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Foreword


I was still relatively new to the Phillies, and to Philadelphia, when the 2007 Phillies ended a 13-year playoff draught by coming back from 7 1/2 games down in September, stunning the Mets, and winning the first of five straight division titles.

The stadium was alive every night with the hopeful energy that something special was in the making. But it was a quiet park bench, miles away from the roar of the stadium crowds, nestled in Fairmount Park, that caught my attention. My wife had sent me a photo of the bench on which someone had painted an old-school Phillies P logo. And while I certainly don’t condone defacing park property, it said something to me about the city: people here cared about the Phillies. It mattered.

And I think that is what impressed me the most over the nearly 20 years that I’ve had the privilege to broadcast Phillies baseball, and it is really all that someone in my position can ask for: listeners who care. They want their teams to win, and they always want their teams to win. Even when the sport takes 162 different outcomes to decide the fate of a season, Phillies fans passionately feel the wins and losses of every game.

And I hope you’ll enjoy finding that passion all wrapped up in the following pages of Ring the Bell: How the Philadelphia Phillies Built Baseball’s Best Fan Base. I think you will find that Jack and Kevin have dug deeply into the stories that have resonated with multiple generations of fans over the past 60-plus years, from the heartbreak of 1964 to the heart-stopping Harper home run in 2022, and so much in between.

Personally, to have been given a front-row seat for so many of the moments you will read about in this book has been an honor and certainly the greatest thrill of my professional life. As broadcasters, we’re there for every game, but like you, we can’t change the outcome. We are merely along for the ride. But what a ride it has been, watching up close the great 2007–11 era, including the magical run to the 2008 World Series championship, or the more recent run of three consecutive playoff appearances, and with all those moments burned in our memories for years to come.

x
When I meet listeners, they’re usually quick to point out a radio call of mine and tell me why it’s their favorite. I think people just assume it’s what us broadcasters want to hear. And no doubt it is flattering. But what always stands out to me is how people usually add their moment into the story:


“I was watching with my dad …”“My kids and I were at the game …”“I was with my buddy when …”“My mom was sick, and we listened …”



It stood out to them because they shared it with someone meaningful. It mattered. And for me to be connected to your moment in some small way—well, talk about humbling.

We have all come to love our team from different directions and unique perspectives. And while fandom usually starts with success—from the enjoyment of something—for us here in Philadelphia, much of the passion is also forged when things go wrong. We share that too. We lean on each other in those moments. We help each other stay hopeful that another memorable moment is waiting around the corner. And because we’re Phillies fans, we can’t wait to once again hear that bell ring.

—Scott Franzke

[image: Signature drink from Zanzibar, featuring vibrant colors and garnished with tropical fruits on a rustic wooden table.]
“It’s bedlam at The Bank!” was Franzke's iconic call following Bryce Harper’s game-winning home run in Game Five of the 2022 NLCS. Incredible Baseball Stats author Ryan Spaeder used it for his signature wedding cocktail (signed and dated). The call, and the cocktail, were incredibly strong. (Ryan Spaeder)
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Introduction


Ralph Waldo Emerson, a great American intellectual, famously said, “It’s not the destination, it’s the journey.” He must’ve been a Phillies fan. The Philadelphia Phillies, a franchise nearly 150 years old, has only reached its grand destination twice (World Series wins in 1980 and 2008). Two times. That’s it. Yet, this city’s fans—gruff, loyal, and louder than any other—keep showing up, generation after generation, like it’s a religious mandate. How?

Well, Olive Garden, a great American impressionist Italian restaurant chain, famously said, “When you’re here, you’re family.” The Phillies, warts and all, have been an inextricable part of the city and of the lives of the fans who cheered them on. The team’s story isn’t just stats and box scores; it’s our story, forged in heartbreak, triumph, and a stubborn refusal to walk away.

This book is an encyclopedia of sorts, but it’s more of a family history. We won’t get into the really old stuff. Let’s face it—while I’m sure the 1915 World Series loss was painful, no one’s calling local sports talk radio to curse out Eppa Rixey. We’ll mostly delve into the memories that formed this generation’s deep bond with its ballclub, the kinds of happenings, good and bad, that somehow manifested an unrivaled home-field advantage.

What’s your Phillies origin story? Did you fall in love with the 1964 club, only to have your heart broken in the end? Did you idolize the 1993 Phillies, only to have your heart broken in the end? Yeah, unfortunately, that plot repeats a lot in this city; still, the fans never give up hope and never turn down the volume.

The Phillies are 29–14 at Citizens Bank Park in the postseason. That .674 winning percentage is a record for any stadium in Major League Baseball history (minimum 20 postseason games).

Lately, its home-field advantage has been highlighted by Philadelphia’s unlikely lengthy postseason runs in both 2022 and 2023. It wouldn’t be possible without clutch road wins, but Philadelphia cut opponents’ margin for error razor thin with its home dominance.

Postseason games at Citizens Bank Park in 2022 touched on levels the game has rarely experienced—literally. Philly fans’ steady commotion during xiithe World Series could be heard from over a mile away, relentlessly sustaining ear-splitting decibels that would make European football rioters wince. Phils announcer Scott Franzke coined it “Bedlam at the Bank,” in stark contrast to Atlanta’s ballpark, where one could easily take a phone call without leaving his or her seat. Hey, some people prefer a quiet night out.

At any game, in any city, a stadium media crew can ask its fans to scream as loudly as possible, but they can’t make them care. The Phillies have the best home edge in baseball because, through it all, the fans never stopped bleeding for ’em.

That moment and emotion in 2022 were real and powerful. But alas, like for the vast majority of MLB seasons, the Phils were not ultimately victorious. And if pain builds character, it certainly explains why Philadelphia has so damn much of it.

The team’s history includes a ton of rough patches, including a 31-year stint with just one single season above .500 (1918–48). Per US statistics, the average male born when that slump started in 1918 would be more likely to die before seeing two winning Phillies seasons. In 2007, the Phillies became the first professional team with ten thousand losses. Yikes.

Phillies fans wear their disappointment like a tattoo, and it makes sense. Players spend countless hours on the field, in the gym, and in the film room, putting in the work for future glory. The fans put in a different kind of work, carrying the emotional baggage of a team that’s way more “wait till next generation” than “wait till next year.” There’s pride for having gone through it. Like a family—dysfunctional and sometimes emotionally abusive—the Phillies and their fans have stuck together.

This book will cover the moments and emotions that define the modern Phillies fan. Through the collapses, the close calls, the high hopes, and the champagne-soaked moments of glory, Phillies fandom is a family.

And this is our collective story.
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#1 1964



This was the pivotal event in my life. Nothing good that has ever happened to me since then can make up for the disappointment of that ruined season, and nothing bad that has happened since then can even vaguely compare with the emotional devastation wrought by that monstrous collapse.

—Joe Queenan1



Whether in jest or not, fans today are quick to argue professional sports are scripted. And while the vast majority of us know it’s a silly supposition, we still carve out a little room for fate, cosmic favoritism, or whatever it is that convinces us the scales are tilted and the thumb is certainly not attached to a Phillies fan.

We romanticize hope into fate—it’s the kind of spiritual magic that permeates (to varying degrees) every one of Kevin Costner’s sports movies. But, alas, the 1964 Phillies story is a tale more cautionary than fairy. It was as cold and harsh as reality often is. We hope for the best, but in the real world, the voices in Ray Kinsella’s head are far more likely the result of a serious neurological condition, and, if he builds it, the foreclosure letters will most definitely come.

The Phils were in their 82nd season, having only logged two World Series appearances and one measly Series game win in that entire span dating back to 1883. To make matters worse—something Philadelphia sports has a penchant for—The Phillies were often not even the best ballclub in Philly.

From 1901 to 1954, the city was home to both the National League Phillies and American League Athletics. We’ll dive more into that later in the book, but it’s an important setup to the ’64 squad. Just a decade removed from evicting it’s AL roommate, it looked like the Phils were building something real and resilient.

2
The A’s, despite five championships in Philadelphia, were chronically feast or famine. The 1950 season proved extremely pivotal for both clubs, as the A’s (52–102 record) slumped back in the tank, and the Phils soared to the World Series, capturing the hearts and minds of Philly fans for good. It seemed as though the fans had made their choice, and just four seasons later, the A’s were off to Kansas City, and the Phils looked to turn the page and set out on their own.

The Phillies finished at .500 or better six times from 1951 to 1963. It’s not much to brag about, but consider the pedigree—just about a decade before the 1950 Whiz Kids’ surprise World Series run, the Phillies became the only team in modern baseball history with a five-year stretch, from 1938 to 1942, that had a winning percentage under .300 (.295, for a season average of 45–107). Mediocrity was a win by comparison, but there was reason to hope for more.

In 1962 Johnny Callison joined the team and became an All-Star. That same season, Chris Short started making a name for himself in the rotation, winning 11 games with a 3.42 ERA. In 1964 they added future Hall of Famer Jim Bunning to the rotation and handed a full-time gig to Dick Allen, who was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in late 2024. The pieces were certainly coming together, but fans still didn’t anticipate the Fightins would compete for the World Series in ’64.

Legendary Philly sportswriter Ray Didinger, a young Phillies fan at the time, idolized the upstart National League contenders:


The Philly fans fell head over heels in love with the ’64 Phillies because their success seemed to come out of nowhere. The Phillies were the worst team in baseball in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It was to a point where the fans had pretty much given up. The attendance figures at Connie Mack Stadium will attest to that.

But 1964 changed all that. The Phillies did more than play winning baseball—they restored hope to a forlorn city; they made the spring and summer fun again. Total strangers struck up conversations on the street, on the buses and subways: “Hey, did you see the game last night?” Everyone was a Phillies fan.2



They caught fire early, going 9–2 in April, their best start to a season since they went 11–1 through the first 12 contests in 1915.

3
By the All-Star break, the National League title seemed like a two-horse race, with the Phillies (47–28) nursing a 1 1/2-game lead over the San Francisco Giants (47–31). Both teams had battled for the top spot all season; it seemed inevitable that the pennant would go to one or the other. Callison won the franchise’s first and only All-Star MVP award, so karmically, advantage Philadelphia. Even though fans had been burned before, the universe kept dropping fate signs. This was a Costner movie in the making.

“Jim Bunning pitches the perfect game on Father’s Day. Callison wins the All-Star game with a walk-off home run. Allen runs away with Rookie of Year. The team turns three—that’s right, three—triple plays,” said Didinger, playing the hits from the near-picture-perfect season. “Even the most skeptical fans began to think there was a special kind of magic at work—that the Phillies were having one of those years where the baseball genie comes out of the bottle and grants your every wish; ’64 was that year for the Phillies.”

And then, it wasn’t. Just as the universe had sent signs all season that things were going great, there was one very literal sign that a fall was coming. The Phillies, up 6 1/2 games in the NL, lost on September 21, and about 12 hours later, the autumnal equinox marked the official start of fall.

Fall, they would. The Phils dropped 10 straight games in all, ending the slide 2 1/2 games behind.

During the Phillies’ 10-game losing streak, the Reds won eight in a row and the Cardinals won 9 of 10. In the blink of an eye, a 6 1/2-game Philadelphia lead ended up with St. Louis in the World Series and Cincinnati tied with the Phillies at just a single game behind. Some blame a man called Chico “Effing” Ruiz.

Knotted up at 0–0 in the sixth inning of a September 21 game against Cincinnati, Reds third baseman Chico Ruiz successfully stole home—with two outs and Frank Robinson, one of the greatest hitters in baseball history, in the prime of his career, at the plate. That wasn’t a traditionally heady play, but the Reds were desperate, Ruiz was a rookie, and Twitter wasn’t invented yet. It was perhaps the perfect time for a low-percentage bonehead play.

The Reds took that game 1–0, and several Phillies in the years that followed would admit that it shook their confidence a bit. But after that, everyone blamed Gene Mauch.

The Phillies’ thirty-eight-year-old manager was a hothead, known for doling out harsh criticisms and trashing clubhouses—think Tom Hanks’s Jimmy Dugan in A League of Their Own. In a Philadelphia Inquirer interview after the 4All-Star break that season, he singled out his Rookie of the Year–to–be, Dick Allen, saying, “Nobody has any idea what he has meant to this team. He’s really something, and he’s just going to keep getting better.” Just after that, he told Inquirer reporter Allen Lewis that Allen was playing hurt, because, if he came out of the lineup, he might not get back in. A trope, maybe—a holdover sentiment from the days of Wally Pipp—but, Mauch demanded toughness, and he held grudges.

Reliever (and 1980 World Series champion manager) Dallas Green told Fox Sports in 2014 that Mauch got so upset with his top relief man Jack Baldschun after a September 19 loss that he erroneously opted for less-experienced, less-capable arms the rest of the season. Baldschun led the team in relief innings and saves that season (118 1/3 innings pitched, 21 saves), but only saw 7 2/3 innings of action during the 10-game slide.

Mostly, Mauch got the blame for repeatedly pitching his two aces (Bunning and Short) on short rest down the stretch. This time, the grudge turned on Mauch, and a lot of Phillies fans took their ire to the grave.

Of course, as is usually the case with drawn out team sport collapses, there was plenty of blame to go around. According to Bobby Shantz, former league MVP pitching his final season that year for the Phillies, it wasn’t on the skipper:


The fans were looking for someone to blame, and they seemed to blame Mauch, with how the pitching was used and all that. But I don’t think it was his fault. He was doing his best to get us out of it, and nothing worked. No one complained when the moves were working all season.3



On the flip side, the Phillies’ loss was the Cardinals’ gain, and maybe the Mound City Rebound is the storybook, too-good-to-be-true World Series run that’s made for the silver screen.

Nah.

When Mudville’s Mighty Casey struck out, Ernest Thayer never even bothered to mention who they were playing—because it wasn’t about them. The 1964 season wasn’t about St. Louis. The story—the tragedy—was about the Philadelphia Phillies and how, sometimes, things go mightily wrong in spectacular ways.
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#2 1980 Franchise Pillars



Mike Schmidt

Philly is a sports debate town. With a ballclub that goes back to 1883, and a football team that predates the first canned beer (1933 Eagles vs. 1935 Krueger’s Ale), the players, moments, teams, and accomplishments are simply too numerous to have a consensus on anything or anyone—except in the case of Michael Jack Schmidt.

The knee-jerk, glass-half-empty instinct might be to say that Schmidt is the franchise’s clear top dog because of the overall dearth of game-changing players to wear Phillies pinstripes. Sure, Philadelphia has no Babe versus Mick, Musial versus Pujols, or Mays versus Bonds, but that doesn’t mean Schmidt is out of the conversation with every one of those sluggers. He’s widely considered the greatest third baseman in baseball history, and as far as franchise pillars go, he’s load-bearing.

Here are the numbers:


	In career franchise WAR (wins above replacement), Schmidt (106.8) is ahead of Phillies Wall of Famers Richie Ashburn and Bobby Abreu combined (57.7 and 47.2, respectively).

	He is the franchise leader in games played (2,404), runs (1,506), total bases (4,404), home runs (548), RBIs (1,595), walks (1,507), and even a bunch of those dorky stats that probably aren’t real, like base-out runs added (55.4).

	6Schmidt led the 1980s in home runs (313), and hit more as a third baseman than anyone else (509). Only Babe Ruth led the league more times (12 to 8).

	He’s a 10-time Gold Glove winner and leads the franchise in dWAR (defensive WAR, 18.4).



Baseball is a team game, but a lot of Philadelphia’s best moments were made possible because of their second-round draft pick in 1971—a freakishly athletic shortstop out of Ohio University.

The MLB draft is always a bit of a crapshoot. Sometimes the stars align, and the top pick is obvious (e.g., Bryce Harper, Nationals, 2010), and other times its slim pickings, and the top selection is disastrous (e.g., Mickey Moniak, Phillies, 2016). The 1971 draft had a fairly miserable first round entirely.

Frank Tanana was the first player off the board to put together a stellar MLB career (13th pick, 21 years, 241 wins), followed by the great Jim Rice (15th, Hall of Fame, .298/.352/.502) and Rick Rhoden (20th, 16 years, 3.59 ERA). That leaves 26 other guys that never made a big name for themselves in the big leagues—including the Phillies’ first pick, Roy Thomas.

Thomas, selected sixth overall, has a name that sounds more like a ChatGPT-created fast-food burger-chain operator, and career stats don’t do much to dispel the notion. We implore you to check out his Baseball-Reference.com page, where his player photo features a face that looks like Roy Thomas is looking at Roy Thomas’s career stats. Nearly every Googleable picture of the man resembles Phil Hartman’s unfrozen caveman lawyer, confused and frightened by the witchcraft of modern flash photography.

Eventually, Philadelphia selected Schmidt in the second round, 30th overall. Schmidt had just led his Ohio Bobcats to the College World Series and was a shortstop on the 1970 College Baseball All-America Team. He stayed at shortstop almost exclusively during his 1971 Double-A season and then mostly played second base during his breakout 1972 Triple-A season, where he slashed .291/.409/.551 with 26 home runs in 131 games. The Phillies, at the time, had Larry Bowa at short and Don Money at third, two players in their prime who would have nine All-Star selections between them before 1980 (five to four, respectively). Unfortunately for the Phils, all of Money’s All-Star seasons were with the Milwaukee Brewers.
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Don Money was the centerpiece of the 1967 trade between the Phillies and Pirates, with Philadelphia sending reigning MLB strikeout king and NL Cy Young runner-up Jim Bunning to Pittsburgh. Money was the Carolina League MVP and seemed like a shoo-in for instant stardom in the big leagues. What happened instead is every baseball fan’s worst nightmare—Money, in four full seasons with the Phillies, hit just .242/.302/.371, and then immediately became one of the best third basemen in baseball after being traded to Milwaukee. From 1973 to 1978, he hit .281/.346/.428, which is just rude if you think about it. This wasn’t a Ryne Sandberg or Fergie Jenkins situation, where the Phils lost dice rolls on high-value untested prospects. Philadelphia, patiently and politely, gave Money four seasons to figure out how to play baseball. In return, spoiled Milwaukee fans got a great player with easily the coolest name in sports. If his name was Dick Ferkis, the Phils would have traded him in ’68, easy.


It would have been an interesting infield if the Phillies had stuck with some combination of Schmidt/Money/Bowa long term, but it’s hard to lament potentialities when a nearly centenarian franchise was welcoming its best player. Plus, the Phils acquired second baseman Dave Cash from the Pirates in 1974, and all he did was make the All-Star team each season he spent with Philadelphia (1974–76). In both 1974 and 1976, the Phils sent their second baseman (Cash), shortstop (Larry Bowa), and third baseman (Schmidt) to the midsummer classic. The ’76 team featured nearly the entire Phillies infield, with catcher Bob Boone getting a reserve selection.

Famously, Schmidt, twenty-three, struggled in his first full year with the ballclub, hitting .196/.324/.373, but time has shed a kinder light on Schmitty’s first go-round. Hell, Kyle Schwarber batted .197 in 2023 and received MVP votes. Jimmy Rollins, who broke Schmidt’s franchise hits record in 2014, had a lower OPS at the same age and still made the All-Star team that season (.686 to .697). To be fair—probably too fair, but who cares?—Schmidt’s OPS was a respectable .737 on September 22 before he ended the season in an 0-for-26 rut. Regardless, Schmidt became a superstar the following year.

“The Phillies were coming off that brutal 1972 season, and the club was looking for someone to tout other than Lefty [Steve Carlton],” said longtime 8Phillies broadcaster Chris “Wheels” Wheeler. “So, when Mike hit .196 in 132 games, there was concern. But he showed so much potential with his bat and glove the organization really felt they had a player.”1

They were right. Schmidt led the bigs in homers each of the next three seasons following his rookie campaign. He had a three-year late start and still managed to hit the fourth-most homers in the National League in the 1970s. But, of course, he was no one-trick pony. He was very flashy with the leather, and we’re not just talking about his glove. Channeling Mars Blackmon in that famous 1991 Air Jordan commercial, “It’s gotta be the shoes!”

Schmidt is not remembered for his speed and quickness in the way that greats like Barry Bonds and Mickey Mantle are, but he probably should be. He had as many seasons with 35-plus home runs and at least a dozen stolen bases as Bonds (six).

The following players had the most career seasons with 30-plus home runs, 100-plus walks, and 10-plus stolen bases:


Bonds, eightSchmidt, fiveMantle, fiveBabe Ruth, fiveJeff Bagwell, fiveLou Gehrig, three



Schmidt’s speed and quickness helped him become elite in every facet of the game, which is why, before Bonds kicked things off in 1990, Schmidt’s three MVP awards were a major-league record (Bonds, seven; Mantle, Mike Trout, Albert Pujols, Álex Rodríguez, Yogi Berra, Roy Campanella, Stan Musial, Joe DiMaggio, Jimmie Foxx, three). In total, he finished in the top ten in MVP voting nine times.

Statistically, Schmidt is the franchise’s best player, and it’s not close. Any Mount Rushmore debate of Philly athletes is really just deciding which three come after MLB’s greatest third baseman. Curious, then, that it seems—no matter who you’d pick to fill those three vacancies—Schmidt would likely be the least beloved player of the quartet.

“Mike Schmidt was the greatest third baseman in the history of the game … and it wasn’t until maybe toward the end of his career that people started to realize it,” said longtime Inquirer reporter and WIP sports talk host Glen 9Macnow. “He was never good at expressing himself and said some regrettable things over the years.

“He played the game with such ease and grace…. He didn’t appear to be hustling out there, because he didn’t have to. He knew where to be; his instincts were so good that he could read the ball off the bat and put himself in a position where he could make a great play without diving. As his career [wound] down, people started to realize what a good thing they had. I think both sides—Schmidt and the fans—would like a do-over on that.”2

As the legendary Huey Lewis reminds us, the power of love is a curious thing. Schmidt is now, generally, given his flowers and adoration from fans, and however unlikely it may have seemed during his mostly stoic playing career, he’s now a dynamite Phillies broadcaster. We can’t go back in time, but the reciprocal relationship between Michael Jack and the fans feels right, presently.

“[Schmidt] was very introverted and didn’t spend a lot of time trying to let people get to know him,” admitted Wheels. “All I can say as someone who spent a lot of time around him, I knew we had an amazing all-around player who was going to be a first ballot Hall of Famer.

“No doubt he is more loved now than when he played. And Mike now is very comfortable in his own skin and loves life.”3

In 2006, Schmidt said, “Sure, I was disappointed in not being considered for the Phillies [managerial] job in 2004, even though I understood at the time why I wasn’t. Their number one priority was prior experience managing in the big leagues, and I had none. End of story.”4

Still, Schmidt has never doubted his ability. “Times change. Situations change. But one thing hasn’t changed: I haven’t forgotten how to win. It’s in the blood.”



Steve Carlton

When the Phillies dealt their ace, Rick Wise, to the St. Louis Cardinals in 1972, Cards GM Bing Devine was asked about the difference between the pitcher they were trading away and the pitcher they were receiving: “One’s right-handed, and the other’s left-handed.”

Sure, it was a difference, but the lefty that arrived in Philadelphia turned out to be the Lefty, with a capital L, maybe the best the game has ever seen.
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Hindsight is 20/20, so it’s hard to disagree with Devine’s assessment at the time. Wise, just twenty-five years old, had a 2.88 ERA on the season, his first as an All-Star. He also cemented himself in Phillies history on June 23 of that year by pitching a no-hitter while also slugging two home runs.


Fun Facts: Wise is often, erroneously, credited with being the first pitcher to homer in his no-hit game, but he was the fourth to do so (Wes Ferrell, 1932; Jim Tobin, 1944; Earl Wilson, the first black player in the AL with a no-no, 1962). Wise was, however, the first and only one to go yard twice, and considering the MLB-wide DH designation currently in place, it may forever be considered the greatest all-around pitcher’s performance ever recorded. Fittingly, Wise’s big game was 54 years to the day of the only no-no credited to Babe Ruth, the game’s original two-way star. Oddly, Ruth recorded zero innings pitched that day, having gotten tossed after an opening walk. He was relieved by Ernie Shore, who went perfect the rest of the way to cement the game’s first official combined no-hitter. Odder still, of the 322 total no-hitters pitched in major-league history, these are the only two to fall on June 23. Apologies for the tangent; back to Lefty!


At the time of the trade, the twenty-seven-year-old Carlton had already pitched three All-Star seasons and was coming off his first 20-win campaign. It was an even trade on paper, but few could have foreseen that Carlton would immediately record one of the most dominant seasons in MLB history. Rumor has it, the Cardinals had been encouraging Carlton to ease up on his slider (recognized today as one of the game’s best in history). The Phillies thought that was a dumb idea.


So, I’m sitting in the coffee shop of the Jack Tarr Hotel in Clearwater on a February morning in 1972. It was my first spring training. My boss at the time, Larry Shenk, walks up and sits down. He has a strange look on his face. He says, J.Q. (GM John Quinn) just traded Rick Wise for Steve Carlton. What do you think? My initial reaction was the fans aren’t going to like trading Rick, who was coming off a no-hitter and a 6 HR season. But as a fan, I thought about this tall, skinny left-hander with the big Adam’s apple who could really fire. And I told the Baron I liked the deal. And, no offense, we were very 11lucky back then not to have talk shows and social media. We just had our beat writers. It was a little easier to control the narrative.

—Chris Wheeler5



Carlton—unleashing his unhittable slider—was 27–10, with a 1.97 ERA and 310 strikeouts in 1972, winning the National League Cy Young Award and Triple Crown (NL lead in wins, ERA, strikeouts). It’s easily one of the greatest seasons ever pitched, but what makes it uniquely Philly is that he accomplished this feat on one of the worst ballclubs imaginable.

Aside from Carlton, the Phillies were terrible that year. Their No. 2 starter won just two games (Ken Reynolds, 2–15), and their No. 3 and No. 4 starters each only won four (Bill Champion, 4–14; Woodie Fryman, 4–10). Larry Bowa led the team in plate appearances (633) and hit just .250/.291./.320. It’s a situation that is oddly unique to baseball because, in every other major sport, it’s nearly impossible to be the worst team with the best player. Technically, the Texas Rangers finished with a worse win percentage (.351 to .378), but that was the Rangers’ first-ever season, and cost-cutting led to them fielding one of the worst offensive squads to ever grace the diamond (.217 team batting average and 38 games with zero extra-base hits, a Live Ball Era record). The Phillies lost just three fewer games than Texas—gross!

It’s just not supposed to happen that way. Kelly Leak signs up, and the Bears reach the championship. Roy Hobbs catches lightning in a 40-ounce hickory bottle, and the Knights win the pennant. The 1972 Bad News Phils acquire the best player in baseball and finish dead last in the NL—naturally.

The Phillies’ Hollywood ending would have to wait a few years, but Lefty’s season is a triumph unto itself:


	Carlton’s 27 wins accounted for 45.8 percent of the team’s victories.

	He set a Phillies record for pitching WAR (12.1), besting Grover Cleveland Alexander’s mark from 1917 (10.9). Eight years later, he notched the franchise’s third-best WAR (10.2), and Aaron Nola is the only Phillie since to have sniffed double digits (9.2, 2018).

	Since 1972, no one in baseball has matched or bettered Carlton’s ERA and strikeout total in the same season (1.97 ERA, 310 Ks).

	Thirty complete games are the highest MLB single-season total in 70 years (tied with Juan Marichal, 1968; Fergie Jenkins, 1971; and Catfish Hunter, 1975).
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The team was bad, but according to Wheeler, the vibe shifted when Carlton took the mound.

“When Lefty pitched on what we would call ‘win day,’ the team was different. They knew all they had to do was score a few runs and catch the ball. Carlton would do the rest. The Vet really rocked on the nights he pitched.”6

Lefty had a shockingly pedestrian follow-up in 1973 and actually led the league in losses (13–20, 3.90 ERA). It ended up being a common theme of Carlton’s career—inconsistent greatness. The ups and downs were evident not just on the field but also in the clubhouse. Beginning that season, Carlton would become a problem for the press.

“Lefty was burned by a sportswriter in 1973,” said Wheeler, perhaps tactfully avoiding any reference to infamous Inquirer columnist Bill Conlin (more on this later). “So, he just decided to shut down completely with the media.”7

An outspoken former teammate of Carlton’s, Larry Bowa, was less diplomatic in his assessment of the situation: “He gave the media every opportunity. I think it was Bill Conlin that wrote an article about where he went after a game he pitched. And if he went out and had a few drinks after a night he pitched, it was nobody’s business. So, from that day on, he said, ‘I don’t need to talk to you guys if you’re going to write something like that.’”8

Carlton admitted as much in a rare candid interview with Philadelphia Inquirer writer Stan Hochman in 2013: “Winter of ’72, I was everywhere. Doing everything I shouldn’t be doing. Got to Spring Training with walking pneumonia. It set me up to have the problems I did…. I don’t believe in good and bad; I believe life is about lessons, and these guys (cynical writers) wanted to tee off on me.

This is my problem with the media. They chop off heads of others to make themselves taller. This is where we’re not uplifting society.”9

That’s awfully deep for an athlete, but it’s kiddie pool stuff for Lefty. He refused to talk ball with the media but would often muse about science, nature, and a whole wide array of existential gobbledygook that was surely strange for the time but might fit perfectly today in a three-hour slot on The Joe Rogan Experience.

It’s fascinating looking back on Carlton’s impact with a modern eye. Hall of Fame manager Tommy Lasorda credited him with completely changing the way pitchers train and prepare for the rigors of a 162-game season. Inspired by martial arts training, Lefty was in tune with his body and environment in ways that were way ahead of his time. The 1970s judged him harshly, but by 13today’s standards, he’d surely be just another of many athletes with his or her own fitness company, wellness drink, and Spotify podcast.


In Bill Conlin, Carlton couldn’t have picked a better villain. For most of his career, Conlin was credited as one of the best in sports writing— maybe ever. As a kid, he was my favorite writer, and I enjoyed his curmudgeonly miserable attitude on episodes of Daily News Live. He was good at his job, but he really seemed awful to be around—and that played well on TV. Of course, his grouchy demeanor isn’t what ultimately cemented the heinous chapters of his Wikipedia bio. His fall from grace is very Googleable, but it’s far too heavy for a book that strives to keep the morally distressing topics in their appropriate spaces.


Upon tabulation, Lefty’s career had way more ups than downs, and he retired as one of the best pitchers in baseball history. The MLB career strikeout record traded hands between Carlton and Nolan Ryan several times in 1983 and 1984, but age seemed to favor The Express. Carlton, perhaps stubbornly, logged 430 innings in his 40s, with a dreadful 5.21 ERA, while Ryan pitched 1,271 2/3 innings in his 40s with a 3.33 ERA. Old baseball cards featuring Lefty in White Sox, Giants, Indians, and Twins jerseys during those later years have become a fun fixation for fans, like one of those creepy AI photos that doesn’t look quite right. Collectively, everyone seems to prefer, and willfully accept, the alternative reality where the National League’s greatest left-hander finished things off in a Phillies uniform. Regardless, his legacy is untarnished.

Carlton was one of the last of his kind. He is the last pitcher to log 300 innings pitched in a single season (1980). Much of baseball history was played with blissful ignorance of both preventative and reparative therapies to combat physical wear and tear. Many players, Carlton included, played until their proverbial arms fell off.

Philadelphia A’s and Phillies star Bobby Shantz had this to say:

“When you started a game, you expected to finish it. In 1952 [with the A’s], I pitched 14 innings of one-run ball and got the win. The Yankees starter [Tom Morgan] pitched into the 14th. We won it 2–1. I had to have thrown over 350 pitches that game.”10

Regarding the whole arm-falling-off thing, that’s the scenario that ended Shantz’s career. “My last year, ending up with the Phillies, I was still pitching 14pretty well,” and the former AL MVP was right, as he posted a 3.12 ERA in 60 2/3 innings of relief, to go with one of the lowest WHIPs of his career (1.170). “I just couldn’t do it anymore. The thought of coming back [in 1965] never crossed my mind because my arm just hurt too much.”

It really seemed like that’s what Carlton was going for, pitching until his age forty-three season in 1988. His career would have looked much better (statwise, and baseball-card-wise) if he just would’ve woken up one morning in 1985 with Shantz Shoulder and called it a career.



Pete Rose

In late 1978, just the fourth year of free agency, the Phillies landed arguably the franchise’s most influential free agent in Pete Rose. He was thirty-seven years old when the Phils signed him on December 5, 1978, and his thirty-eighth birthday would be just a week following opening day of the 1979 season—he was no spring chicken. To that point, he had amassed 3,164 hits in his career and a .310/.379/.432 slash line, all with the Reds. In many ways, however, his MLB story was just getting started.

Rose, also known as Charlie Hustle, was a dangerously fierce competitor with a knack for winning; he was among baseball’s best leaders. Ironically, Charlie Hustle also seems like the perfect name for a degenerate gambler who bet on the teams he played for, and quite possibly bet against the teams he played for, lying about it for a super long time. Yes, in more ways than one, Rose was certainly a hustler.

The details surrounding the nickname’s origin have been debated, but Rose, in fact, got it from Yankee legend Whitey Ford during spring training in 1963. Ford was certainly mocking the rookie’s over-the-top effort and competitiveness, but Rose owned it and made it his alter ego. It’s just a sad coincidence that the name also looks like an alias on some local bookie’s ledger sheet.

Before we get to the scandalous, here’s a look at the stats, which are undeniable:


	Rose batted .331 his first season in Philadelphia, leading the NL in OBP (.418).

	Also in his first year, he became just the third player in MLB history with multiple 163-game seasons (1974, 1979; Brooks Robinson, 1961, 1964; Billy Williams, 1968, 1969).

	15He led the league in doubles in 1980 (42), playing every possible game for the sixth time in seven seasons.

	Pete batted .326 in the postseason in 1980 and is largely credited with being a key catalyst to getting the Phillies over the hump for their first championship.

	He racked up 826 of his MLB-leading 4,256 career hits with Philadelphia, batting .291/.365/.361 in his five years. Over three postseason trips with the Phils (1980, 1981, 1983), he batted .326.



Rose was released by the Phillies following the 1983 season, and he exited Philadelphia a hero. He helped the franchise get its first title and nearly tacked on another one after a failed World Series effort in 1983.

That’s where our story takes a turn. Following a short stint with the Expos in 1984, Rose was traded in-season and finished his playing career with the Reds as a player-manager (1984–86; very cool by the way). He stayed on as manager until 1989, when rumors of his gambling spurred an intense investigation by Major League Baseball.

On August 24, 1989, he was handed a lifetime ban by Commissioner Bart Giamatti for illegally betting on baseball and spent most of the next two decades denying it while continuing to be denied entry back into the MLB fold. His ban includes his removal from Hall of Fame consideration. Since then, he admitted to betting on baseball while he played and managed but to his dying day, insisted he never bet against his team.


Gambling addicts are not known for having much restraint. Also, documented habitual liars are not very trustworthy. Keeping these two facts in mind, I can’t imagine a scenario in which Rose didn’t ever take the under in a game where he could pencil himself in at leadoff—just my opinion. It’s also important to note that Rose could have been theoretically telling the truth while still indirectly cheating; all he would have to do is let his bookie know when it might be an advantageous time to place a bet against his team … for a small fee. In such a case, Rose would be able to honestly claim he never personally bet against himself. Whatever the case may be, his legacy is forever muddled. His gambling woes were not even the most egregious of his alleged transgressions, but history has taught us repeatedly that heroes disappoint, and that can be true of 16anyone. We’ve tried here to focus mostly on what happened between the white lines regarding Phillies legends, but Rose’s misdeeds bleed into both territories. Love him or hate him, we can’t blame you.


Major League Baseball has a long history of stars who lived hard, played hard, and were eventually taken out by their lifestyle. In some cases, it only seemed to add to their legend:


	Babe Ruth and Mickey Mantle are two of the most beloved, storied characters in MLB history, but their vices (e.g., alcohol consumption) likely hindered their careers and shortened their lives.

	Lou Gehrig tragically died of Lou Gehrig’s disease (ALS)—right? Well, a Harvard study in 2022 suggested the possibility that the Iron Horse’s toughness is what actually took him out. Gehrig played hard and famously played every day. Multiple concussions over a long playing career (as well as his collegiate football career at Columbia University) may have led to ALS-mirroring symptoms that eventually caused his untimely demise.

	Roberto Clemente, through no fault of his own (aside from being a great dude) perished in a plane crash in 1972 while on his way to deliver aid to hurricane victims in Nicaragua. Sometimes, the good guy gets taken out. But he’ll forever be remembered as one of baseball’s greatest actual heroes.



Now, Pete Rose lived until 2024, but the abrupt end to his career, and absurd twists and turns that followed, make it feel as though Charlie Hustle died by Giamatti’s pen that day in 1989, and the fans were left with just Pete from then on. As it turns out, “just Pete” was a pretty lousy trade-off.

Still, perhaps he does belong in the Hall—not for Pete’s sake, but for the fans and for the crystalline memories that, through the natural laws of time and space, cannot be altered by the revelations that followed. When he played, he was great and beloved. It changes how we look back on it, but even then, there are many unknowns. As far as former players are concerned, no one ever seems to have a negative thing to say about the man—at least, not regarding the times when he was legally permitted to step foot on a Major League Baseball field.
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Bob Boone (Phillies catcher, 1972–81) said of Rose’s absence from the team’s 20th anniversary of 1980 celebration, “I’m sad about what happened to him. But I’m also resentful that we have to talk about it on the reunion of us winning the World Series.”11 And that’s just it: once you know of the existence of Mr. Hyde, no one’s as interested in Dr. Jekyll’s glory days back in medical school.

It’s hard to quantify if or how Rose’s misdeeds would have altered the course of history. Through all the years and lies, the questions will never have satisfying answers. Hall enshrinement was Rose’s concern, but it shouldn’t be the fans’. The commish can’t ban the memories. To that point, the league explained in a statement made on May 13, 2025, “Commissioner Rob Manfred has concluded that MLB’s policy shall be that permanent ineligibility ends upon the passing of the disciplined individual.” So, for the first time ever, there is no official obstruction to Rose’s Hall of Fame entry. Of course, Barry Bonds, Mark McGwire, and Gary Sheffield know that it’s still no guarantee.



Larry Bowa

When the Phillies finally hoisted the Commissioner’s Trophy in 1980, some of the biggest names in franchise (and baseball) history adorned the red pinstripes. Most fans probably think first of Mike Schmidt, Steve Carlton, or Pete Rose, but baseball is fundamentally a team game. There’s a slew of unheralded players from that team and era, and Larry Bowa tops the list. He was the ultimate teammate. And he was better than you probably think.

Schmidt, the game’s greatest third baseman, overshadowed the outstanding shortstop who played alongside him for nine seasons in Philadelphia. The truth is, besides Schmidt, Bowa was probably the most consistent two-way player throughout the team’s dominant stretch in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

During that era, the Phillies had a little bit of an identity crisis:


	In 1976 Philly had one of the best starting rotations in baseball and won a franchise-record 101 games, leading the NL in starting pitcher wins with 75.

	Although the 1977 rotation was a massive disappointment, the team tied the 101-win mark behind the best offense and bullpen in the 18league (.279 BA, first in NL; four relievers with a qualified ERA under 3.00, leading MLB).

	In 1978 the rotation drastically improved (96 quality starts, compared to 88 in 1977 and 91 in 1976), but the team batting average plummeted 20 points (.258).

	The bullpen collapsed in 1979 (last in NL in holds; Ron Reed led bullpen with 4.15 ERA).



One of the team’s strengths that never really seemed to falter was its defense. Bowa played a very big part in that.

Bowa, a five-time All-Star, won two Gold Gloves, but was not a one-trick pony. During the 12 years he spent with Philadelphia, Dave Concepción and Garry Templeton were the only shortstops with more .280 seasons (Bowa, four; Concepción and Templeton, six). He actually led the Phillies in batting average in 1975 and 1979. He was no Cal Ripken Jr., but these were different times.

Shortstops simply were not expected to hit back then. Consider that from 1964 to 1983, the Baltimore Orioles posted a remarkable .588 collective win percentage, which averages out to 95 wins per full season. Mark Belanger logged the most innings for them at shortstop during that storied 20-year run, and he batted just .227 (1965–81). To Baltimore, Belanger’s eight Gold Gloves weighed way more than his bat ever could.

Bowa’s bat was the occasional cherry on top of his defensive prowess, as he led all NL shortstops in the 1970s in defensive WAR (15.6). These days, Cardinals wiz Ozzie Smith gets all the love, but Bo retired with the NL record for career games at shortstop (2,222) and the MLB career fielding percentage mark (.9797).

But that’s enough stats. Stats don’t tell the whole story, and Bowa’s is a lot of story to tell.

Rocky analogies get old quickly, but truly, Larry (Bal)Bowa is a real Philly guy—an underdog, overachiever, and leader who used every bit of his ability to excel repeatedly in the City of Brotherly Love. He’s the kinda guy who gets hit and keeps moving forward.

As long as we’re doing movie analogies, Rudy might be a more apt comparison (think “Five feet nothin’, a hundred and nothin’”). Bowa was cut from his high school team three years in row after being considered too small (his official MLB weight is listed at just 155 pounds). He eventually played, and played well, earning a spot on the hometown Sacramento City College 19team, where he was twice named All-Conference. He always had his sights set on the big leagues, but smaller guys who get cut in high school and go to community college don’t generally get to play for the Phillies—unless, very loosely umbrellaed under play, we include slinging bags of peanuts and Miller Lites up in the 700 level.

It’s not a glitch on his Baseball-Reference page (or much of a surprise); Bowa went undrafted. Rumor has it, the Phillies were the only team to show interest in him in free agency, after sending their California scout, Eddie Bockman, to see him play a doubleheader while at SCC. Naturally, Bowa got tossed from both games for arguing with the umpire. For better or worse, Bowa always seemed to lead with his fiery impulses.

At the 20th anniversary celebration of the 1980 championship team, Tug McGraw commented on Bowa’s (and Pete Rose’s) absence: “We called them the soup spoons. Because they were always stirring things up. Twenty years later, nothing’s changed.”12

Of course, Rose was banned from baseball, so he had an excuse. Bowa, however, was merely pissed off at the organization—just because. Phillies chairman Bill Giles said at the time, “Bowa claims he’s mad at me for whatever reason—I’m not sure why.”13 That’s just Bo.

Whatever it was, it blew over, and Bowa got the Phillies managerial job a year later. And years earlier, when he got thrown out of that doubleheader in front of Bockman, he still ended up getting signed. That was just Bo being Bo, and it was part of his competitive edge.

He consistently climbed the ranks through the minor leagues from 1966 to 1969, earning the starting shortstop job in 1970 and never looking back. Over the next 15 seasons (12, Philadelphia; 4, Chicago Cubs), he played in 91.2 percent of his team’s games (2,131 of 2,370 possible). Longevity and durability would be one of his hallmarks, both during and after his playing career.

Bowa, senior advisor to the Phillies’ GM as of publication, racked up an impressive postplaying career, coaching for the Phils (1989–96, 2014–17), Anaheim Angels (1997–99), Seattle Mariners (2000), New York Yankees (2006–07), and LA Dodgers (2008–10). His managerial stops included the San Diego Padres (1987–88) and Phils (2001–04), where he earned NL Manager of the Year for the 2001 season. He bounced around a bit, but through it all, he always seemed to be with Philadelphia for the biggest moments.

“It means a lot to me,” said Bowa when asked about the personal importance of being in uniform for the opening and closing of the Vet and opening 20of Citizens Bank Park. “It means I was here a long time, and I had to do something good to stay here that long. I was also [with Philadelphia] for the last game at Connie Mack … and then I went down to Clearwater and was there for the opening of the spring training site. We played the last spring training game at Jack Russell. So, I had a lot of openings and closings in my career, which, I thank the Phillies, and I thank the good man above for keeping me in good health.”14

Hopes and expectations vary from player to player. Mike Schmidt’s impact on the organization was almost ordained. But few would have guessed an undrafted free agent from Sacramento City College would Forrest Gump his way into some of the most pivotal moments in franchise history. (And that’s not a dig—Gump had game.) “The fact that I’ve been with the organization for a very long time, some of those things just fall into place, and they did.”15





21

#3 1980—The First One



“The love affair between the Philadelphia fans and that ballclub was something I’ll never forget.”

—Harry Kalas1




The Prelude: 1977

Spiritually, the tale of the 1980 Phillies began in 1977. As with most stories— this book, especially—failure and pain typically preempt glory. On its face, the 1980 season feels like the end of a bad joke. The franchise was closing in on its 100-year anniversary, with zero championships to show for it. But it’s hard for any fan to shoulder a load of that magnitude. The wounds of the 1977 season were still fresh at the time, and whether it’s real or make-believe (again, think Rocky I), it certainly seems as though what is meant to be in Philadelphia doesn’t always happen when it’s meant to be. In 1977 the Phillies were supposed to be MLB champions. In the end, just like Balboa, the Phillies would have to wait three years to get their happy ending.

The Phils won a franchise-best 101 games in ’77. The pieces had been falling into place for most of the decade, and the team’s trajectory seemed destined to conclude with a World Series trophy by season’s end. The club had seven consecutive losing seasons from 1968–74, but then everything seemed to click at once. Mike Schmidt emerged, collecting three consecutive home run titles from 1974 to 1976; Steve Carlton, after leading the league in losses in 1973 (20), put together a nine-year run from 1974 to 1982 with a cumulative 2.99 ERA and three Cy Young Awards; outfielder Greg Luzinski put together four straight All-Star seasons from 1975 to 1978. For a very long time, the Phillies seemed to come out on the losing end of roster building, but two trades in 1975 brought, arguably, the league’s best center fielder (Garry 22Maddox) and best relief pitcher (Tug McGraw) to the City of Brotherly Love. The rotation may have been their only weakness, as GM Paul Owens built a venerable superteam.

“The bullpen was stacked, the bench was stacked, the lineup was stacked,” said Mitchell Nathanson, author of The Fall of the 1977 Phillies. “Baseball will never see a complete club like that again.” (Nathanson said this in 2019, prior to Shohei Ohtani signing a team-friendly deal in 2024 to make the Dodgers, on paper, a nearly perfect ballclub. Never underestimate a professional sports team’s ability to throw money at a problem.)

The Phils led the league in RBIs, runs scored, batting average, on-base percentage, and slugging that year, but the bullpen was the not-so-secret weapon. They had the best ’pen in baseball, and they used it well. Those were the days when the bullpen was primarily a place for players who were not quite cutting it in the starting rotation—think backup singers who didn’t have the chops for center stage. Of course, that’s not how the bullpen is used today, and that’s not how Phillies manager Danny Ozark used his throughout the 1970s.

Aside from Cy Young winner Carlton, the rotation was a bit of a mess. Larry Christenson won 19 games despite a 4.06 ERA, but Jim Kaat and Randy Lerch were just 16–17 combined, with a cumulative 5.22 ERA.

The team’s top four relievers got plenty of work and dominated, with Ron Reed (124 1/3 innings pitched), Gene Garber (103 1/3), McGraw (79), and Warren Brusstar (71 1/3) sporting a collective 2.59 ERA. Those four horsemen were among just 12 relievers in the National League with an ERA below 3.00 (minimum 70 IP), and no other team in all of baseball had more than two! They had a generational ace in the rotation, but it was the four relief aces stashed up their sleeve that made for a very unfair game. It all added up to a team-record 101 regular-season wins. Of course, none of that stuff carries over to the postseason.

The Phillies entered the five game National League Championship Series as prohibitive favorites, but the Dodgers were no pushovers. They won 98 games and were the only NL team to top the Phils in homers. Let’s be honest—it was obvious both then and now that sure things don’t exist when it comes to Phillies baseball. Aside from maybe death itself, 95 years of failure is a universally depressing feat. Still, with all their strengths, the Fightins had the feel of a team that was too big to fail. Because the bullpen played a major part 23of Philadelphia’s success that regular season, it was no surprise that Garber and company would factor in heavily in the NLCS, for better or worse.

“The series was tied at 1–1, and whoever won that third game went up 2–1 in the best-of-five series,” recalled Garber. “We had Lefty going the next night…. [T]hat made Game 3 so important. In a short series, whoever wins two games has a decided advantage.”2

For most of the game, the pen was as advertised. Brusstar and Reed relieved Christenson early, surrendering zero runs in 2 2/3 innings of work, handing the ball off to Garber in the seventh with the score tied 3–3. In the eighth, the Phils scored two to make the score 5–3, which was seemingly more than enough cushion.

Garber, affectionately known as “Geno” by the screaming Vet Stadium fans, dominated. He induced eight groundball outs in a row and was one more away from closing out the game and delivering a crucial 2–1 series lead. Ninth inning, two outs, 0–1 count, best changeup, groundball pitcher in baseball on the mound—what could go wrong? Every $%&ing thing.

“[Dodgers pinch-hitter Vic Davalillo] lays down a perfect drag bunt,” Garber said. “He could not have rolled it out there any better. He got it past me, and the first baseman, Richie Hebner, couldn’t get it. Ted Sizemore tried to scoop it over, and Davalillo was safe. That’s when the nightmare started.”3

Credit Manny Mota, the next LA batter, for somehow getting under Garber’s deadly changeup, and lifting it to deep left field. Luzinski leapt slightly to snag it, but the ball popped out of his glove and off the wall. Davalillo scored, and an error on Sizemore from Luzinski’s throw moved Mota to third base.


Kevin’s Note

Manager Danny Ozark routinely replaced lumbering “Bull” Luzinski in left with the more sure-handed Jerry Martin as a late-inning defensive upgrade. Not doing that here was an obvious mistake that Ozark never really owned, telling reporters after the game, “If they tie it [or go ahead], Bull’s up third [in the bottom of the ninth].”4 That’s a silly supposition, but I’ll grant that it’s hard to predict that exact scenario, with a ground-ball pitcher throwing to a guy that was not at all a dead-pull hitter. Forget all that. Maybe I’m a victim of the conspiratorial question-everything, don’t-believe-your-lying-eyes affliction that has infected all aspects of 24modern discourse, but are we sure Bull didn’t catch that ball? The replays are from the 1970s—it’s grainy, and I feel like the ball might never actually have touched the wall. It landed in the very top of Luzinski’s glove, the glove hit the wall, the ball popped out, and finally, it landed in Bull’s hands. It seems possible that the ball never connected with a foreign surface, but the wall simply jarred the ball out of the glove. I’m not a flat-earther, but I’m all-in that #BullCaughtIt, even though he, himself, seems to be pretty sure it hit the wall. At the very least, I just wonder if maybe he could have pretended it never hit the wall and gotten the out call. The game came down to a blown call anyway.


Davey Lopes then came up and ripped a grounder to golden-gloved Schmidt, who was playing in. It ricocheted off his leather, and Larry Bowa barehanded it and fired to first, in time to get the batter and end the game—if the call had been properly made. It was not.

Said Larry Bowa, “Everything happened so fast. The ball came to me on one hop, I barehanded it, threw … and he was out. I just watched it again [in 2024]. But at the time, there is no replay rule, and the fact that [umpire] Bruce Froemming anticipated Lopes being one of the fastest guys in the National League, he just thought there was no way that could happen. But, it was a perfect storm, and it did happen. The call just didn’t go our way.”5

The result was heartbreaking because Hebner knew the throw beat Lopes—and Harry Kalas called it that way, at first, on the broadcast—but only one person’s opinion matters in times like these, and this time, it was the out-of-position umpire.

After recording the shoulda-been out, Hebner’s right hand shot up. Alas, the instinctual celebratory gesture quickly turned to fist-of-fury. Hebner was all over Froemming. Garber and Sizemore (each in a better position to see the play) were also furious. And after a fruitless Ozark protest, the insanity proceeded onward.

A botched pickoff attempt moved Lopes to second. A base hit up the middle just barely past the glove of Garber scored Lopes, and the Dodgers secured the lead and eventually the game, 6–5.

No, Luzinski batting third in the bottom of the ninth did not affect the outcome of the ballgame. In tragedies such as these, even the best-laid plans 25are destined to go up in smoke. It’s hard to blame him, just as it would be hard to blame Wile E. Coyote—the plot, it seemed, depended on him failing. Baseball is a funny game that way.

Truly, it was cartoonish the way things conspired against Ozark and the ’77 Phils: the best groundball pitcher in baseball gave up four groundballs, one catchable pop fly, and zero walks, somehow surrendering three runs and tanking a season 95 years in the making.

“I still wake up with nightmares from that game,”6 admitted Garber 30 years later. Garber pitched well, but no pitcher can hold their own against the LA Dodgers and fate.

Alas, what probably lessened the sting was the familiarity of outcome: 95 years, same result. That’s a lot of years to wait. So, what’s three more?



The Prestige: 1980

On paper, it would seem, that the Phillies were always building toward championship success in 1980. In reality, hopes were pretty low. The Black Friday collapse felt more like the beginning of the end, as the 1978 squad lost the NLCS again to the Dodgers, and 1979 culminated with just 84 wins, sending Ozark to the unemployment office before September call-ups.

Carlton was still an ace, but the thirty-five-year-old entered 1980 coming off the third-worst ERA performance of his career (3.62).

Pete Rose, who dominated in his first season in Philly (.331/.418/.430 in 1979), would turn thirty-nine before the team’s fourth game of the season.

They fielded the oldest batters in baseball that season (30.6 years, weighted by at-bats and games played). Bowa was thirty-four, Tugger thirty-five, and Reed thirty-seven—you get the idea. Time, a familiar foe for the winless franchise, was threatening to forcefully close Philly’s window.

Phillies fans were reading the room and were hesitant at first to buy in. Who could blame them? Outsiders are sometimes too quick to label Philly fans as fair-weather, but the context clearly pointed elsewhere—rationality be damned, the fans demanded excellence. The Cubs may have carried baseball’s most storied championship drought (1909–2015), but its ineptitude bred a palpable degree of benevolent apathy. Before winning it all in 2016, Chicago seemed awkwardly proud of its failure. Sure, fans wanted to win, but they also seemed comfortably wrapped up in the victimhood of their idiotic Curse of 26the Billy Goat. Fans in the City of Brotherly (Tough) Love just desperately wanted a winner, and nothing else would satiate.

On the eve of the opening game of the season against Montreal, the Phillies held an open practice for about four thousand fans, and Phils VP Bill Giles had a literal message for the Philly faithful: Plenty of Good Tickets Left. That’s what was printed on the sign hanging from Giles’s neck as he watched batting practice. Opening Day, typically an easy sellout for even the lowliest teams in baseball, was projected to be light on ticket sales. Giles, clearly sensing his aging squad needed a refresh, was marching into the 1980s with “New Hair, New Me” vibes.

Giles held a sort of spring cleaning sale before the start of the season, selling off all relics of the past, including their mascots. Phil and Phillis, most notably part of a home-run spectacular beyond the outfield wall since the Vet’s inception, were sold to a New Jersey amusement park (see photo in insert). To those not alive at the time to personally witness it (the writers of this book included), the description of the display’s capabilities sounds like a ChatGPT conjuring from the prompt “Make up a home run celebration display as aggressively 1970s and Philadelphia as physically possible.” Bill Giles’s description of the spectacle to the press in 1971 was a lot:


They are part of my home-run spectacular. When a Phillie hits a homer, Philadelphia Phil will appear between the boards in center field and hit a baseball. It will travel toward the message board in right center and strike a Liberty Bell. The bell will glow and its crack will light up. The ball will continue and hit little Philadelphia Phillis in the fanny and she will fall down. As she falls, she will pull a lanyard on a cannon and the cannon will explode. After smoke and sound effects, a Colonial American flag will drop down. Then my dancing waters will come into play to the tune of Stars and Stripes Forever.



Sports Illustrated staff remarked in the April 19, 1971, issue, “[W]hen Third Baseman Don Money produced a Phillie homer against Mauch’s Expos, ‘the ball’ (a light running unobtrusively along a track between Phil and Phillis) was barely visible, the bell failed to glow, Phillis struck a thoroughly warranted blow for Women’s Liberation by declining to fall down and the cannon smoke and the cannon noise went off independently of one another.” Bill Conlin 27noted of the display’s demise that it “functioned properly maybe three times in nine seasons.”7

Yikes.

While the front office seemed preoccupied with the past, the question of whether it had exorcized old demons was not top of mind for the players. “It was a good clubhouse,” according to shortstop Larry Bowa. “We had a lot of different personalities. We could be difficult [for the media] to deal with, but everybody stood up, especially when they wanted to compare us to the ’64 Phillies…. But none of us were around for all that. By the end of the summer, they made sure we knew everything about the ’64 Phillies.”8

The 1980 team certainly was not the most talented in team history, but experience was their 10th man, their secret weapon. Some reliable vets like Garber and Hebner were gone, but the front office filled the gaps with attitude.

Rose was added via free agency the previous season, and Dallas Green began his first full season as manager after a successful stint closing out the final 30 games of 1979. These additions—Green especially—represented tidal shifts in how the team operated, according to Bowa: “Danny [Ozark] was a real good manager; he let us play, left us alone. Dallas brought a little energy in there. He’d tell us, ‘You guys think you’re great. You’ve been reading your press clippings, but you haven’t won anything.”9

The Phillies were used to having one of the most talented lineups in baseball, but time and economics put a natural shelf life on that kind of thing. It’s extremely difficult to keep great teams together nowadays, when even the eight-hole hitters are getting eight-figure contracts. But, a budget—albeit much, much smaller—was a factor to be dealt with in 1980 as well.

The Cincinnati Reds surely felt the financial strain when they broke up the Big Red Machine in 1979, and that led to Rose signing the biggest contract in sports (four years, $3.2 million—that’s not a typo). If Phillies president and owner Ruly Carpenter insisted on fielding the best players in the game, the same financial fate was eventually going to befall Philadelphia. There was a palpable feeling among fans, players, coaches, the front office, spouses, hot dog vendors … that it was now or never.

“Ruly would come down to the clubhouse all the time and talk to us,” said Bowa. “And that spring training, he goes, ‘You know, we need to get this thing straightened out here, because I’m going to have to break this team up if we don’t go deeper into the playoffs.’

28
“It was understood. When he told us that in ’80, we realized he was giving us every opportunity to get to the World Series, and we just hadn’t done it. It wasn’t an ultimatum, but he planted a seed.”10

From the outset of the ’80 season, Green was planting seeds of his own— only, it was more of the Jack’s beanstalk variety. Green made his giant presence known. “In prior years, it seemed like tee times were more important than batting-practice times,” Green said. “In 1980, that was going to change.”11

The Phillies had proven time and again that talent acquisition alone was not enough to deliver the world championship. Green helped tighten the screws to squeeze a little bit more out of the outstanding players already in place.


In September, he took Maddox out a couple times; he took Luzinski out a couple times. He just got everyone’s attention real quick. He was a different personality, and it was clear there would be a different set of rules. It caught a lot of guys off guard, but not me—my personality was a lot like his. But [for] guys like Maddox and Schmidt, I don’t think it rubbed them the right way right away. But I think at the end, they understand what he was trying to do, to light a fire under us.

—Larry Bowa12



Though it had a storybook ending, the 1980 season was a boring read for much of the regular season. Many area sportswriters picked Philadelphia for fourth place in the Eastern Division, and for good reason. That was the position they finished in 1979, and the team seemingly wasn’t getting any younger or better. At the onset, that prediction seemed spot-on, as the Phils struggled out of the gate, going 6–9 in April. They followed that up with a 17–9 May, which was the pattern of inconsistency that defined the season. They were good enough to stay in contention but were not nearly as dominant top to bottom as they were in 1976–77.

A 10–3 stretch from June 4 to June 18 was immediately followed by a 2–8 stretch through June 28. They started August 3–6, and then won eight of the next nine.

The team’s future Hall of Famers made sure the pennant race always stayed tight. Schmidt (.286/.380/.624, 48 HR, 121 RBIs) was having his first MVP season, and Carlton (24–9, 2.34 ERA, 286 Ks) was on his way to collecting 29his third Cy Young Award. The Phillies turned the last couple weeks of the schedule into a postseason push.

On September 28, the Phils lost to the Montreal Expos, surrendering first place in the division to Canada by half a game. It would be the last meaningful game the Phillies dropped that season.

After sweeping the Cubs at home, the Phillies traveled to America’s Hat for a three-game series that would decide the division. The Phils and Expos both were 89–70. For
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Game One (October 7):


Phillies 3, Astros 1 (Veterans Stadium)





Game Two (October 8):


Astros 7, Phillies 4 (10 Innings, Veterans Stadium)





Game Three (October 10):


Astros 1, Phillies 0 (11 Innings, Astrodome)





Game Four (October 11):


Phillies 5, Astros 3 (10 Innings, Astrodome)







Game Five (October 12):


Phillies 8, Astros 7 (10 Innings, Astrodome)
















Game One (October 14):


Phillies 7, Royals 6 (Veterans Stadium)
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Game Two (October 15):


Phillies 6, Royals 4 (Veterans Stadium)





Game Three (October 17):


Royals 4, Phillies 3 (Royals Stadium)





Game Four (October 18):


Royals 5, Phillies 3 (Royals Stadium)
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Game Five (October 19):


Phillies 4, Royals 3 (Royals Stadium)



	Schmidt led off the ninth with the Phillies down one run. Amazingly— and certainly not something you’d see against a star slugger in today’s game—Brett played up on Schmidt to take away a potential bunt. Bunting was the furthest thought from Schmidt’s mind, as he ripped a leadoff single just past Brett, which would have otherwise been an easy catch for the third baseman had he been playing in his regular spot. Schmidt scored on a double by Del Unser, and Unser scored the eventual game-winner.

	The box score shows McGraw surrendering just one hit in three innings to close this one out, but his turn was wild. Tugger, who eventually walked the bases loaded, surrendered a near game-ending home run to Hal McRae with two men on and one out in the ninth. Maybe 20 feet the other way, the Royals would have been headed to Philadelphia needing just one win to take the Series.








Game Six (October 21):


Phillies 4, Royals 1 (Veterans Stadium)
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