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            “What would life be if it weren’t for the remembrances? We have the future of which
               we know nothing, we have the present, which is so close and moving so swiftly by that
               we can’t make much of it, but the past is as clear as our memories will allow. It’s
               the memories of the past that convince me how important what I am doing is in the
               present.” —Jack Hannah, brother of Joe Hannah, a catcher for the 1956 Los Angeles
               Angels
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         Garvey hit a two-run walk-off homer to beat the Cubs in the fourth game of the National
         League Championship Series, the key blow in the Padres’ winning the best-of-five series.
         Our shared history made Hank the ideal editor for critiquing the manuscript and making
         it better. 
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      It’s customary for an author to thank his or her spouse profusely for their support
         and understanding during the long and arduous process of writing a book. My wife of
         nearly forty-nine years, Mary, had grounds for divorce many times as I spent countless
         hours away from home doing player interviews and poring through microfilm for newspaper
         stories that help bring the past to life again. Mary never complained, and she never
         questioned why I was spending so much time with people almost everybody else has forgotten.
         She understands the importance of telling their stories.
      

      
      
   
      Preface

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Davy Crockett was bigger than ever in 1955, and the number of raccoons was getting
         smaller and smaller.
      

      
      From the mountain tops of Tennessee to the beaches of California, kids were wearing
         coonskin caps while singing “The Ballad of Davy Crocket” along with Fess Parker, the
         actor who played the legendary frontiersman in a television miniseries that was just
         as popular as the song. The Crockett craze connected with millions of kids across
         the United States.
      

      
      Contrast this with baseball, the so-called national pastime. Baseball had a national
         following, but there were only sixteen major league teams and none west of Missouri.
         And there was no ESPN, cable TV super channels, or Internet to narrow the gap between
         East and West. East was east, west was west, and newspaper columns titled “Eastern
         Sports” reminded us of the difference. 
      

      
      In Los Angeles, where I was born and grew up, we had the Pacific Coast League (PCL),
         our own major league. The “big leagues” didn’t arrive in southern California until
         1958, when the Brooklyn Dodgers vacated Ebbets Field for the Coliseum in L.A.
      

      
      Officially, the PCL was a minor league and considered open classification. All of
         the other thirty-two minor leagues in 1955 were class AAA or lower down to class D.
         With television providing more and varied forms of entertainment, attendance at major
         and minor league games was steadily declining. As high as fifty-nine in 1949, the
         number of minor leagues would shrink even more to twenty-eight in 1956.
      

      
      My favorite team was the Los Angeles Angels—a name later adopted by the city’s first
         major league team in the American League. They had a working agreement with the Chicago
         Cubs, and like the Cubs, the Angels’ home ballpark was named Wrigley Field. They were
         both located in residential neighborhoods and their friendly confines almost identical
         in size and appearance down to the ivy-covered brick walls in left field.
      

      
      We didn’t need a front-row seat to see the faces of the players or hear their bantering.
         The crack of the bat, the popping of a mitt from a blazing fastball, and the yells
         of the vendors and fans could be heard almost anywhere in the ballpark. We didn’t
         need binoculars to see a home run wreak havoc on one of the houses protruding above
         the left-field wall. We followed the house as closely as a pitched ball because the
         two could meet at any moment in a game. “No one would dream of sitting down for dinner
         without wearing a fielder’s glove,” wrote Ned Cronin of the house in the Los Angeles Times.[1]     
      

      
      I started going to Wrigley Field in L.A. in 1953 with my father, Reverend Hooper W.
         White, and my older brother, Don. That was the year we moved to Ontario, California,
         so Dad could pastor a church there. In late 1955 he changed churches again, this one
         in El Monte and closer to Wrigley Field—about thirty minutes via a new freeway. Baseball
         was a way for Dad to relax and escape the stress and pressure of the ministry. That
         was fine with me. I was ready to go to beautiful Wrigley Field any time he wanted.
      

      
      It didn’t matter whether the Angels were winning and that’s good because usually they
         lost more than they won. In 1954, they finished nineteen games below .500 and sixth
         in an eight-team league. Our hope and excitement for the Angels in 1955 were greater
         than ever because of two hulking players—James Buster “Buzz” Clarkson and Steve Bilko.
         I didn’t know anything about Buzz and Bilko until they arrived in L.A., Buzz at the
         beginning of spring training and Bilko near the end.
      

      
      Everything is larger than life to a nine-year-old kid, which is how old I was at the
         time. No imagination was needed to pump up Buzz and Bilko. Not only were they big,
         they were shaped differently than the mostly slender players around them. The barrel-chested
         Buzz was about as round as a beer keg and moved like one. He appeared to play third
         base in slow motion, standing flat-footed as he flipped the ball to first base. “Just
         get it there in time to retire the batter,” he said. “Saves wear and tear on the arm,
         too.”[2]    
      

      
      At the plate, he lived up to his press clippings as a masher. To my eyes, Buzz was
         the second coming of Josh Gibson, the legendary Negro League slugger. Bilko was another
         Babe Ruth. 
      

      
      Many years later, Joe Garagiola, a teammate of Bilko’s with the St. Louis Cardinals
         and Cubs and a long-time TV–radio announcer, told me, “I can see why Bilko would give
         you the hope of being the next Babe Ruth. When he hit a ball, he hit it. It sounded,
         it looked, and it acted like a home run.”
      

      
      I always wondered why Bilko went from being King Kong in the minors to a cream puff
         in the majors, as menacing as a Ding Dong cupcake.
      

      
      In three monstrous seasons for the PCL Angels, he hit 148 homers. Fifty-five of them
         came in 1956 when he was Minor League Player of the Year and inspired the team’s nickname,
         “The Bilko Athletic Club,” and comparisons to all-time great minor league teams. Bilko’s
         name was used for the main character in a hit 1950s television show that later became
         a movie starring Steve Martin as Sgt. Bilko. Hallmark even featured Bilko in a Peanuts greeting card booklet published several years after his retirement from baseball.
      

      
      In 1,553 games in the minors, Bilko slugged 313 homers. In 600 major-league games,
         he managed only seventy-six. Six times he failed to stick with the Cardinals. The
         lowly Cubs let him go, followed by the Cincinnati Redlegs, Los Angeles Dodgers, and
         Detroit Tigers. Not until the American League expanded from eight to ten teams in
         1961, adding the Angels, did Bilko find success in the majors.
      

      
      In 1976, twenty years after Bilko’s magical season in L.A., I spent a day with him
         at his home in Nanticoke, Pennsylvania. I was primarily interested in understanding
         why he wasn’t as dominating in the major leagues as he was in the minors. I was researching
         a book on players who were great in the minors and flops in the majors. 
      

      
      My book on Bilko and other minor league stars was put on hold while I raised a family
         and worked in the corporate world, moving from Kansas to Ohio to Minnesota and, finally,
         to Kingsport, Tennessee, home of Dave Hillman, the ace of the 1956 Angels pitching
         staff. I did a telephone interview with Dave in 1976, but we didn’t meet face-to-face
         until 2000.
      

      
      Over lunch, Dave was thumbing through the 1956 Angels yearbook I brought with me.
         When Dave came to a photo of Hy Cohen, another Angel pitcher, he asked, “Whatever
         happened to Hy Cohen?”
      

      
      A month into the 1956 season, Dave was nursing a sore right throwing arm. He had pitched
         to only one batter prior to facing the Seattle Rainiers in Seattle.
      

      
      “They gave me the ball to pitch,” Dave recalled. “They wanted to find out if I could
         make it, and if I couldn’t, I would’ve been gone. Hy was 5–0 at that point. Of course,
         I made it. I beat Seattle. I was on my way.
      

      
      “And then Hy was shipped out. That always bothered me. I’ve thought about it many
         times. Why was Hy shipped out? I don’t know what happened to him. All I know is that
         he was gone.”
      

      
      The passing of forty-four years failed to ease Hillman’s burden.

      
      “I always felt in my heart that I was the reason he was sent out. He was a fine, good-looking
         boy. Whatever happened to him?”
      

      
      Baseball is a game of revolving doors. Players come and go quickly, sometimes never
         to be seen nor heard of again. Dave’s question made me curious to find out more about
         Hy Cohen and why a pitcher with a perfect record of five wins and no losses—the best
         in the league at the time—was sent to the lower minors.
      

      
      I wound up interviewing twenty-six members of the 1956 Angels, including Cohen.

      
      With few exceptions, the telephone numbers and addresses of the 1956 Angels and other
         players interviewed were listed in the phone book or available online, and they gladly
         talked with me.
      

      
      When I called Frank DiPrima, a second baseman for the Angels in 1953, he was feeling
         the effects of medication he was taking for cancer. “You made me feel a lot better,”
         DiPrima said as our conversation was coming to a close. “You made me feel good.”
      

      
      DiPrima died three and one-half years later at the age of eighty.

      
      DiPrima and Gene Mauch traded places in ‘54, Mauch moving to L.A. and DiPrima to Atlanta,
         where Mauch was player-manager the year before.
      

      
      I interviewed Mauch by telephone in August 2000, twelve years after he quit as manager
         of the California Angels. He had become a recluse, rarely talking with the media.
         We had a friendly, free-wheeling discussion about the 1956 Angels until I mentioned
         comments by Chuck Stevens, a member of the Hollywood Stars from 1948 to 1954 and an
         outspoken critic of the team. “I enjoyed the first twenty minutes of our talk and,
         then, I got in kind of a bad frame of mind,” Mauch admitted.
      

      
      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      
      “No, that’s all right,” Mauch replied. “I don’t know what the hell gives him that
         much credibility. Oh, well, I like Chuck.”
      

      
      As the years passed and the book remained unfinished, Jack Hannah, brother of 1956
         Angels catcher Joe Hannah, gave me a pep talk in the form of a letter. Jack was a
         major league pitching prospect until he hurt his throwing arm. He became an outstanding
         high school baseball coach and a songwriter-singer for the Sons of the San Joaquin.
         “How important is what you are doing?” Jack asked. “This is not the question. The
         question is: Just how important is what you are doing to you? I have never written a song because I wanted to impress anyone with my writing skill.
         I wrote it because God gave it to me. I’ll let Him decide how He will touch others
         with it. God has a way of using, for His glory, what we do as a response to His ‘nudgings’
         and ‘whispers.’
      

      
      “Don’t discredit or minimize what you are doing with your story,” Jack concluded. “You were impelled to do it. So finish it.”
      

      
      The Bilko Athletic Club is finished. My hope is that the stories of the 1956 Angels touch you as much as
         they did me. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Los Angeles Times, September 15, 1956, A3.
               

            

         

         
            2. Ibid., July 20, 1955, C2.
               

            

         

      

   
      Foreword

      
         
         
         John Schulian

         
         
      

      
      My first hard dose of reality was discovering that life is full of baseball cards
         you don’t want. In my case, the cards featured Coot Veal and Bobby Del Greco and Harry
         Chiti, modestly talented journeymen doomed to play out their careers on dead-end teams,
         as obscure when they said goodbye as they were at hello. Who knew there could be so
         many Harry Chiti cards, or why? It seemed I got one in every package I bought. I traded
         cards with a neighborhood sharp named Richie Dillon and became the owner of more.
         He was twelve to my eleven and owned a Bob Dillinger mitt, and for that moment in
         time I looked up to him. Richie Dillon responded by fleecing me. I like to imagine
         that he later made a fortune from stock fraud or real estate scams. I also like to
         imagine that he got caught because even when he played me for a sucker, he made one
         big mistake: He gave me a Steve Bilko.
      

      
      I forget whether it was from Bilko’s mostly fruitless days with the St. Louis Cardinals
         or the Chicago Cubs, but that’s beside the point. The important thing is that almost
         anywhere else a Bilko would have been one more card you didn’t want unless you had
         a weird fascination with first basemen who were sluggers flummoxed by big league pitching,
         a subspecies that included Gail Harris, Lou Limmer, and Tookie Gilbert. But this was
         Los Angeles in 1956, and Bilko was pushing movie stars out of the headlines with all
         the home runs he was hitting for the hometown Angels of the old Pacific Coast League.
         In the world as I saw it, a Bilko baseball card symbolized things I had yet to put
         a name to. Good things.
      

      
      I’d grasped the importance of homers at the age of three when a voice on our living
         room radio said Babe Ruth had died. A year or two later, a Hollywood Stars pitcher
         named Red Munger spotted my towhead in the stands and said, “Hiya, Whitey.” The Stars
         were the Angels’ crosstown rivals—oh, what bloody wars they waged—and I instantly
         became a Stars fan. My loyalty lasted but six years. Then Bilko hit town and turned
         me around.
      

      
      You can attribute my change in allegiance to a failure of character if you like, but
         the truth is, he cast a spell on all of L.A. Even in the mid-1950s, with multitudes
         of transplants arriving daily, the burgeoning metropolis clung to its small-town heart.
         There were white picket fences in Westwood, disc jockeys doing remote broadcasts from
         this or that Scrivener’s Drive-In, and just enough innocence in the air to move people
         to embrace a big galoot who hadn’t been able to cut it with the Cubs. Nobody seemed
         to care that Bilko was thriving in a minor league. To tell the truth, they didn’t
         believe there was anything minor about the Pacific Coast League. It was billed as
         “the third major league” and Bilko served as a free-swinging exclamation point on
         that self-anointment.
      

      
      So people wanted his autograph, wanted to shake his hand, wanted to buy him a beer,
         and there was something about him—the shy smile, the soft-spoken manner—that let it
         be known he was amenable to all three. Unfortunately, even before the arrival of the
         civic mantra that you can never be too rich or too thin, his admirers also wanted
         to know how much he weighed. That was Bilko’s fate everywhere he played. He was always
         the fat guy. The standard guess was that he went 230 during the season and 260 after
         a winter’s hibernation back home in Pennsylvania coal country. Today that kind of
         poundage is an everyday sight, though it’s usually more sculpted than Bilko’s Frigidaire
         shape and distributed on frames up to a half-foot taller than his 6'1". Just the same,
         I prefer to think he was ahead of his time.
      

      
      If I seem a trifle protective of him, I am. I flinch when I read something uncharitable
         about his size, even though I’ve written about it uncharitably myself, most recently
         in the preceding paragraph. Likewise, I’m prone to boil over when someone who never
         saw him play describes him as a clumsy fielder. No less than Gene Mauch, his teammate
         on the Angels and one of baseball’s grand strategists as a big league manager, praised
         his grace around first base, and Mauch wasn’t one to sugarcoat his opinions.
      

      
      What I’m saying, I suppose, is that Bilko is one of those rare athletes who will never
         stop being a hero of mine. My memories of him have nothing to do with how many helpings
         of mashed potatoes he could put away at a sitting and everything to do with his being
         tangible in a way Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays weren’t. The West Coast Wrigley Field
         where he played was less than a half-hour drive from the house where I lived until
         I was thirteen, and if I couldn’t be at Wrigley in person, at least all of the Angels’
         home games were on TV. That meant three seasons in which to watch him build his legend
         with a hundred and forty-eight homers for the Angels, three seasons in which he became
         so much more than just another vagabond slugger wandering baseball’s hinterlands.
      

      
      Even today, more than half a century after he last swung a bat in anger, if you mention
         Steve Bilko to people who care—I mean really care—about baseball, odds are they’ll
         recognize the name. It’s possible they’ll also know something about his career, and
         I’m not talking about his twenty-one-homer season in St. Louis or his grand finale
         with the American League’s expansion Angels. I’m talking about what he did in the
         Pacific Coast League when it was on the other side of the world from the majors and
         the aura around him bordered on mythological. It was as though he’d taken a leave
         of absence from being flesh and blood, or so it seemed to the kid I was then, the
         innocent who thought home runs began and ended with Bilko and held tight to a Bilko
         baseball card as proof that even a young swindler wasn’t infallible. That time is
         gone, of course, but not forgotten, not ever.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         
      

      
      The   Bilko Athletic Club  is a journey back in time.
      

      
      Nearly sixty years have passed since mighty Steve Bilko and the ‘56 Los Angeles Angels
         flexed their muscles in stylish waffle-weave striped uniforms. A senior citizen center
         and recreational area have replaced the Angels’ postcard-picture ballpark, Wrigley
         Field. The Pacific Coast League (PCL) still exists but its teams are scattered across
         the country, from Sacramento to Salt Lake City to Iowa to Nashville.
      

      
      The 1950s oozed with a certain innocence that we’ll never see again. The   Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet  on television made us feel good. Elvis Presley and Fats Domino had us rockin’ and
         rollin’ to the good times. “I like Ike” wasn’t just a slogan that helped Dwight D.
         Eisenhower become president of the United States. He was genuinely liked by people
         in both political parties and won a second term in 1956 by a landslide.
      

      
      There will never be another minor-league baseball team like the ‘56 Angels. Expansion
         five years later produced a major-league version of the Angels but it also triggered
         a talent drain in the minors that made it difficult to build strong, experienced teams.
         In fact, 1956 was a seminal year in the history of sports.
      

      
      Fifteen-year-old Edson Arantes do Nascimento, also known as Pelé, made his debut for
         the Santos Football Club in Brazil. Pelé became the most celebrated soccer player
         in the world, leading Brazil to three World Cup championships.
      

      
      Bill Russell powered the University of San Francisco Dons to their second straight
         undefeated season and National Collegiate Athletic Association basketball title. He
         went on to pace the Boston Celtics to eight-straight National Basketball Association
         titles from 1959 through 1966.
      

      
      Johnny Unitas, an unheralded quarterback from the University of Louisville, broke
         in with the Baltimore Colts and, then, became one of the greatest National Football
         League (NFL) quarterbacks, elevating pro football to the lofty status it enjoys today.
      

      
      Paul Hornung of Notre Dame won the Heisman Trophy and, then, starred for the great
         Green Bay Packer teams that won the first two Super Bowls.
      

      
      The University of Oklahoma dominated college football, posting a 10–0 record to extend
         its winning streak to forty. This was the apex of the Sooners’ forty-seven-game winning
         streak, a record as elusive as Joe DiMaggio’s fifty-six-game consecutive hitting streak.
      

      
      Rocky Marciano retired as world heavyweight champion with a perfect 49–0 record, forty-three
         of the victories by knockout.
      

      
      Don Larsen of the Yankees pitched a perfect game in the World Series, the first and
         only time it has been done, and Mickey Mantle had his greatest year in a Hall-of-Fame
         career, leading American League hitters in batting average, home runs, and runs batted
         in (RBIs) to win a rare triple crown.
      

      
      In Los Angeles, only Mantle’s pursuit of Babe Ruth’s single-season home run record
         matched the day-to-day drama of Steve Bilko’s exploits with the ‘56 Angels. Stout
         Steve blasted tape-measure home runs as easily as he downed a six-pack of beer. He
         led Pacific Coast League hitters in eight categories, plus beer drinking in the clubhouse
         whirlpool. The Angels romped to the pennant.
      

      
      “We had a helluva club and still finished 400 games out of first,” said Jerry Casale,
         a pitcher for the San Francisco Seals, who placed sixth, twenty-eight-and-a-half games
         behind the Angels. Runner-up Seattle was sixteen games back. “That’s how good Los
         Angeles was that year.”
      

      
      Novelist Harry Turtledove was seven years old in 1956. “Steve Bilko was my first baseball
         hero when he won the PCL Triple Crown in 1956. It’s funny: I remember that he did
         that. I know Mickey Mantle won the American League Triple Crown the same year, but
         I don’t remember it.”
      

      
      Bilko became John Schulian’s own Mickey Mantle. “The 1956 Angels were more glamorous
         and charismatic because I was watching them with the eyes of an eleven year old,”
         said the sportswriter-turned-screenwriter. “They meant something to me.”
      

      
      Bilko meant something to a lot of people.

      
      “Big Steve was a big star in L.A.,” said Irv Kaze, public relations director for the
         Angels in 1961. “When the major-league Angels came into being, the Coast League was
         already four years gone. But Steve’s star transcended those four years.”
      

      
      George Goodale handled publicity for the Angels in both the minors and majors. “I
         have two pets in my baseball career,” he said. “Bilko is one; Nolan Ryan is the other.
         They were just nice guys.”
      

      
      Steve Bilko is a baseball legend for many reasons. He was as big as King Kong. He
         could belt a baseball over the Empire State Building. He could consume massive quantities
         of beer. He also epitomized players who went from mashers in the minors to marshmallows
         in the majors.
      

      
      “If he stayed healthy, he would’ve hit forty home runs in the big leagues,” said Albie
         Pearson, a teammate with the Angels in 1961 and 1962 when Bilko was hobbled by injuries.
         “But it was late in his career.”
      

      
      Tommy Lasorda was a rival and teammate during the prime of Bilko’s career in the 1950s.
         “If he were playing today, without question, you’d see a guy hitting fifty, sixty
         home runs,” the former Los Angeles Dodgers manager said, adding for emphasis, “Easy.”[1] 
      

      
      The difference between success and failure in the majors can be a few bad games, a
         more experienced teammate or a manager who doesn’t like you. The careers of the ‘56
         Angels were strikingly similar. All of them excelled in the minors only to struggle
         in the majors. Four didn’t make it that far.
      

      
      The Bilko Athletic Club is a story of success and failure—what the ‘56 Angels accomplished together as well
         as what happened to them later in their careers. And the best people to tell this
         story were the players themselves.
      

      
      Despite winning 100 games in the minors, Hy Cohen felt his career, and entire life,
         was a failure until he saw the movie Field of Dreams about Moonlight Graham, a man who played one inning in the majors.
      

      
      Casey Wise, the Angels’ sure-handed shortstop, shared the frustrations and disappointments
         he experienced in the major leagues after showing so much potential in the minors.
      

      
      Gale “Windy” Wade, the team’s fearless centerfielder, would see his career ended by
         a fastball to the head from a former teammate.
      

      
      Arm injuries cut short the promising pitching careers of Bob Thorpe and Dick Drott.
         Thorpe was working as an electrician when he was electrocuted at age twenty-four.
         Drott died of cancer at forty-nine, the same age as Bilko, who died of a heart attack
         in 1978.
      

      
      A line in the poem, “Larson’s Holstein Bull,” by Jim Harrison reads: “Death steals
         everything except our stories.”
      

      
      It’s important that the ‘56 Angels get the respect they deserve and their stories
         live on for future generations of baseball fans to enjoy.
      

      
      The ‘56 Angels were not on the list of the top-100 minor league teams of all time
         compiled for baseball’s 100th anniversary in 2001. The 1934 Angels were rated tops,
         followed by the 1921 Baltimore Orioles and the 1937 Newark Bears. No argument there.
         The travesty is that the ‘56 Angels were ignored in favor of lower-level teams, such
         as the 1924 Okmulgee Drillers (49th), the 1979 Saltillo Saraperos (75th), the 1978
         Appleton Foxes (93rd), and the 1947 Lubbock Hubbers (97th).
      

      
      “I managed three clubs in the big leagues that weren’t as good as the ‘56 Angels,”
         said Gene Mauch, the team’s second baseman and biggest cheerleader. He cited the 1960
         and 1961 Philadelphia Phillies and the 1969 Montreal Expos.
      

      
      The amazing season of the ‘56 Angels unfolds through the stories of the
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