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I dedicate this book to a range of people, all linked together over my lifetime. In the beginning was my Creator, who blessed me with some talents in baseball. Then my dad, Matt, and my brothers, Lloyd and Donald, who helped me develop them. Ray Brann, a good semipro player, who encouraged me. Archie Chadd and Charles Cummings, my high school coaches. About this time, my best girl, Betty Palmer, entered my life. She lived through every stage of my career with me while raising Danny, Gary, Susan, and Jimmy. They, too, shared some of the experiences.

Stanley Feezle, a Brooklyn Dodger scout who had just signed Gil Hodges, followed me in high school, along with my catching buddy, Jack Rector, and recommended us to the Dodgers.

Of course, Branch Rickey, who signed me in 1946 and was my mentor in baseball and a strong influence in my life. There are countless others in my hometown of Anderson, Indiana, who boosted and supported me.

I also dedicate this book to the baseball fans whose lives have been touched in some way by a pitch, a play, a game, or a season and who still write me about those wonderful years when I went to work every day at the ballpark and put on my No. 17 Dodger uniform.

Finally, I dedicate this book to The Game. Yes, it’s only a game, but it’s America’s game, and the roots are deep. The Game has survived wars, the Great Depression, and a number of natural disasters. It has woven itself into the fabric of America. The Game set the stage for America to find itself racially and now provides the perfect setting, where merit alone dictates acceptance.

I’m grateful to all of the above and say a prayer of thanksgiving daily.
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FOREWORD

It was just another mid-June game at Ebbets Field so many adjectives ago, and I was sitting in the Dodgers dugout alongside Carl Erskine, who was to start against the Chicago Cubs. Small talk was the order of the day until Carl began to toss the game ball up in the air.

“I wonder what this little ball has in store for me today,” Carl mused aloud. Two hours later I shared his joy as he pitched his first no-hitter, which would have been a perfect game had he not walked a most imperfect hitter, opposing pitcher Willard Ramsdell. It was one of Carl’s two no-hitters during a brilliant career that saw him win 20 games in 1953, strike out 14 Yankees in a World Series game, win 122 games in a splendid 12-year career, and earn the respect and admiration of his teammates and opponents—which might have been his greatest accomplishment.

Carl was also involved in a numerical believe-it-or-not. On October 5, he was selected to pitch Game 5 of the 1952 World Series against the New York Yankees. Before the game, if memory serves me right, he received a telegram from the mayor of Fort Worth, Texas, where Carl pitched in his minor league days, congratulating Carl and Betty on their fifth wedding anniversary. I collected the three fives in my memory bank and watched somewhat in disbelief as the Yankees scored five runs in the fifth inning. Carl, however, was in no mood to let the Yankees ruin his party, as he hung tough, went 11 innings to win, 6-5. Oh, one other thing. When the game ended, I swear it was 5 after 5 p.m. As Ring Lardner used to say, “You could look it up.”

The little man from Anderson, Indiana, was a very big man indeed back in those lovely days in Brooklyn, and it was with great fondness that the pure sound of Erskine was turned into the raucous “Oisk.” Carl Erskine was always dependable, prepared, consistent, and businesslike, with a change-up that brought many a good hitter right out of his shoes. He pitched his game like a banker filling out your loan application, with preciseness and care. It was no surprise then to those who know him that he would one day wind up doing just that. However, you will not be getting a dry banker’s report from this book, but rather the warm memories of a lovely man.

Nor, for that matter, would Carl complete the line, “See the Boys of Summer … in their ruin. No maudlin man is he. Not now, not ever. For he is more like the sundial that only records the sunlit hours.

Here, then, are some of those golden moments, the shared laughter and thrills, the pure joy of being a big leaguer … better yet, of being a Dodger.

Pull up a chair, get close to the dugout, and stay a while.

—Vin Scully

[image: images]

Delivered by Carl Erskine. (Carl Erskine Collection)
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INTRODUCTION

There is an old saying: “You can no more tell something you don’t know than you can come back from someplace you’ve never been.” Over time, I have been asked thousands of questions about the Brooklyn Dodgers, Ebbets Field, and the wonderful baseball era when New York City had three major league teams. I’ve also been asked about the historic move to Los Angeles. Often in relating the many fascinating events that took place during my career, in describing the personalities and retelling the bizarre, humorous, sometimes heartwarming stories, I’ve also been asked, “Are all of your stories true?” I say, “Yes, I couldn’t possibly make them up the way they actually happened.” I can tell these stories because I was there.

What I did was soak up, like a sponge, all of the atmosphere around me. I was so grateful to be in the big leagues—playing for a great team, living out my baseball career with close friends such as The Duke, Preacher, Pee Wee, Campy, Jackie, Hodges, Furillo, Newcombe, Clem Labine, and the rest of the cast of characters—I just naturally didn’t miss much. Everybody on the scene was an important character: the grounds crew, the ushers, the ticket takers, the elevator boys, the special cops, the umpires, and, of course, the fans.

The following pages relate true events that took place during my career. I take great delight in telling and retelling them. After all, each one involves a friend or a baseball enemy, and at this mellow stage of my life, it’s hard to tell them apart. I loved them all. Thanks for being a baseball fan with whom I can share my stories.


THE TALES

“Oisk”

I often get mail from young fans who say, “I didn’t see you pitch, but my grandfather did.” Then they ask where I got my nickname, “Oisk.” Of course, that’s a foreign language—“Brooklynese.” The Brooklyn faithful pronounced Carl Erskine “Cal Oyskin,” eventually shortened with yells from the very close Ebbets Field stands to “Hey, Oisk, I’m witcha babe, trow it tru his head,” or, on a bad day, “Trade ’im to the Jints.”

Baseball Scripture

Every profession has its own lingo, phrases, or inside nicknames, and baseball is no exception. A clothesline is a hard-hit line drive. A tater is a home run. A wet one is a spitball. Sack means base. Lumber is a bat. Pill is a baseball. Smoke is a fastball. Can of corn is an easy fly ball. The eagle flies is payday. To undress him means to throw him a high, tight pitch.

When I arrived in the “big leagues,” I quickly caught on to most of the lingo. However, one phrase escaped me, and I was reluctant to ask what it meant. One of our coaches, when talking about a certain hitter, would refer to him as a bible hitter. When I finally asked Elwin “Preacher” Roe what that meant, he said, “That means that feller is a dead first-ball hitter: Thou shall not pass.”

What’s a Baseball?

Well, the old “horsehide” is now cowhide, and in the center is a small ball of cork and rubber. Around this is wound wool and cotton thread. The cover has 108 red stitches, and for decades, it was hand-stitched. Today’s balls are machine-stitched.

The umpires are required to rub up six dozen balls before each game. The substance used to rub the balls is Mississippi Mud. This clay-like mud actually comes from a river in the Delaware Water Gap in Maryland.

During World War II, fans were asked to return foul balls to the playing field, where they were collected in red, white, and blue barrels and sent to servicemen around the world for their teams and for general recreation. If a fan refused to throw the ball back, he was roundly booed as an unpatriotic lout.

In the postwar years, foul balls were kept by the fans. In fact, some stadiums, such as Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis, gave a fan who caught a foul ball a Cardinals contract.

We always marveled at the businessman in a high-priced suit who would dive in the aisle on his hands and knees, scrapping for a baseball worth only a couple of dollars.

As a kid, I was told that baseball was the hardest sport to play. You had a round bat and a round ball. The object of the game was to hit the ball square.

The Red Thread

Branch Rickey, a devout Christian and president of the Brooklyn Dodgers, was a master psychologist and used these skills in talking with his players, either in group sessions or, often, one on one.

I recall one of my early sessions with Mr. Rickey. He asked a lot of questions—not about baseball, but about personal matters. Then he surprised me when he asked: “Do you go to church?” When I responded yes, he said, “Well, I encourage that, and here’s why: I find that any individual who will so discipline his life to sit regularly in a place of worship and think on the teachings of Christ, that person will develop a quiet self-confidence that will stand him in good stead, no matter what pressures life brings to him. That faith is like a red thread that runs through every part of people’s lives—no matter if they are a baseball player, a truck driver, a housewife. It makes no difference. They’ll have it.”

There were times during my career, in a pressure situation on the mound, when I would get renewed confidence when I looked at the baseball I was holding and saw those red stitches.

It’s All in the Delivery

During the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, baseball witnessed many historic changes. The game has prided itself on instituting very few rules changes in its 100-plus-year history; however, around the edges, just look at what happened.

Baseball was traditionally a day game. Lights were first used in Cincinnati and Brooklyn in the mid-1930s. Baseball had always been a bus and train game. The Dodgers introduced flying by using a DC-3 to fly the team around Florida during spring training in the early 1950s. In time, the Dodgers bought their own plane and hired their own flight crew. Eventually, the jet plane keyed baseball’s expansion to the West Coast.

Baseball had also been a radio game. In the late 1940s, television was introduced, and baseball thus became a sport that could be watched as well as heard from afar.

From its inception, baseball had always been a racially segregated sport. True, the Negro Leagues existed, but no man of color played in “professional baseball” (i.e., minor or major league baseball) alongside white players until Branch Rickey introduced Jackie Robinson to the world.

Over the Top

I’ve often been asked how I became a baseball pitcher and, more specifically, how I came to throw straight overhand. Only a very few pitchers I saw in the big leagues threw straight overhand. Warren Spahn and Sandy Koufax were two Hall of Famers who did.

Well, I was the youngest of three boys, so when my dad (who loved to throw) and my two older brothers, Lloyd and Donald, would play catch at the side of our house, I was the one who would get the heat. We played a game called burnout. You start tossing nice and easy, and then each throw gets a little harder. When they finally pinned me back against the barn, I would grit my teeth and reach as high as I could to throw harder. I threw the hardest straight overhand.

Another question I often get asked is how I learned to throw the overhand curve. (Old-timers called it a drop.) My dad had a baseball book, and one evening in our living room he got the book and a baseball and was showing me how to put curveball rotation on a pitch. As he stood in the middle of the room—the book in his left hand and ball in his right, he was demonstrating the delivery. Suddenly, he made a full arm motion and accidentally released the ball. It bounced once and then went through the open doorway into the dining room.

We then heard this huge crash when it hit the glass of my mother’s china cupboard. Glass seemed to fall for five minutes.

My mother screamed, “Matt Erskine! What have you done?”

My dad, with a smirk on his face, said to me, “Son, that’s the biggest break I ever got on a curveball.”

“If at First …”

After high school graduation in 1945, I was drafted into the U.S. Navy. World War II was in full swing. When boot camp was over, I was stationed at Boston Navy Yard. The 1946 baseball season had started, so I went to the recreation officer, introduced myself, and asked if I could get on the baseball team. The officer seemed a little indifferent, and then asked me my name and where I had ever played. I told him I had pitched in high school and semipro in Indiana. He looked me over, asked me what I weighed—the answer was 165—and then said he had enough pitchers. I went away disappointed and found a local semipro team to pitch for on Sundays.

My discharge came a few weeks later, and I signed with the Dodgers and spent the next year and a half in the minors. By 1948 I was in the majors. I pitched a night game against the St. Louis Cardinals and won. The next night, during the pregame workout, a man kept yelling at me from the stands. Players were not permitted to fraternize on the field with the fans, so I ignored him. Still, the fan persisted in calling out to me. Finally, I walked over to the rail. He stuck out his hand and said, “Shake hands with the dumbest so-and-so in the world. I’m the rec officer who wouldn’t let you pitch for the U.S. Navy. With guys like me, I’m surprised we won the war.”

Double Bonus

Prior to the big-money era in baseball, it was rare that a signing bonus was ever paid to a player. It was customary to give a set of Grand Slam Louisville Slugger golf clubs or, to a really hot prospect, a new car. The automobile was either a Ford or a Chevrolet that cost between $700 and $800.

When several clubs, especially the Boston Braves, were attempting to sign me, Branch Rickey met me in the Kenmore Hotel in Boston while I was still in the navy and signed me to my first contract. I negotiated a $3,500 bonus—unheard of in 1946. That was more than my dad made all year working for a General Motors plant in Anderson, Indiana.

I was discharged two weeks later, on July 25, and played the balance of the season with a Dodger farm team in Danville, Illinois. A.B. “Happy” Chandler, then the baseball commissioner, called me to his Cincinnati office in October and said he was declaring me a free agent because the Dodgers had violated his directive prohibiting the signing of a player while still in the military. The bidding started again, so I asked Mr. Rickey for an additional $5,000 and got it.

Ten years later I was in the middle of my big-league career and happened to pitch a no-hitter against the Giants, May 12, 1956. Dizzy Dean was broadcasting The Game of the Week. He interviewed me after the game.

“Who signed you?” he asked. “Branch Rickey,” I said. “Cheapest man who ever lived,” said Dizzy. “I played for him at St. Louis. He paid peanuts—two bags a week,” he said. When I told him about the two bonuses, he turned to the camera and said, “Folks, this here young man deserves to be in the Hall of Fame. Not only because he pitched two no-hitters, but because he got two bonuses from Branch Rickey.”

Love Bug

I once played in a benefit golf tournament in Fort Wayne, Indiana. At the big reception before dinner, a young lady approached me and announced, “Hello, Carl Erskine, I was once madly in love with you.” Before I could respond, she pulled out a snapshot from her purse. There I was at age 19 in my Danville, Illinois, uniform—I was playing for the Dodgers’ affiliate in the Three-I League. I was standing, and next to me was a little 10-year-old girl who was seated on top of the dugout at a stadium in Terre Haute, Indiana, the home of the Phillies’ farm team. She told me, “My daddy used to let me and my girlfriends attend the game there, and you were always so nice to us.”

The woman was Mari Hulman, the daughter of Indianapolis Motor Speedway owner Tony Hulman. Both of her parents have passed away, and it is her voice that starts the Greatest Spectacle in Racing when she says, “Ladies and gentlemen, start your engines.”

Cool It

Being a minor league player in the pre–air-conditioning days was a hot and humid experience. After one sweltering night game in Evansville, Indiana (of the Three-I League—Indiana, Illinois, Iowa), my roommate, Bernie Zender, was having a tough night sleeping. The VenDome Hotel was small and had few windows. Some of our players would take cold showers and go to bed wet.

Bernie went one better. I came to our room one night and found him sleeping in the bathtub. His head was on a pillow at the slanting end, and the water was up to his chin.

[image: images]

At age 19 I was proud to be in a Dodger uniform in my first year of professional baseball in Danville, Illinois. (Carl Erskine Collection)

The Decision

There are times in life when one decision can change the course of the rest of your life. It happened to me on Grand Stadium’s pitching mound in Havana, Cuba, in February 1947.

I was 20 years old and had just finished my first season in the minors. The Dodgers sent me to Havana to pitch in a winter league.

I was told in my first year that if I wanted to make it to the big leagues, I had to change the way I gripped my curve. As I worked on the new grip and delivery in Cuba, I could not get much velocity on the pitch, so in tight situations I would revert back to my old curve. This went on for several games.

My next start was against Alamendares, and I had them shut out 3-0 through eight innings. In Havana a shutout meant a $25 bonus, so I was determined to keep my opponent scoreless. But in the ninth inning, the leadoff man, Dee Fondy, tripled. With Fondy on third and no outs, I faced the big question: Do I stay with my new curveball or go back to my old reliable pitch to save the shutout? I was torn. I massaged the resin bag, turning over both sides of the debate in my head. I wanted the shutout, but I wanted long-term success too. Finally I said to myself, “No, I am not giving in. I’m sticking with my new curveball.” I retired the next three batters and stranded Fondy on third base.

Yes, I got the shutout and the $25, but I received much more than that. I matured as a pitcher, and that experience did wonders for my self-confidence. By July 1948 I had won 15 games in Double A in Fort Worth, and the Dodgers came calling.

[image: images]

With me (far right) are Monte Basgall, Fred Meagher, Lefty Gomez, Dino Restelli, and Solly Hemus when we played in the Cuban winter league. (Carl Erskine Collection)

The Commissioners

The commissioner of baseball is a highly prestigious office but carries with it the potential for controversy. The first commissioner, Kennesaw Mountain Landis, was chosen by the owners to help erase the stigma caused by the “Black Sox Scandal” in 1919 where it was suspected that some Chicago White Sox players had been bribed to throw one or more World Series games. The players were banned from the game for life, and Landis was to rule with an iron hand and re-establish the purity of the game.

Players have usually viewed the commissioners as the owners’ commissioner, because the owners select and hire each commissioner. From 1945 to 1951, A.B. “Happy” Chandler, the former governor of Kentucky, was the commissioner. “Happy” Chandler was a very visible commissioner and was often seen at games, in major league clubhouses, and at numerous social functions on behalf of baseball. He eventually became known as the players’ commissioner, chiefly because he supported Branch Rickey and the integration of baseball. He also was instrumental in getting the owners to fund a respectable pension plan for players.

From 1951 to 1965, Ford Frick, a former sportswriter, served as commissioner. Frick was reserved, quiet, and rather nonvisible as commissioner. I was once summoned to his office and called on the carpet for being quoted in the New York press that “if Commissioner Frick walked into a major league clubhouse, the players wouldn’t know him.” He challenged me on that statement and soon after that sent his assistant Fred Flagg to make regular clubhouse visits on his behalf.

Years later I did a radio interview with Chandler. At one point I asked him what he thought of his successor. Chandler answered, “He slept longer than Rip Van Winkle.”

Four Managers

I played for four different managers in my career, all of them well known and successful. And each one had a different philosophy of managing.

Familiar to most is Leo Durocher, famous for his assertion, “Nice guys finish last.” Burt Shotton replaced Durocher after Leo was suspended in 1948. Burt was a real gentleman who, like the immortal Connie Mack, managed in his street clothes.

In our clubhouse meetings, Burt would give us his pep talk, then finish by saying, “Fellows, I saved my money and bought savings bonds. I got mine; now go out there and get yours.”

Charlie Dressen, a one-man operator, was a take-charge manager. He seldom sought the advice of his coaches or anyone else. When we were behind in a game, Charlie would pace up and down the dugout. He’d say, “You guys hold ’em; I’ll think of somethin’.”

Then came Walter Alston, a man of few words. In fact, in 1954, his first season as manager of the Dodgers, the sportswriters came to me, asking, “How do we write anything? He won’t talk.” They finally learned that he did talk—when he had something to say.

The team got off to a slow start that spring, after having had a great year in 1953. Finally, prior to a spring training game in Jacksonville, Walt held a team meeting. He’s a rookie manager talking to a veteran team of Pee Wee Reese, Gil Hodges, Jackie Robinson, Roy Campanella, Duke Snider, etc. He said, “I’ve read a lot of clippings about how great this team is. I haven’t seen it. You guys are pros—you know what it takes to win. I don’t give pep talks. You either do it, or we get someone else! Meeting’s over.”

The next year, Walt brought Brooklyn its only World Series championship.

Branch Rickey: “Let’s Make a Deal”

Mr. Rickey was a genius at judging talent, and he had a lot to look at when his 26 farm teams were all in spring training at Vero Beach, Florida. Dodgertown was like a baseball college, with hundreds of players throwing, hitting, playing intrasquad games, and doing baseball drills. At night, after the evening meal, Mr. Rickey would assemble his many scouts and minor league managers in a large room where the walls were lined with blackboards. Each board had one of the minor league team names written across the top. The purpose of the meeting was to select who could best fit teams from Class D to Class Triple A. It was a competitive session for the managers, who all wanted the best players they could get. Mr. Rickey would read a name and give some stats, and then discussion would follow. Each manager was eager to talk about why a particular good player was right for his team.

Finally, Mr. Rickey read the name of a young pitcher who had talent but was difficult to handle and had a reputation for being disruptive on a team. No manager spoke up. Mr. Rickey read some of his stats, which were pretty good. Still no takers. The session seemed stalled. Just then, the phone rang; another National League owner was calling Mr. Rickey to talk about a player deal. He needed pitchers. As Mr. Rickey stood in front of the scouts and managers, he began to extol the virtues of this young pitcher. In a matter of a few minutes, Mr. Rickey sold him to the other owner for $30,000—a great deal of money in 1948. He hung up the phone, looked at his player list, and said, “Who’s
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