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Introduction

A Closer Look at the Diamond’s Most Historic Duels

Of all professional sports, baseball remains unique for one reason. The outcome of every single baseball game is determined by the results of a series of individual duels—at-bats—between a pitcher and a hitter over the course of nine innings. Sometimes, a few more innings, if necessary. We call these duels matchups.

Millions of words and thousands of books have been written about the grand old game and the sport’s greatest players—including my own Last Time Out, my twice-revised book about the final major-league appearances of some of baseball’s legends. But so far, there hasn’t really been an up-close look at some of the game’s greatest matchups, a deep examination of those dramatic pitcher-hitter battles that were played out on diamonds all over America throughout the years. If you’re a baseball fan, you’ve already played them out in your mind.

How did Babe Ruth do against the fireballing Walter Johnson? What about his contemporary Ty Cobb? Who hit the most home runs off Nolan Ryan? (A: Will Clark, six.) Who gave up the most homers to Hank Aaron and Barry Bonds? How did Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams fare against the best of their era? What middle-of-the-road pitchers were way too tough for some of the Hall of Fame’s greatest hitters? What sorts of surprises will this up-close-and-personal look at these matchups reveal? What can we learn about the sport from taking a closer look at these historic duels on the diamond?

With the advent of the computer age and the modern technology that’s infiltrated the game at levels you could not imagine, there isn’t a manager in baseball who doesn’t study these matchup numbers on a daily basis. We all know about them, too. That wasn’t always the case.

Meet Ben Cantwell. A skinny right-handed junkballer from Milan, Tennessee, Cantwell had himself an 11-year major-league career (76-108). He’s perhaps most noted for having one of the worst single-season won-lost records in history, posting a 4-25 record for the woeful (38-113) Boston Braves in 1935. Those Braves were also the team that saw Babe Ruth’s final season. The Babe struggled through 28 games in the National League, hitting .181 with six homers, three of which came in a single game in Pittsburgh. Sadly, that was not his very last game like it should have been.
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Cantwell wasn’t always bad. Two years earlier, Cantwell was 20-10 with a 2.62 ERA for these same Boston Braves. But whether he was good or bad, despite what appears to be a pretty mediocre career, when it came to facing one of the greatest hitters in the history of the game, Cantwell was a combination of Christy Mathewson, Tom Seaver, and Sandy Koufax, without the strikeouts. When he matched up with the great Rogers Hornsby, to use the phrase coined by San Francisco Giants color man Duane Kuiper (or Mike Krukow, depends on who you ask), Cantwell had “ownage.”

It’s stunning. When you look at the career numbers of the great Hornsby, he of the .358 lifetime average and those seven batting titles, you can’t help but notice his exceptional lifetime numbers against the top hurlers of his era. Facing the best in the game in his time, nobody could get Hornsby out. Look at these numbers against the top starters: Burleigh Grimes .343, Wilbur Cooper .391, Eppa Rixey .324, Grover Alexander .371, Rube Marquard .366, Guy Bush .442. Grimes, Rixey, Alexander, and Marquard were all Hall of Famers.

Though he only struck out more than 50 batters in a single season once (57 in 1933), with his assortment of curveballs, changeups, and knuckleballs, Cantwell found a way to humble the great Hornsby, holding him to a stunning .130 batting average.
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In 33 plate appearances, he surrendered only one extra-base hit to one of the game’s greatest. The hit? A double to left in the third inning of a 9-2 loss at Wrigley Field near the end of Cantwell’s career. That was it. And let’s not forget that when Hornsby retired, he was fourth on the all-time home-run list behind Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, and Jimmie Foxx. By the way, Cantwell gave up 12 hits in that loss, which dropped his record that season to 4-11. Other guys didn’t seem to have problems getting hits, but Hornsby couldn’t hit him with a paddle. That’s baseball.

Cantwell’s “ownage” of Hornsby remains one of the fascinating elements of the sport. Regardless of how good a hitter a guy might be, there is always some pitcher out there who has his number. While to most of us, that particular pitcher might not have left his footprints on the sands of time, as A. J. Liebling might say, it doesn’t matter. There is always somebody who can get you out, even if they tend to be very mortal among the regular players, guys who seemed to have no problem getting their raps.

Consider the case of St. Louis Cardinals Hall of Famer Stan “The Man” Musial. Over a remarkably consistent major-league baseball career, Musial was amazing. Why, the old guy got two hits in his big-league finale off one of the game’s hardest throwers, Jim Maloney. By the way, those two hits gave Stan a perfect split on his hit totals home and away: 1,815 for each! It’s clear that the great Cardinals outfielder seemed to be able to handle any pitcher’s best stuff and did for a lot of years.

Like his fellow Cardinals great Hornsby, Musial’s lifetime numbers against the cream of the National League starting pitching crop were remarkable: Facing Warren Spahn, Musial hit .321, Robin Roberts .384, Curt Simmons .364, Don Newcombe .349, and Carl Erskine .336. He even roughed up a couple of hard-throwing Dodgers Hall of Famers before he retired: Don Drysdale (.324) and a kid named Sandy Koufax (.342).

But when it came to Sam “Toothpick” Jones, a well-traveled former Negro Leagues right-handed hurler who went on to amass a 103-104 career mark for the Cardinals, Giants, Tigers, Indians, and Orioles, Musial might as well have given way to a pinch-hitter.

They dueled in National League parks for five years and Jones had “ownage” over the great Musial, holding the Hall of Famer to a paltry .122 batting average, some 209 points below his career mark of .331. Even the greats have an Achilles’ heel.

The trouble with Jones started right away. Jones first faced Musial in 1955 holding him to 0-for-7 with two whiffs, then allowed a double in seven at-bats with two more Ks in ’56. It got worse. He didn’t face Stan for three years but didn’t lose his mastery. He held Stan to a very sad 1-for-18 in 1959. In fact, Jones held him hitless for most of that 1959 season, allowing only a two-run, eighth-inning single in a 5–2 Cardinal loss very late in the year.

Over the next two years, Stan figured him out a little bit better, collecting four singles in 17 at-bats combined in 1960 and 1961 as both of their careers wound down. Still, looking at the overall picture, it’s hard to imagine Stan Musial batting .122 against anybody.

There are times when these numbers tell you a lot about the development of a player. Kansas City’s great Hall of Famer George Brett, for example, could not hit the flame-throwing Hall of Famer Nolan Ryan with a boat oar. At first.

As a rookie, Ryan made mincemeat of the sweet-swinging Brett, holding him 0-for-21 (with six strikeouts) in 1974, Brett’s first full season. Brett managed a couple of hits in ’75 and four more (in 15 at-bats) in 1976, then struggled to a 1-of-8 in 1977. Still pretty lousy for an eventual Hall of Famer.

Then it clicked. From 1978 until the end of his career, Brett batted .407 against the fireballing Ryan. While he never reached him for a homer, Brett did make consistent contact. After whiffing 13 times in his first 49 at-bats, Brett never struck out more than twice in a year in the next seven seasons against the game’s great strikeout king. He had Nolan figured out. He learned how to prevail in the matchup.

Sometimes, one player’s consistency seems off the charts. The great Ted Williams, for example, had a career batting average of .344 over his long career. Facing the dominant pitcher of his era, Bob Feller, Teddy Ballgame managed to hit, you guessed it, exactly .344. But their matchup had some interesting shifts.

Feller pounced on the rookie in Williams’s first season, holding him to 2-for-18 (both extra-base hits, a double and triple). From there, other than an unusual 0-for-8 in 1947, Williams figured out how to dominate the matchup, giving Feller all kinds of trouble, hitting almost .400 (.398) including five home runs and a double in his final 13 at-bats against the Cleveland ace. Imagine that, the final 13 times he faced the Hall of Famer, Williams touched him for five home runs and a double, getting his career mark up to his standard—.344.

The idea for a deeper look at these historic pitcher-hitter matchups came from a conversation I had with my favorite player, my son, John, who had made The Show as a first baseman with the St. Louis Cardinals in 2020 and 2021 and the Pittsburgh Pirates in 2021. John was playing winter ball in the Dominican Republic and happened to mention that the pitching coach for his team was former Dodgers reliever Phil Regan. Phil Regan! I knew that name. But wasn’t he in his 80s?

After his remarkable 14-1 season in 1966, Regan earned the nickname “The Vulture” from Sandy Koufax for his knack for earning victories thanks to late-inning rallies by Dodgers hitters. So, the starter might work seven great innings, leave with the score tied or trailing, and the Dodgers would rally and give Regan the victory. All these years later, Regan was still in the game, working as a pitching coach for the Toros Del Este. He and John were to go play golf, so Dad did a little research to give John some conversational fodder.

In one start for the Detroit Tigers on August 28, 1960, pitching against the New York Yankees, Regan allowed four home runs (Dale Long, Johnny Blanchard, Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra) in a 5–2 loss. Digging a little further, in Regan’s matchups with Roberto Clemente, Roberto had “ownage” batting .533 with a home run, two doubles, and three triples. “I just couldn’t get him out,” he told John.

Researching all this, I wondered how some of the players I watched growing up did in these notable matchups. Boston’s Carl Yastrzemski, my favorite player before John came along, was a left-handed hitter and as I watched his career progress, I could see Yaz struggled against some left-handed pitchers. Lots of lefties can’t hit lefties. Seeing that ball breaking away from them is tough to handle. But you would figure that over time, you’d figure it out.

Not so. Yaz, who played for 23 seasons and had more big-league at-bats than just about everybody in the history of the game, never quite figured out how to hit left-handed pitching consistently. When I looked at his numbers, I was stunned. There were many lefties who “owned” him.

A fastball hitter, Yaz rocked Nolan Ryan’s overpowering fastball to a .340 clip with four homers. Yaz also tattooed Blue Moon Odom for a .447 average and five home runs. He drilled veteran Robin Roberts for a .444 average, slammed six homers off Denny McLain (.291) and seven off Pat Dobson (.265), all righties. While he did hit seven homers off lefty Mickey Lolich, Yaz didn’t hit much else (.226). That was a hint of what was to come.

Against some of the game’s better pitchers, Yaz was pretty ordinary or worse. Gaylord Perry held him to .161 with no home runs. When facing Jim Palmer (.243, four homers), Catfish Hunter (.219, four homers), Sam McDowell (.191, one homer), or Vida Blue (.204, zero homers), he looked like just another guy. Like a lot of players did against the game’s greatest.

So, if you’re going to have a Hall of Fame career, you’d better murder the regular old pitchers. And Yaz did, for the most part. But when teams went to the bullpen for that lefty, sometimes Yaz was lost. One particular reliever had a special kind of “ownage” of Yastrzemski, so much so, you wondered if it was hard for Yaz to even walk up to the plate to face him.

Reliever Darold Knowles, who had a 16-year-career for the Washington Senators, Oakland A’s, and other teams, posted a 66-74 mark with only eight starts, held the Hall of Famer to a brutal 2-for-26 (.077). The only two hits Yaz got off Knowles were an RBI single in 1969—after Knowles held him 0-for-6 with three whiffs. Yaz’s only other hit came three years later after going 17 straight at-bats without a hit (eight whiffs, two game-enders!). Yaz dumped an opposite-field flare.

The question is, would Red Sox managers let Yaz face Knowles in a key situation late in a game now? They all have that information waiting for them every game, probably didn’t then. Has it helped? How has the knowledge of these matchups changed baseball?
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In Diamond Duels: Baseball’s Greatest Matchups, we’ll take a close look at some of baseball’s greatest hitters and the pitchers who gave them trouble, as well as some of the game’s finest pitchers and the hitters they struggled with. We’ll also examine how, for some of the game’s best, their fortunes against certain pitchers—or hitters—changed over time. And finally, we’ll examine how the game itself has changed. And it has changed—a lot.

There was a time, for example, when, as a hitter, you could count on seeing a starting pitcher for at least three at-bats per game. Over the course of a long career, there was a lot of history, a set of matchup experiences to draw on. It might not have been written down, but it ran through the hitter’s mind. “He tries to get me out with his slider” or “He always goes to that pitch with two strikes.” Nowadays, there are hard numbers for every manager (and pitcher!) to use to his advantage.

One of the biggest indications for me of how the game has changed was uncovering the matchup between two 20-year National League veterans, Stan Musial and Warren Spahn. Musial, a 22-year vet, faced off against the 21-year Hall of Famer a staggering 356 times! Imagine facing one hitter over 350 times.

Though facing a fellow lefty, Musial started his run with two straight hits off Spahn and seemed to have the upper hand for most of his long career, clubbing 15 homers off Spahn, the most he hit off any one pitcher.

Spahn did manage to equalize things down the stretch, holding Musial to just one homer over the final six years of their matchup. And there were a few years (four) he held Musial under .200. But Stan wound up hitting .321 against Spahnie, quite a number against a Hall of Famer.

When you contrast Stan’s numbers with Derek Jeter, who started for the New York Yankees for 20 years, you see how the game has evolved. Even with his long American League career, Jeter had 100 or more at-bats against just three pitchers—the late Boston knuckleballer Tim Wakefield, the late Roy Halladay, and ex-Ray and Royal James Shields.

Unlike Musial, Ted Williams, Babe Ruth, and Joe DiMaggio, players from the earlier days, Jeter didn’t get to see starters for that third or fourth at-bat. Modern-day hitters have to get used to seeing a lot of arms, each one often for just a single at-bat. And with the increasing emphasis on velocity or the focus on one unhittable pitch which the hurler might be called on to toss for a single inning, the old cat-and-mouse game between the hitter and pitcher has changed, maybe forever.

The more recent you go, the fewer at-bats players get against a particular hurler. Take a look at current players, like the Los Angeles Angels’ Mike Trout. Trout had 88 plate appearances against Seattle ace Félix Hernández (.352, eight homers), but otherwise hasn’t faced any pitcher more than 60 times. That’s a lot less information than Stan Musial got to work with.

So, sit back and join me as we take a look through some of the most interesting matchups in the record books. Wandering through those long-ago box scores, there are some compelling stories. By the way, the stats collected here are courtesy of Stathead on the Baseball-Reference.com website. Enjoy the ride.









Chapter One

Stan Musial vs. Warren Spahn: 
An Epic Showdown

Warren Spahn (L) vs. Stan Musial (L)

CAREER MATCHUP: 1946–1963

Musial had 356 trips to the plate against Spahn.

Avg. .321 (98-for-305), 6 2B, 3 3B, 15 HR, 47 RBIs, 48 BB, 30 K
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There might have been a chuckle on the St. Louis Cardinals bench when they saw the Boston Braves bring in a skinny left-hander for mop-up duty on a mid-June afternoon at Braves Field. The Cards were up 8–4. On that June afternoon, neither Stan Musial, kneeling in the on-deck circle nor the slender left-hander with the elaborate peacock’s tail pitching delivery, arms and legs flying all over the place, could have imagined that each one would wind up as baseball immortals.

The 25-year-old Musial was on his way to an MVP season (.365, 50 doubles, 10 triples, 16 homers, 103 RBIs) while Braves manager Billy Southworth wanted to get a look at this 25-year-old lefty who’d spent the last three years in the 277th Engineer Combat Battalion, earning a Bronze Star for his efforts in the Battle of the Bulge.

Spahn’s elegant windup—both arms swinging behind him, then up over his head, high leg kick, and an over-the-top delivery—was certainly stylish, but could he get guys out? He got Erv Dusak to bounce one to Billy Herman, but Herman threw the ball away. Next up, Stan Musial.

Hunched in the far corner of the left-hand batter’s box, Musial looked a bit like a cat, all coiled to strike. Spahn fired and Musial spanked the ball into right field and Dusak scampered to third. Enos Slaughter lofted a sacrifice fly to center, but Spahn worked out of further trouble, getting Whitey Kurowski to pop out and Buster Adams to fly to right. He was in the big leagues now.

Spahn surrendered a single to Musial again in the eighth inning but allowed no more runs. Their diamond duel had begun. For the next 18 summers, they battled between the white lines, sometimes Stan getting the edge, Spahnie battling back.

Musial had the early edge. In ’47, Stan hit a couple of homers and was walked seven times. He owned ’48, ripping Spahn with a .526 average with two more homers, a double and triple.

Then Spahn took over and in ’49, held Musial to a double in his first 14 at-bats, then allowed a ninth-inning home run on June 17, another homer on August 28, but for the year, he held him to .200, a win. In 1950, Spahn held Musial to .267 and allowed a single home run. Stan battled back and batted over .300 in three of the next four years against Spahn, including a sizzling 1954 (.444, three doubles, one triple, two home runs).


Spahn Speaks Up—and Regrets It

It might have been at that point that Spahn regretted his earlier indiscretion. Talking with the New York Times’ Arthur Daley years later, he remembered hollering in to Musial from the mound in those early days.

“‘Listen, son,’ Spahn told him. ‘You’re never going to become a good hitter unless you change that silly-looking batting stance.’ Musial laughed so hard he missed the next pitch.”

Things seemed to change Spahn’s way in 1956, when he was en route to his seventh 20-win season. He finally seemed to find a way to shut the Musial train down. Other than a harmless sixth-inning home run back in April, Spahn was finally getting him out. Stan was a rough 1-for-16 for the season heading into Spahn’s final start of the season, on September 29.

Hooked up in a pitching duel with the Cardinals’ Herm Wehmeier, the two hurlers battled into the 12th inning, unthinkable today. Starting the 12th, Spahn got Alvin Dark to bounce out and up came Musial, who was pretty much 0-for-the-year against him. Next thing you knew, Musial’s bat flashed, there was a line shot down the right field line, and Stan had himself a double! The hit raised his season average against Spahn to .118. When Whitey Kurowski lashed a double to left, Musial came around to score, handing Spahn a 2–1 loss in his regular-season finale.

After they both had retired, Musial offered kind words about the lefty. “Facing Warren was the greatest challenge I knew because this man was a pitching scientist, an artist with imagination.” Years later, Musial, working for Cardinals management, actually hired Spahn to manage the Cardinals’ Triple-A team.

“Musial,” Spahn said once, “was the hardest man to fool. He had an average of .321 against me, but I never brooded when Stan hit me. The time to worry was when some .250 hitter knocked my cap off with a line drive.”

Spahn’s wry remark on Musial’s retirement had a little wrinkle to it. “I don’t know how anyone can miss a toothache, but I’m going to miss you.” Most of us thought Spahn’s pain would have been located a little lower.

After that end-of-the-season loss and that Musial double, their duel reverted to the way it began. Musial ruled ’57 (.438, four doubles, one homer) and ’58 (.462). Over the next five seasons, Spahn faced Musial fewer than 10 times each season and Spahn had the edge in three out of five seasons (.167, .125, .143). In one bold moment in 1957, Spahn even had the last laugh.

In mid-August, Spahn found himself in a difficult situation. The Cardinals, losers of nine in a row, were desperate to stay in the pennant race while Spahn’s Braves, winners of 10 straight, had a 7½-game lead.

Two days after Spahn had pitched a complete game win over Cincinnati, Braves manager Fred Haney brought the lefty on in relief in the ninth with the score tied 3–3 to face left-handed hitter Wally Moon. Reds manager Fred Hutchinson, seeing Spahn come in, made his own countermove, sending up Del Ennis. To the surprise of everyone, including Ennis, Spahn called for an intentional walk. He wanted to face the next guy. Yes, Stan Musial.
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Sure enough, Spahn knew what he was doing. He got Musial to rap into a double play and the Braves went on to win in 11 innings.

In their swan song year of 1963, Musial managed a pair of hits in Spahn’s 3–1 loss to Lew Burdette on a Thursday afternoon in July. He only had one last at-bat against the lefty on a Friday night in September in Busch Stadium.

And Spahn, a 20-game winner for the final time that season, didn’t have it on this night and got bombed. In the first, Musial doubled, and a Ken Boyer homer staked the Cards to a 2–0 lead. And the hits kept on coming and Spahn couldn’t get out of the second. When opposing pitcher Curt Simmons reached him for a double, he got the hook.

History does not record Spahn’s reaction to that last double by the opposing pitcher. But it might have been this: At least it wasn’t that damn Musial.










Chapter Two

The Big Train Faces Ty and The Babe

Walter Johnson (R) vs. Ty Cobb (L) and Babe Ruth (L)

CAREER MATCHUP: COBB and RUTH vs. WALTER JOHNSON

COBB (1917 to 1926) 92 trips to the plate: .398 (33-for-83), 7 2B, 3 3B, 0 HR, 14 RBIs, 9 BB, 5 K

RUTH (1915 to 1927) 128 trips to the plate: .280 (38-for-102), 8 2B, 2 3B, 7 HR, 20 RBIs, 19 BB, 25 K

They were the yin and yang of the American League in the early days of major-league baseball. Tyrus Raymond Cobb, the firebrand hands-apart batting wizard who wound up with the game’s highest lifetime average of .366 and George Herman Ruth, the ultimate swing-from-the-heels natural home run king who transformed the sport and caught the imagination of the nation, two players who were complete opposites in every way.

For a good chunk of their careers, they shared the national baseball stage with the greatest pitcher of their time, the Washington Senators’ whip-armed Walter Johnson. There wasn’t quite anyone like Johnson, firing unhittable fastballs for 20 seasons, winning 417 games for a not-very strong franchise, amassing a still-record 110 shutouts, nine times recording an ERA under 2.00, twice fanning over 300 men in a season in a time when that just wasn’t done.

[image: ]
Walter Johnson
Wikimedia Commons

Looking back, much has been made of Cobb’s impressive .398 average against the great Johnson and those numbers are undeniable. But a closer look shows that that career mark was largely built on a couple of sensational seasons—1921 and 1922—when Johnson, then 33, was starting to feel the effects of all those innings and all those seasons. In 1921, Johnson was coming off his worst season (8-10, 3.13 ERA, only 143.2 innings) and went 17-14 with a then-career high 3.51 ERA, having allowed 265 hits in 264 innings, a long way from his usual standard. He slipped a little more in 1922, falling to 15-16, 2.99 ERA, 283 hits allowed in 280 innings. Not the usual numbers.

With that as context, seeing Cobb collect 11 hits in 15 at-bats in 1921 (.733 with one double and one triple) wasn’t all that surprising. When you look closer at those 15 at-bats, the shine comes off that achievement even more.

In order, here’s Cobb’s 15 at-bats that season: pop fly single to short right field, walk, pop fly to deep third base, groundout, infield hit to first base, triple to right field, single to left field, walk, infield hit to second base, bunt single, groundball single to center, double to right-center, ground single to right, groundout, single to right, groundout, flyout. What is it? Pesky.

Yeah, he drove in six runs, but Johnson won three times against the Tigers, lost four.

The next season, it was more of the same, seven hits in 12 at-bats, two doubles, one triple, four RBIs as Johnson went 1-3 vs. the Tigers. So, if you take away that remarkable two-season run (18-for-27, .667), Cobb’s numbers in the other seven seasons he faced Johnson were just okay—15-for-56, .268. Nothing to brag about.

For Ruth, who began as a pitcher-hitter for the Boston Red Sox, his first full season as a regular player was 1919 and he did well against Johnson, with a .400 mark, adding a double and triple. Dealt to the Yankees in 1920, Ruth swatted 54 homers but none against Johnson, who held him to a pair of doubles and a .429 average that season. The Yankees beat Johnson three of the four times they faced him.

It wasn’t until 1921 that Ruth connected for his first home run off Johnson in his first at-bat against him on April 25, then another on May 7, and a third on June 25. Ruth hit .389 with four RBIs and five walks, making his mark in the American League. Johnson went 3–2 against the Yanks that year and Ruth went on to clobber 59 home runs, then an American League record.

In Ruth’s star-crossed 1922 season, Johnson was able to toy with him, holding him to .182 (4-for-24) with a lone homer, a solo shot on August 29, a 3–1 Yankee win. That was the year Ruth was suspended six weeks for barnstorming in the offseason, losing his World Series share ($3,500). He also got suspended twice more for arguing with umpires and throwing dirt on them.

Ruth rebounded over the next two seasons (1923 and 1924) against the fading Senators star, going 10-for-19 (.526) with a couple more homers, three doubles, and a triple. And they shared a historic moment in 1925, the year of “The Bellyache Heard ’Round the World” when Ruth was out for two months with an abscess and wasn’t able to return to the lineup until June 1. And who did he end up facing? Walter Johnson.

Johnson’s Senators, who had shocked the world by winning the 1924 World Series, thanks in part to Johnson’s dramatic relief appearance in Game 7, were playing quite well. They began the month of June in second place while the struggling Yankees were trying to adjust to life without Ruth in the lineup. As a result, Yankee fans weren’t exactly enthused about their team and only about 10,000 fans showed up for the Monday afternoon showdown, even though it was advertised that The Babe was returning to the lineup.

Ruth came up against Johnson in the second inning and nubbed a weak grounder back to him. Later, he ripped a long foul to right field, then walked. Further on into the game, after being thrown out at the plate trying to score on a Bob Meusel double following that walk, Ruth fell down in right field while snagging a Joe Judge liner, and manager Miller Huggins took him out of the game. Johnson went on to win, 5–3.

In 1926, Ruth turned it up against the fading Johnson with three doubles, a homer, and a .462 average. Johnson bowed out after the 1927 season. He fanned Ruth one more time that year, then surrendered a single to him, working four innings in relief in a 12–1 Senators loss in June. But he had one more connection to The Babe.

It was September 30, the next-to-last game of the regular season. Johnson’s days as a starter were gone, like his arm. He was seated on the bench as young lefty Tom Zachary stood on the hill at Yankee Stadium, facing the formidable Yankees featuring Ruth and Lou Gehrig, one of the mighty teams in baseball history, who were on their way to winning 110 games. Zachary had a goal. Ruth had swatted 59 homers, matching his record 1921 total and with two games to go, he wanted to get to 60.

Zachary was just as determined not to let that happen. He walked Ruth in the first, surrendered a ground single to right field in the fourth, and another ground single in the sixth. The fans were loud when Ruth came up for the last time in the eighth, the score tied 2–2, Mark Koenig on third after he had hit a triple.
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Zachary fired a fastball low and away and Ruth picked it off his shoe tops and launched it into the right field seats for number 60 and a 4–2 Yankee lead. Ruth had his 60th and the New York crowd went wild. When it came to the top of the ninth, who did fate have due to come up? Young Tom Zachary. So, Senators manager Bucky Harris had pity for the young hurler and called on a future Hall of Famer, a guy who had actually been used as a pinch-hitter several times throughout his career.

Walter Johnson stepped up for the final time he was on a major-league field and lifted a flyball that had to go to only one guy. Sure enough, Babe Ruth reached up and caught it to end the game and the great career of Walter Johnson.









Chapter Three

Whitey Ford: Handle with Care

Whitey Ford was not only the New York Yankees’ winningest pitcher of all time, he was one of the few that was actually homegrown. As the game’s wealthiest franchise, the Yankees have always been a team well known for renting some of the game’s great pitchers, hurlers who may have cut their teeth with other organizations and then came to the Yankees to cash in.

The list of Yankee mercenary hurlers is a long and distinguished one—Catfish Hunter, Roger Clemens, Randy Johnson, CC Sabathia, Mike Mussina, Luis Tiant, Mike Torrez, Goose Gossage, David Wells, David Cone, and Sparky Lyle among others.

You could even include Babe Ruth on that list. You don’t hear much about it, but Ruth actually did pitch for the Yankees—twice in 1921, once in 1930 and once more in 1933, winning four games in all. He even struck out Ty Cobb.

Ford, on the other hand, started his career and ended it as a Yankee. His arm ailing, he threw just one inning of his final start in Detroit on May 21, 1967, in the first game of a doubleheader. Ford walked into the dugout, told Yankee manager Ralph Houk he was done, and flew back home to New York. That was that.

It was a great career, certainly. Ford’s lifetime mark of 236–106 got him into baseball’s Hall of Fame with no questions asked. His Yankees appeared in 11 World Series over his career, and his 22 World Series starts, 10 Series victories, and 94 strikeouts in 146 Series innings are totals that will never be challenged.
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When you take a closer look at Ford’s long career, you find some surprises. It’s not hard to find former Yankees who’ll say “if you had to win one game, Whitey Ford is the guy.” But how does Whitey Ford match up with history? Was that actually the case? No!

Despite many opportunities, he never was the guy to pitch the deciding game of any one of those many World Series—with the “what-the-hell” exception of Game 4 of the 1950 World Series against Philadelphia in Ford’s rookie year.

In that case, the Yankees were up, 3–0, and knew the Phillies were overmatched. That ended up being Whitey’s only deciding-game performance. And looking back, he had several other opportunities. It is surprising to see that, considering Ford is someone who holds so many World Series records.

Now, Yankee manager Casey Stengel did have him warm up in the first inning of Game 7 against the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1956 when surprise starter Johnny Kucks gave up a walk and a first-inning single at Ebbets Field. Stengel did have Ford trot down to the bullpen and warm up during the seventh inning of Game 7 against the Pittsburgh Pirates four years later, even though he pitched a complete game the day before. He sat him down after a few throws, and two innings later, Bill Mazeroski’s homer off Ralph Terry gave the Pirates the World Series title. But he never came in either game.

For a large part of his career while Casey Stengel was his manager, who Ford started against and where he pitched was carefully and sometimes, curiously managed. And nobody ever says much about it.

Whitey Ford was a most effective starting pitcher for the New York Yankees from 1953 through 1965. He pitched parts of two more seasons but was just 4-9 in his final two seasons.

When you look at his career numbers, it’s the Casey Stengel years—1953 to 1960—that make you stop and look. Ford’s starts were so carefully managed, you had to wonder. What was Casey afraid of?

Looking back, Ford had just a dozen starts at Boston’s Fenway Park across his career, posting an ERA of 6.16. Under Stengel, he faced Boston 17 times, but almost always in New York. Casey had him pitch just five times at Fenway Park. He had just 42 starts against Boston for his whole career with almost twice as many against the White Sox, starting 73 games. Think about that; 73 against the White Sox, 42 against the Red Sox. That’s a big difference, isn’t it?

Those career starts are revealing. Whitey had 64 starts against the Orioles, 57 against the Twins and Indians, but just 47 against the Tigers. Just 42 vs. archrival Boston? Only 47 vs. the Tigers? Why the difference? He was pitching for the mighty Yankees, after all. It wasn’t like they weren’t going to give him some runs. Does this make us reassess Ford’s career?
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Stengel was convinced that Ford would only pitch against the Red Sox at spacious Yankee Stadium. In fact, Boston’s great star Ted Williams, who hit .378 lifetime against Ford, managed only one career home run off him, that a pinch-hit job on September 27, 1957, a game at Yankee Stadium where Ford was up 7–0 in the ninth inning.

Though statistical breakdowns against a particular pitcher weren’t common in those days, Stengel and later Ralph Houk must have known some of Boston’s other top hitters—Jackie Jensen (.321), Carl Yastrzemski (.296), Eddie Bressoud (.368), Ken Harrelson (.391), Tony Conigliaro (.364), and Vern Stephens (.450)—had great numbers against the crafty lefty. So, for the most part, Stengel kept him from the Fenway mound.

As noted, the team Casey would let Ford pitch against was the Chicago White Sox. Since Ford had 73 lifetime starts against the ChiSox, it’s not surprising that when you run down the list of how American League batters fared against #16 over his long career, those players with the most at-bats against him are almost all former White Sox. Here’s the top of his list: Nellie Fox (201 plate appearances, .268); Luis Aparicio (178, .234); Minnie Minoso (169, .262); Al Smith (169, .262); Sherm Lollar (125, .269); Jim Landis (119, .229); Chico Carrasquel (114, .255).

Whether it was to control their running game, or Stengel’s insistence in pitching him in a big ballpark, Stengel started Ford vs. the White Sox 49 times over those seven years he ran the club, way more than against any other team.

Let’s look at Ford’s starts under Stengel. In the 1957 season, for example, Ford started seven games against the White Sox, five against the Senators, five against the Orioles, one against Kansas City, two against the Tribe, and only four against Boston, three of those at Yankee Stadium.

When he did get a start at Fenway on August 14, he couldn’t get through the second inning, giving Ted Williams an intentional walk in the first inning! He went 11-5 that season.

The 1958 season was similar; Ford had just one start against the archrival Red Sox at Yankee Stadium on August 8, a 2–0 shutout. That season, he had six starts against the White Sox including a game where he struck out six hitters in a row, five starts against the Tribe, five against Kansas City, four against the Senators, and four against the Orioles. Just one against the Tigers, one against Boston en route to a 14-7 record. Interesting, isn’t it? If you’re the team’s ace, you only face the Red Sox once? In an entire season?

Playing for such a dynamic, high-scoring team, you would have expected more decisions from him, wouldn’t you? Maybe that was good managing; the Yankees sure did win a lot of games. But when you think of an ace, you don’t expect a manager to say, “Naw, we’ll pitch you Tuesday in Chicago instead of Sunday in Boston.”


World Series Wonder?

While Ford’s World Series numbers are extraordinary and likely will never be approached, what remains surprising is when it came to selecting a pitcher for what should have been the decisive game of those Series, Casey Stengel and later, Ralph Houk always seemed to pick someone else. Normally, when you have an ace, you usually give him the start in Game 1 of the World Series, figuring that he can likely come back at least once more and maybe even be around for a Game 7.

As baseball fans know, pitchers like Bob Gibson, Lew Burdette, Mickey Lolich, Christy Mathewson, and Randy Johnson have been able to win three games in a single World Series. Neither Stengel nor Ralph Houk ever gave Whitey Ford that chance—even with all the World Series opportunities he had.

Stengel’s decision in 1960 to start Art Ditmar in Game 1 instead of Ford ended up costing the Yankees another title in the minds of many. Ditmar was routed in his two starts, while Ford threw a pair of shutouts against the Pirates.

“That was the only time I was mad at Casey,” Ford told Fay Vincent in his book We Would Have Played for Nothing. “I didn’t let him know I was mad but I was really annoyed that he did that . . . you know I would have had a chance to pitch three games.”

“There never had been a Series as wacky as this one,” teammate Bobby Richardson told the New York Times after the Yankees’ stunning defeat. “It also left Casey’s decision to hold back Ford even more open to second-guessing. And with leads of 10 and 12 runs, he let Whitey pitch complete games, eliminating the chance that he might have been available for a batter or two in relief in the seventh game.”

Much of Ford’s cache comes from his World Series numbers. Thanks to the Yankee dynasty, Ford got the chance to pitch in 11 different Series and amass those amazing numbers. But never a Game 7. Surprising, isn’t it?



Whitey in the Series

Whitey’s first World Series start was terrific. Stengel let the rookie start Game 4 of the Yankees’ four-game sweep of the Philadelphia Phillies in 1950 and the rookie went into the ninth with a shutout. But when left fielder Gene Woodling dropped a flyball, ruining his shutout, Stengel brought in Allie Reynolds to get the last out for Ford. The Yankee crowd booed and Ford, at first, thought they were booing him. Turns out they were booing Stengel.

Afterward, Ford also found out firsthand about the New York media and its impact—good and bad. New York Times columnist Arthur Daley shared a story of ex-Cardinal great Dizzy Dean complimenting Ford on his Game 4 win.

“It wasn’t anything,” Ford told Diz, according to Daley. “No wonder you became a thirty-game winner in that crummy National League. I would win forty myself.”

After some years in the service, Ford returned to the Yankees and pitched twice in both the 1953 and 1955 Series, taking the Game 1 loss in 1953 after the Dodgers nailed him for a three-run first but rebounded by throwing seven strong innings in Game 6, leaving with a 3–1 lead
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