandy Koufax was pitching. Now, that’s serious longevity.

There are a couple of knocks on Williams. First off, just like Cobb, he never won a World Series. It’s not as big a knock in baseball as it is in, say, basketball, but it is an issue. More to the point, he was just lousy in the one World Series he did play in, although he had a bad elbow. He hit .200, didn’t have an extra-base hit, and he went oh for four in Game 7, which the Red Sox lost 4-3. In the eighth, they rallied to tie the game on Dom DiMaggio’s double, and Williams popped up to second against Harry Brecheen in relief, and that was as close as the Red Sox got to winning the World Series until 2004. Williams couldn’t hit Brecheen that whole series.





DOGBITE: GETTING ON . . . AND ON AND ON

Who is Hall Griggs? If you’re a Ted Williams fan you know the name. The Washington Senators pitcher once lost 18 straight minor league games, but he’s also the man who got The Splendid Splinter to ground out on September 24, 1957. That out halted one of the most amazing streaks in baseball—Williams had reached base safely in 16 straight plate appearances. Ticked off that the streak was broken, Teddy Ballgame smacked the game-winning home run later that afternoon. And it wasn’t like they were pitching around him—at one point during the streak he hit homers in four consecutive at-bats.







And that goes to the larger issues about Ted Williams. He wasn’t interested in playing the outfield, he wasn’t a great baserunner. Williams was a great hitter, but he wasn’t a great player. And sometimes he was so uncompromising in his approach to hitting that when the Red Sox were down a run in the ninth inning, he wouldn’t swing at a pitch that was three inches outside, even when his team needed a homer to win. There’s a famous story about the time that he won a game with a ninth inning homer, but he was grumbling to himself as he’s circling the bases because he swung at ball four. Williams was a great hitter, maybe the greatest. The thing that pushes him down the list is that he was content with stopping there.

7. St. Matty Day

The virtuous Mathewson helped to make baseball respectable.

There was a time when baseball wasn’t America’s national pastime. In the early part of the century it was a rough-and-tumble game played by hard-drinking tough guys, thugs really. There were gamblers hanging around. People in polite society looked at the game a little bit the way we look at pro wrestling today.





CHRISTY MATHEWSON

• Pitched three shutouts in six days against the Athletics to lead the Giants to a World Series title in 1905

• His 373 wins tie him for third best in history.

• Mathewson led the league in ERA and strikeouts five times, and in wins and shutouts four times.

• Christy Mathewson was an accomplished checkers player, once beating world champion checkers player Newell Banks.







And then came Christy Mathewson. He was a gentleman, college-educated, the pride of Bucknell. He sang for the glee club, for gosh sakes. He was clean cut, articulate, and handsome. When he came to major league baseball, he became a role model, the kind of All-American guy that every parent wants his kid to grow up to be. He wrote books for kids, and the kids ate them up. And all of that gave the sport a kind of instant credibility. It’s not much of an overstatement to say that he was baseball’s first real star.

Mathewson and his manager, John McGraw, were kind of an odd couple. While Mathewson was refined, McGraw was as tough as they come, and yet McGraw realized that beneath that veneer of refinement, Matty was a tough son of a gun. He and his wife kind of adopted Mathewson like a son, insisting that he share their apartment. The manager actually had two sets of rules for the team, one for Matty and one for everyone else. For example, he didn’t ask Mathewson to pitch on Sundays because he was a religious guy. But when Matty did get caught stepping out of line, McGraw fined Mathewson twice as much because “he should have known better.”

He was also a heckuva pitcher. Now, it’s true that Cy Young has more wins, but you have to remember that old Denton True Young pitched a good bit of his career in the nineteenth century, when guys would throw 450 innings a year. But aside from that, Mathewson was a far better pitcher than Young. He has a .665 winning percentage; he led the league in ERA five times, while Young did it only once. Mathewson won 30 games four times, and in 1907 he went 37-11. And 373 career wins is nothing to sneeze at.

The other knock on Mathewson is that while the Giants won a bunch of pennants while he was there, they only won one World Series. In their first World Series, in 1905, he was amazing, pitching three shutouts in six days. From there on he didn’t pitch badly in the World Series—look at his 1.15 ERA, four shutouts, and ten complete games—but his record was only 5-5.

A good part of Matty’s legacy was created after he retired. He served in World War I and was involved in a training accident where he got exposed to mustard gas, which scarred his lungs and probably contributed to his premature death from tuberculosis in 1925. And in the 1919 World Series, The New York Times assigned him to watch the games. As the Reds beat the White Sox, he sensed that something was amiss, and he was one of the first ones to say anything about it. And because of his unsullied reputation, people took him seriously, and they ultimately uncovered the conspiracy to throw the World Series. He played a big part in a crucial moment. That’s another reason why he’s in the Mad Dog Hall of Fame.





DOGBITE: REVERSE THE CURVE

In another example of how fate intervenes sometimes, here’s what happened at Christy Mathewson’s tryout for the Giants. He pitched to Giants manager George Davis. Threw a fastball. “Pretty good,” said Davis. Matty knew it was time to come with his “pride and joy”—his roundhouse curve. He threw it, and Davis knocked it out of the park. “So was an idol shattered, and my favorite curve wrecked!” Matty recalled later. The manager shouted back: “That ‘old roundhouse’ curve ain’t any good in this company. You can see that start to break all the way from the pitcher’s box. A man with paralysis in both arms could get himself set in time to hit that one. Haven’t you got a drop ball?” So Mathewson threw him a kind of freak pitch he’d never used in a game. “I threw him my fadeaway, although it hadn’t been named at the time. He missed it by more than a foot (I was lucky enough to get it over the plate!). I shall never forget how Davis’ eyes bulged.” And thus a legend was born.







CLOSE, BUT . . .

A lot of people are going to wonder why we have Walter Johnson and Christy Mathewson and Sandy Koufax in our Top Ten in baseball but not Roger Clemens. Clemens is an interesting figure, a guy who’s pitching incredibly well at 43, 44 years of age, a freak physically. Here’s why I don’t include Clemens. Number one, over a five-year period in the heart of his career with the Red Sox, Roger Clemens was 40-39. If you go through any of the pitchers that we have here in our Top Ten—Mathewson, Johnson, Koufax, and Rivera—you will not find that kind of a mid-career slump. And this wasn’t like Tom Seaver, who went 11-11 one year but with a 3.20 ERA. The other thing that bothers you about Clemens is that he’s been spotty in the post-season. Look at Game 3 of the 1999 ALCS against the Red Sox. Or Game 4 of the 2000 Division Series against the A’s, or Game 7 of the 2003 ALCS against the Red Sox, or Game 7 NLCS against the Cardinals, or Game 2 of the 2005 World Series against the White Sox. All huge games at the time, and Clemens was lousy. Koufax, Mathewson, Walter Johnson, they win those games. A guy who’s been as great as Clemens has been, you’d expect him to be a stopper, a give-me-the-ball guy. With Clemens it was always “Can’t pitch him in Shea. You can’t pitch him in Boston.” And you never really knew if he was going to throw a one-hitter, or give up five runs in two innings. That’s not what I expect from one of the Top-Ten baseball players of all time.

6. Train Man

Walter Johnson was baseball’s first power pitcher

There’s something that you’ve got to like about a power pitcher. There are plenty of guys who’ll win games by nibbling at the corners, changing speeds, throwing a curveball or a screwball that breaks like crazy. But there’s something about a guy who just says, Hey, you want to hit it? Here it is. And then rears back and throws it past the hitter anyway.

And that’s Walter Johnson, who pitched for the Washington Senators between 1920 and 1927, in a nutshell. A pure power pitcher. He’d go out there and challenge you with his best stuff. The Big Train didn’t throw at guys. It wasn’t like you’d hit a bloop single and he’d put one in your ear. These were the days before batting helmets, so he was probably afraid he’d kill somebody. Ty Cobb picked up on this, so he crowded the plate and just slapped pitches on the outside corner. Johnson was a little bit like Tom Seaver, great power pitcher, a real presence on the mound, playing for a lousy team. The old saying about Washington in those days was “First in war, first in peace, last in the American League.”





WALTER JOHNSON

• Won 417 games, second most in history behind Cy Young

• Led American League pitchers in strikeouts 12 times and the majors seven times

• In 1916 Johnson posted a 1.89 ERA, but still lost 20 games.

• On September 30, 1927, Johnson made his final major league appearance as a pinch hitter. In the same game, Babe Ruth hit his then-record 60th home run of the season.







Now, why do I put Walter Johnson ahead of Mathewson? They were both important figures in their own way. Mathewson changed the way the game was perceived. Johnson changed the way the game was played. He was really the first strikeout pitcher, the first guy who was more about throwing smoke than fooling the hitter with a spitball or some kind of trick pitch. The Big Train played most of his career in the dead-ball era. He had only one big year after 1920, and that was in 1924, when he won 23. But that was a timing thing—he was 33 years old when the live-ball era started. He pitched in a style that would have been very effective in modern baseball. In short, you know that if you had a time machine and you could transport Walter Johnson to Yankee Stadium in 2006, he’d be making guys swing and miss.

The bigger reason is this. If you look at the balance of his career, Johnson is the best pitcher of all time. There are a bunch of pitchers in the Hall of Fame with less than 200 wins. Johnson had 417. There are a lot of pitchers who’ll brag about winning 110 games. Walter Johnson had 110 shutouts. These days, 20 wins can win you a Cy Young Award. Walter Johnson won 20 or more 10 years in a row in the days before the Cy Young Award.

Here’s one more interesting thing about Johnson. While we think of Mathewson as having a lot of success with the Giants, and Johnson as being a guy who just bumbled along in obscurity with a bad team, the bottom line is that each of them won one championship, with Matty’s coming at the beginning of his career and Johnson’s at the very end. Johnson had a second chance in 1925 against Pittsburgh. He started Game 7 and couldn’t hold a 4-0 lead. He gave up 15 hits and nine runs in eight innings. Not good. So Walter Johnson is an unusual combination. He’s a guy who enjoyed tremendous success in his day. On the other hand, he was very much ahead of his time, a harbinger of things to come. That is why we’ll induct Walter Johnson into the Mad Dog Hall of Fame.





DOGBITE: A ONE-RUN GAMER

Talk about playing for one run. That was pretty much the story of Walter Johnson’s life. In his career, Johnson lost a record 27 games by a score of 1-0 and suffered a record 65 shutout losses, 10 in 1919 alone. On the other hand, he won 38 games by a score of 1-0, including a 20-inning complete game in which he walked just one batter, and owns the major league record with an astonishing 110 shutouts.







5. The Mick of Time

At his best, Mantle was a huge star—and an awesome hitter.

Let me say it right here. Mickey Mantle isn’t in the Top-Ten baseball players of all time based on the stat sheet. If you’re talking about pure ability, pure production, there are guys you’d have to put ahead of him, guys like Stan Musial, Lou Gehrig, and Honus Wagner to name a few. But the Mad Dog Hall of Fame isn’t just about numbers. It’s about impact, and Mickey Mantle was baseball’s first television star. In the 1950s, every time you watched the World Series, Mickey Mantle was in it.





MICKEY MANTLE

• A sixteen-time All-Star and three-time MVP (1956, 1957, 1962) Mantle led the Yankees to 12 pennants and seven World Series championships.

• Won the Triple Crown in 1956, leading the American League in home runs (52), runs batted in (130), and batting average (.353)

• Established World Series records for most runs (42), home runs (18), runs batted in (40), and total bases (123)







He had a star quality to him. Big. Good looking. Blonde. And tremendous power. You didn’t go to the refrigerator for a beer when Mickey Mantle was at the plate. You’d be afraid you were going to miss something. Other guys hit home runs, Mickey Mantle hit tape-measure home runs. Remember the 565-foot bomb he hit at Griffith Stadium? Or the ball off the façade in Yankee Stadium. He’d hit them left-handed. He’d hit them right-handed. Mantle was the perfect link in the chain of the Yankee dynasty, taking over for Joe DiMaggio. But where DiMaggio was the king, royalty in the outfield, Mantle was a little bit more of an everyman. Even when he was the best player in baseball, there was still a lot of aw-shucks in him.

Mantle was the ultimate peak player. At his very best in his Triple Crown year of 1956, he was as good as any player in the second half of the century. He hit .353 with 52 homers and 130 RBI. He didn’t just lead the AL, he led the majors. And in 1961, you’ll remember, Roger Maris hit 61 homers and didn’t draw one intentional walk, because he had Mickey Mantle batting behind him. But that peak ended too quickly, and when he was playing out the string, he was bad, a .250 hitter with 20 home runs.

There was a human element to Mantle, too. He’d get mad when he struck out, and throw his helmet down. And he struck out a tremendous amount—1,710 times. But in a strange way, swinging and missing was part of his legacy. He’d go out with Whitey Ford and Billy Martin to the Copacabana and have one too many. Maybe they’d get into a fight. Maybe the Mick would straggle in at dawn, and try to play a day game hung over and bleary eyed. Mantle’s father died young, and he figured that he would, too, so he burned the candle at both ends. At the end of his career, he was kind of a shadow of his former self, hobbling around the bases. As great as he was, there was always a little bit of a “what if?” element with Mantle. What if he had taken a little better care of himself?

Mantle also had a sense of humor, and that’s something you like about him. Barry Halper, the great memorabilia collector, went to visit Mantle in the hospital when he was sick, and joked that he wanted to buy Mantle’s liver. So when the doctor comes in to give him a prostate exam, Mantle asks him for the rubber gloves and he sends them along to Barry. “Here’s your memento.” You can’t imagine Joe D doing that.

And, of course, Mantle had tremendous success. Twelve pennants, seven World Series rings. Eighteen home runs in October. Any old-time New York baseball fan will remind you that when the Yankees lost to the Dodgers in ’55, Mantle didn’t play the outfield in any of the last three games and got only one at-bat as a pinch hitter. That tells you something. Maybe Johnny Podres doesn’t happen if Mantle plays Game 7.

At the end of his last season, Mantle needs a couple more homers to catch Jimmie Foxx for what was then second on the career home run list. They’re playing Detroit, Denny McLain signals to him, “Where do you want it Mick?” And then he throws him a batting practice fastball. Mantle goes yard on it, but he’s ticked off, too, and he desperately wants to hit another homer—which he did—so that his great career doesn’t end this way. That’s a great story because you can’t decide if it’s funny, or if it’s sad, or if it tugs at your heartstrings a little. The truth is that it’s all three, and that’s what makes Mickey Mantle deserving of a spot in the Mad Dog Hall of Fame.





DOGBITE: A PIECE OF THE MICK

I’m not a huge memorabilia guy, but two of my favorite stories involve Mantle. Marty Appel, long-time Yankees PR director, told me this story about his first season with the team when he was 19. At the beginning of the year, he asked one of the bat boys, Elliot Ashley, to get him a cracked bat as a souvenir. He says sure. Months go by. No bat. Late September he asks again. And the last weekend of the season the Yanks are in Fenway. No juice. Both teams are lousy. In the first inning, Mantle’s up, and he pops out to Rico Petrocelli and breaks his bat. The bat boy picks it up, and puts it aside for Appel. But Mantle took himself out of that game, he packed up, went back to New York and didn’t play again that season. In March of 1969, he retired. So that broken bat was the last one that Mickey Mantle ever used. Twenty years later, Marty sells that cracked bat to memorabilia maven Barry Halper. The price? $15,000.

Here’s another one. In the summer of 1970, Mantle goes to work with NBC Game of the Week. Halfway through the season, Mantle just packs up and asks to join the Yankees as a coach. It’s Mickey Mantle, so what can they say? They put him in as first-base coach, and you’ve got this weird situation where Mickey and Elston Howard are splitting the time at first; Ellie’s the first-base coach the first three innings and the last three innings and Mantle gets the middle three. At the end of the year, Marty asks clubhouse man Pete Sheehy for Mantle’s jersey. Twenty years later, he brings the jersey to Leyland and the guy at Leyland notices some stitching on the back and determines that this jersey—the last one Mantle ever wore in a game—was also Thurman Munson’s number 15 jersey he wore as a rookie the year before. That’s how the Yankees did things in the days before Steinbrenner—they issued Mickey Mantle a used jersey. Leyland wants it and Marty sells it for $20,000.







CLOSE, BUT . . .

• Barry Bonds: Barry Bonds is the best player of his era. But the steroid thing, and I mean just the suggestion of it, is enough to remove him from the list. His numbers were downright Ruthian after 1999, but just regular Hall of Famer stats before that. He’s a polarizing figure, a little like Ted Williams. He’s a great player, without a doubt, but he doesn’t make it easy for you to like him, even if you’re a Giants fan like me.

• Hank Aaron: Just the opposite of Bonds in a lot of ways. A tremendously classy guy, but he’s not flamboyant. He doesn’t have that bigger-than-life star quality about him. He hit the home run to break Ruth’s record against Al Downing, that was huge. Outside of that, you know, in the middle of June in 1963, are you gonna go rush to buy a ticket to see Henry Aaron play? I don’t think so. I know people whose fathers took them to Yankee Stadium to see Ted Williams hit. But not Aaron.

• Lou Gehrig: Gehrig’s luckiest man alive speech, that is one of the top baseball moments—sports moments, really—of all time. The hushed crowd, 61,000, Samuel Goldwyn saw it and even though he knew nothing about baseball, he was so impressed that he made a movie out of it. And then there’s the consecutive games streak, which Ripken broke. But on the negative side, he was overshadowed by Ruth during his career. He wasn’t a personality. He was boring. And without Ruth or DiMaggio, his teams did not win. But he might be the 11th guy on this list.

4. K is for Koufax

For a brief shining moment, Koufax was the greatest pitcher ever.

Why do I put Sandy Koufax first among pitchers and fourth on this list? Because if I had one game to win, he’s the guy I’d want to pitch it. Simple as that. At his best he was as good as any pitcher has ever been.

Now, I know that his peak wasn’t that long. Koufax had five Hall of Fame years. That’s it. He was good in ’61. Then he had ’62, ’63, ’64, ’65, and ’66. And then he was done. This is not a guy who had 10 or 12 Hall of Fame–type years. This is not Walter Johnson or Tom Seaver or Roger Clemens, who pitched very well for close to 20 years. And I know that Don Mattingly had five Hall of Fame years, too, and he’s not in the baseball Hall of Fame, much less the Mad Dog Hall of Fame. But Don Mattingly didn’t have five years that were better than Babe Ruth or Ted Williams. That’s what Sandy Koufax did.





SANDY KOUFAX

• Led the Dodgers to three World Series titles with a 0.95 ERA in his four career World Series

• Three-time Cy Young Award winner (1963, 1965, 1966) and two-time World Series MVP (1963, 1965). Led the league in ERA five consecutive years. He compiled 2,396 strikeouts in 2,324 innings, including a then-record 382 strikeouts in 1965.

• Threw a perfect game against the Cubs on September 9, 1965. For four straight years, he pitched at least one no-hitter.

• At 36, he became the youngest player voted into the Hall of Fame.







If you want to understand the greatness of Sandy Koufax, go to your Baseball Encyclopedia and look at those years. Look for the bold type, which signifies that he led the league in that category. Hits allowed. Strikeouts. ERA. Count up the bold face entries. There are 22 of them. He led the league in ERA five years running. Fewest hits allowed five times. Strikeouts four times. Shutouts three times. Wins three times. Winning percentage twice. Complete games twice. Won the Triple Crown in 1963, 1965, and 1966. Then go to Cy Young. Koufax has as many bold face stats over those few years as Young did in his whole career. You can go through the whole book and you won’t find a pitcher who had five years like that. That’s why you want to give the ball to Sandy Koufax in the seventh game.

To look at it another way, think about some of the best seasons any pitcher has ever had. In the last 30 years, two years that you’re going to think about are Guidry at 25-3 in ’78 and Gooden at 24-4 in ’85. Completely dominant. Unanimous Cy Young Awards. Twenty games over .500, ERAs are under two. Tons of strikeouts. But the next year the clock struck midnight and they were back to being merely good pitchers. Koufax sustained that level of total dominance for five years.

That is the legacy of Sandy Koufax. It took Koufax a long while to find his control, to harness that great lefty stuff, that Lord Charles curve ball. And then he came down with arthritis in his elbow. He pitched well, but he was pitching in pain, and he just decided he couldn’t do it anymore. He didn’t want to risk permanent injury and retired at age 31. If he had been able to pitch for ten years at his level instead of five, he’d be at least number two on this list.

The other thing you like about Koufax is that he did have a bigger-than-life aspect to him. He was a man of principle, and a real hero in the Jewish community. He wouldn’t pitch in the World Series against the Twins because the game fell on Yom Kippur. It wasn’t because he was that religious, but he just thought that it wasn’t the right thing to do. That made him a legendary figure.

Mike, my radio partner, tells this story all the time, about how automatic Koufax was. He remembers that if you were at a ballgame in the early 1960s and saw that number 32 was pitching for the Dodgers, you looked up at the scoreboard and just expected zeros. If the team that he was pitching against got two runs in the second inning you couldn’t believe it. Wow! They got two off Koufax. Look at that! You were shocked. It was news. Koufax has an aura about him that nobody else really has in the history of baseball. As Willie Stargell said, “Trying to hit like Sandy Koufax was like trying to drink coffee with a fork.”

Then go look at his performances in the big spots, like the World Series. You could look at his 4-3 record and wonder. But then look at his ERA. 0.95. And then look at the games he lost. In 1959 he went seven innings, gave up one earned run, lost the game 1-0. In 1965 against the Twins, in what might be his worst World Series start, he struck out nine in six innings and left trailing 2-1, with only one of those runs earned. In 1966, again, one earned run in six innings and got tagged with the loss when Willie Davis made three errors and Jim Palmer pitched a shutout.

Koufax never gave up more than two earned runs in a postseason start. And for those of you who don’t remember what he did against Minnesota at the end of the 1965 World Series, I will give you the composite line. Eighteen innings, no earned runs, seven hits, four walks, 20 strikeouts. Two consecutive shutouts. The second on two days rest. That is certainly the greatest postseason pitching performance of modern times.

Here’s one of my favorite Koufax stories from that great Jane Leavy biography. In ’66, the Dodgers, Giants, and Pirates are in a great pennant race. LA is in Philadelphia the last weekend of the season and the Giants are playing the Pirates. The Dodgers were struggling a little—they had a lead and lost it. The Dodgers end the season in Philadelphia. The Giants did a good job against the Pirates and knocked them out. The Dodgers are rained out in Philly on Saturday, so they had to play a double-header on Sunday. And on two days rest, Koufax goes out there and takes the ball against Jim Bunning. This is his last year, his last regular season, so his elbow is killing him. Nobody knows about it, but he’s hurting. Koufax did an amazing job of gutting the game out. After the game, Doug Harvey, one the great umpires in the history of the sport, told Koufax privately, “Sandy, it was an absolute privilege to umpire your game today.” That’s Sandy Koufax—it was an absolute privilege to watch him pitch.





DOGBITE: THREE-FINGER KOUFAX?

We all know about Sandy Koufax’s elbow problems, but what about his finger? In 1962, Koufax was in danger of losing more than a few games—he could very well have lost his finger. The 26-year-old pitcher had injured his left hand while batting against San Francisco. He continued to pitch with the injury and somehow managed the first of his four no-hitters. A lack of circulation in the artery of his palm turned the finger purple and gangrene set in. The diagnosis was Raynaud’s phenomenon. If the condition worsened, Koufax was looking at the end of his promising career. “The doctor didn’t tell me until after the crisis had passed,” Koufax relayed later that season. “He told me if the clot hadn’t been dissolved, it might have been necessary to have the finger amputated.”







3. Where Have You Gone, Joe DiMaggio?

The Yankee Clipper was the epitome of class . . . and winning.

What do you need to know about Joe DiMaggio? He played 13 years, and he played in 10 World Series. And won nine of them. In that way, he’s kind of baseball’s answer to Bill Russell, basketball’s ultimate winner.

But he had even more going for him than Russell. He was an amazing hitter. We all know about 56 games. But try this on for size. He hit 361 home runs and only struck out 369 times. Think about that. Most of today’s sluggers will strike out that much in three years, or even two and some change. And he hit those home runs despite playing in Yankee Stadium when the left- and left-center-field dimensions were absolutely cavernous.

And to a lot of big fans, he’s the ultimate Yankee. He didn’t have the power of Ruth or Mantle, but he played with such panache, such grace. He was the consummate hitter. He’s a career .325 hitter with power. And I don’t even really need to say it, but his 56-game hitting streak is one of the singular feats in the history of baseball.





JOE DIMAGGIO

• Led the Yankees to 10 World Series, winning nine of them

• The 13-time All-Star won three MVP awards (1939, 1941, and 1947).

• Won the batting championship in 1939 and 1940 and the home run championship in 1937 and 1948







DiMaggio’s really the most important link in that chain of great Yankees that stretches from Ruth to Mantle. Remember that the Yankees had a letdown at the end of Ruth’s career, from 1933 to 1935. Gehrig couldn’t carry the team alone. And in comes DiMaggio. All of a sudden here’s this guy from San Francisco, and they put him out in left field. Now Gehrig’s got someone else to lean on, and in DiMaggio’s first four years, they win four World Series. The 1936 Yankees still had a strong connection to the Babe Ruth teams of the roaring twenties, with Gehrig and Lazzeri and Bill Dickey. By 1951 a lot of the guys would go on to play until the early 1960s—Mantle, Berra, and Ford, most notably. And you even had Billy Martin, who would be a connection to the next great Yankee team of the late 1970s.

There are things about Joe D that you don’t like. He was aloof with his teammates, although he did take a liking to Billy Martin, who became Little Dago to his Big Dago. It drove you crazy that he screwed up Mantle in the 1951 World Series. He went after that fly ball, and Mantle had to put on the brakes and hurt his leg because Joe D refused to be embarrassed. The great Joe D wasn’t going to be called off by some rookie right fielder.

Still, there’s no doubt that DiMaggio was a larger-than-life figure. He played at a time when you could still do that, when fans got most of their news from the newspaper, and the beat writers still made the players out to be heroes. If you saw Joe DiMaggio play, it was either in person, or on a newsreel. Television wasn’t a factor. Tony Russo, that man again, and his father used to go to Yankee Stadium to see Joe D play. It’s easy to forget it now, but he meant so much to Italian-Americans then.

Joe DiMaggio also married Marilyn Monroe. It wasn’t a great marriage, but it was a great story, two huge stars like that. And after she died, he sent fresh roses to be placed on her grave twice a week for 20 years and only stopped when people started stealing them.





DOGBITE: A STREAK ENDS, A STREAK BEGINS

We all know about Joe DiMaggio’s 56-game hitting streak in 1941. Did you know what he did after a couple of great plays by Cleveland third baseman Ken Keltner—a diving backhanded stab in the first, another lunging backhanded pickup in the seventh—ended the streak? He started another one. He started a 17-game hitting streak the very next day. Think about that. In the history of the Milwaukee Brewers, they’ve had only three players who had a streak of 20 games or more. DiMaggio got a hit in 73 out of 74 games that summer. Amazing.







When Paul Simon wanted to sum up the way America had changed in a couple of lines, here’s what he wrote: “Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio, a nation turns its lonely eyes to you.” Said the hero of Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, “I think the great DiMaggio would be proud of me today.” That is what you call transcending the game, and that’s why the great Yankee Clipper makes the Mad Dog Hall of Fame. On and off the field he was a star. No, he was more than that. He was a legend.

2. The Five-Tool Player

In the field, at the plate, and on the base paths, 

Willie Mays was the most complete player in history.

Baseball scouts have five tools when they judge a prospect: Hit for average, hit for power, run, catch, and throw. If you want to rate a guy on a scale of one to ten in each of those categories, with ten being as good as anyone ever, there’s only one player in baseball history who would get nines or better all the way across. That’s Willie Mays. Let’s take him category by category and see how he stacks up.

Baserunning. He’s a ten. He wasn’t the base stealer that guys like Ty Cobb, Rickey Henderson, and Lou Brock were. But that was really a function of the era in which he played. If Mays had the green light the whole season the way that Rickey Henderson did in the 1980s, I don’t think there’s any doubt he could have stolen 100 or more bases. And he was a smart baserunner. I’ve had old-timers tell me about the time when he was on third base in the ninth inning of a game, and he intentionally got caught in a rundown, knowing that with the element of surprise he could beat the ball to the plate, elude the tag, and score the winning run. You’ve got to give him a ten as a baserunner.

Catching the ball. He’s right in the center of any argument about the greatest center fielders of all time. Some guys will lean toward DiMaggio, others will bring up Tris Speaker or Richie Ashburn. But here’s the bottom line: Mays hit 660 home runs, and the thing he’s best remembered for is The Catch against Vic Wertz in the 1954 World Series. It’s the single most memorable defensive play in the history of baseball. And it was on the biggest stage of all. When they ask Mays about it now, he says, “I don’t rank ’em, I just catch ’em.” What he was really trying to say is that he was kind of sick of telling people that he made other catches every bit as good, and having them argue with him. Another ten.





WILLIE MAYS

• His 660 home runs is fourth all-time, his 3,283 hits ranks tenth all-time, his 2,062 runs places him seventh and his 1,903 RBIs is eighth.

• Named National League Rookie of the Year in 1951 and won two MVP awards (1954, 1965) and 12 consecutive Gold Gloves

• First member of the 300/300 club—300 homers and 300 stolen bases—and the first to compile 3,000 hits and 500 home runs

• His 22 extra-inning home runs are the most in baseball history.

• Mays never homered in 20 World Series games. He batted just .239 with six RBIs in 71 at-bats as his teams went 1-3 in four World Series.







Throwing. Every real baseball aficionado knows that the best part of The Catch was The Throw. He didn’t just stand there admiring the ball. Mays spun around 180 degrees like a shotputter and hurled the ball back to the infield. Now, there may be a couple of right fielders—Roberto Clemente, Vladimir Guerrero—who had arms that were maybe a little stronger than Willie’s. But when you roll it all into one—quick release, strength, and accuracy—and add in the fact that he was making tough throws from center, I think you’ve got to give Willie another ten here.

Hitting for power. Just look at the all-time home run list. You’ve got Aaron, who hit more homers than Willie, but never hit as many in a single season. You’ve got Barry Bonds, and you’ve got to take the steroid factor into account. And you’ve got Ruth. Ruth was a better power hitter, but the gap’s not as big as you might think. They were hitting a lot more home runs back in the early 1930s than they were in the 1960s. And while Ruth had that friendly short porch in right field in Yankee Stadium, Willie played in Candlestick Park, which was windy and cold and big, and a really tough place to hit a ball out of. I think that Willie merits at least a 9.5, and if you gave him a 10, I couldn’t really argue.

Hitting for average. What’s the career benchmark of a great high-average hitter? Getting 3,000 hits. Well, Willie ended up with 3,283, which is more than Wade Boggs and Tony Gwynn and Rod Carew. And he ended up with a .302 career average. And remember, he played a big portion of his career in the 1960s, when guys could win a batting title by hitting .315. No, he’s not a Tony Gwynn, much less Joe DiMaggio or Ty Cobb, but he’s in the top 25 of all time. I’ve got to give him a nine in this category.

All of this made Willie a great player. But it was his style that made him an enduring figure. He had an enthusiasm for the game that was infectious, his hat flying off when he made a diving catch, playing stickball with the kids in the street on his off day. He became a star on both coasts. Probably the biggest negative is the fact that Willie only won that one championship. You’d like to see more than one ring. And in 71 World Series at-bats, not a single home run, and only one homer in 18 NLCS at-bats. But when you want to sum up Willie Mays in one sentence, here’s the bottom line. He was more fun to watch than any player in history. That’s why he’s number two in the Mad Dog Hall of Fame.





DOGBITE: SIMPLY A THROW BACK

The Catch is Willie Mays’ most famous play, but it might not even be his best. How about this play during the famous ’51 NL pennant race? On August 15 at the Polo Grounds, the Giants were still more than ten games out of first, and were locked in a pitcher’s duel with the Dodgers. The score was tied 1-1 going into the eighth. Carl Furillo hit a fly ball deep to right-center. Billy Cox, representing the go-ahead run, tagged up at third, thinking he would have to beat right-fielder Don Mueller’s average arm. Mays came racing over from center, caught the 330-foot drive, wheeled around, and uncorked a perfect throw to catcher Wes Westrum. Writer Roger Angell describes it this way: “Willie spins completely around and lets loose the peg before he can see home plate.” Cox never even saw the throw and was shocked to see Westrum just waiting there with the ball. Westrum would hit the game-winning homer in the bottom of the inning. After the 3-1 loss, Brooklyn manager Charlie Dressen shook his head and said, “Let’s see him do it again.” If Mays doesn’t make that catch and that perfect throw, maybe Thomson never hits The Shot Heard Round the World.







1. We Got You, Babe

Babe Ruth is two Hall of Famers rolled into one larger-than-life package.

Babe Ruth is the top baseball player of all time. Okay, there, I said it. But that’s really just the tip of the iceberg. It’s like saying Shaquille O’Neal is tall. Ruth at number one on this list is one of the few no-brainers in this book. In my opinion, he’s one of the Top Ten public figures of the twentieth century. Not sports figures. Public figures. Who else is on that list? FDR. JFK. Einstein. Freud. Martin Luther King Jr. Hemingway. Jonas Salk. Babe Ruth. I mean, who else you got? You want to put
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