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IKE ERA (1950 –1963) 

 
 

 

 

From The Boys of Summer by author Roger Kahn:  

 

“…The year 1952 casts a disturbing, well remembered shadow. It was then that the American 

electorate disdained the troubling eloquence of Adlai Stevenson for Dwight Eisenhower and 

what Stevenson called green fairways of indifference. That very baseball season Eisenhower 
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outran Robert A. Taft for the Republican nomination and, hands clasped above his bald, broad 

dome, mounted his irresistible campaign for the Presidency. Senator Joseph R. McCarthy rose in 

Washington and King Farouk fell in Egypt. Although the Korean War killed 120 Americans a 

week, times were comfortable at home. A four-door Packard with Thunderbolt-8 engine sold for 

$2,613 and, according to advertisements, more than 53 percent of all Packard manufactured since 

1899 still ran…It was a time of transition, which few recognized, and glutting national self-

satisfaction. Students and scholars were silent. Only a few people distinguished the tidal 

discontent beginning to sweep into black America.” 

 
McCarthyism. The ‘Say Hey’ Kid. Television 

broadcasts. Brown v. Board of Education. ‘I like 

Ike.’  The Nuclear-powered submarine Nautilus. 

Sputnik. Continued Integration of baseball.  All of 

these things were on the minds of Americans in a 

decade that saw growth and expansion to West 

Coast. Meanwhile, home technology improved and 

expanded in a booming housing market, people 

began to settle down to watch ballgames more 

regularly on the TV and baseball owners continued 

to see falling profits due to inner city decay, old 

ballparks lacking amenities and neighborhoods 

losing populations due to crime.1 

 

1950’s Housing developments in the 

suburbs were a measure of the growth of 

personal prosperity. (World Book 2002) 

 

During the 1950’s, many of the social problems not 

addressed (equality) would grow gradually into a Civil 

Rights movement. It would start at the back of a bus with 

Rosa Parks standing up for her rights. (Left: The 

National Guard assist black students entry into a 

Arkansas school in 1957. UPI, World Book 2002.) 

 

 

                                                 
1 James Bill. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 241. 
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The U.S.S.R., all ready considered a serious threat to the American way of life, would put 

up the first satellite in 1957. The space race was triggered – and plenty of progress came from 

the birth of NASA. 

          Culturally, the birth of Rock and Roll took place 

in various forms. Whether it was Billy Haley & the 

Comets, Elvis Presley, Little Richard or Jerry Lee 

Lewis, the world of music would never quite be the 

same again. The developers of the beat (4/4 time 

signatures) and the chords (3 or 4 at most), added in 

lyrics that expressed more than just simple love and 

happiness themes. The blues and jazz influences came 

in the more complex pieces, with driving rhythm 

sections and spontaneity in the bridges and live 

performances.2   

 

Chuck Berry was another Rock and 

Roll progenitor. (World Book, 2002.) 

 

In baseball, the Boston Braves owners (Lou and Charles Perini) moved to Milwaukee 

from Boston following their apathetic 1952 attendance of only 281,278.3 In the ensuing years in 

Milwaukee, 1.8 to 2.2 million fans attended their games. Walter O’Malley and Horace Stoneham 

moved their New York teams to follow this model of the Braves franchise in 1958 in moving to 

Los Angeles and San Francisco. (Two of the very best teams of the 1950’s couldn’t make it in 

the largest media and population market in America.) By the end of this era, four more 

‘expansion’ teams would don uniforms in Los Angeles (1961), Minnesota (1961), Houston 

(1962), and New York (1962.) 

But one particular change that is rarely mentioned is the ‘re-definition’ of the baseball 

strike zone in first in 1950 and then in 1963.4  It is assumed that the prior strike zone was (in the 

years following WWII) left even more to the umpires’ discretion (than it all ready is) and that 

they were arbitrarily shrinking it to the benefit of hitters, as seen by the drastic increase in home 

                                                 
2 World Book. The World Book Encyclopedia, Vol. U-V. Chicago: World Book, Inc.; 2002. 377. 
3 Baseball Statistics [1871-2005]. Lahman S, Editor. Access Database, Edition 5.3. Rochester, NY: Baseball Archive Website; 
2005. 25 MB. http://www.baseball1.com, Website; 5/01/2006. 
4 Reichler Joseph, editor. The Baseball Encyclopedia: The Complete and Official Record of Major League Baseball. 7th Ed. New 
York: Collier Macmillan Publishers; 1988. 2871-72. 
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runs and walks relative to the 1930’s and early 1940’s. Obviously, some complaints by pitchers 

could have led to this ‘re-defining.’ 

Nonetheless, hitters became more aggressive, striking out more, walking relatively the 

same amount of times but cranking out the long balls in bushels. Stolen bases nearly disappeared 

from the arsenals of players, as seen by Dom DiMaggio American League-leading 15 swipes in 

1950.5 The strategies had shifted from contact, walks and stolen bases to swinging for the fences, 

station-to-station base running with good pitching hopefully. 

Diagram 4.0.1. Strike Zone Definition from 1950 to1962. 

 

 

A comparison between the 1950’s players and the 1990’s can be summed up in this quote 

from Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats: 

“…It was a time when skinny shortstops didn't hit 20 home runs a year. The ball wasn't 

juiced up, and a pitcher could actually manipulate the cover to raise the seams and get a better 

grip for throwing a curve…there were no muscle-toning and exercise rooms adjoining 

clubhouses or nearby special indoor areas for batting practice…Branch Rickey, squeezed the 

dollar with a death grip. Greedy agents hadn't discovered how easy it was to siphon money out of 

                                                 
5 Reichler J, editor. The Baseball Encyclopedia: The Complete and Official Record of Major League Baseball. 7th Ed. New York: 
Collier Macmillan Publishers; 1988. 402. 



 223  

the game...Today players are bigger and faster than they once were. They have the benefit of 

vastly improved equipment, including batting gloves, specialized sunglasses and elaborate 

protective gear for catchers.”6  Yet, Ernie Banks soon reset the standard from skinny shortstops 

to power-laden, middle-of-the-order slugger.  

The further re-definition in 1963 to include area above the armpits to the shoulders and 

to the bottom of the knees was primarily the reason the pitchers of the 1960’s were so 

dominate. Add to that, the practice of keeping mounds at or above the legally regulated 15” in 

height (as stated in the Complete Official Rules (1961.)7  One can understand why hitters lost the 

battles they did through 1968. This dominance did not happen immediately – but took time to 

progress – because like other rule changes, subjective to umpires, pitchers adjusted and batters 

countered that game to game. 

 

 In Diamonds, the groundskeeper Emil Bossard’s prodigious ability to doctor the ball 

diamond, to ‘build up’ foul lines and to craft a mound is well recorded: “When the American 

League decided to standardize all eight pitching mounds in 1946, a group of veteran hurlers were 

consulted about the best model. They simply said, ‘Copy Cleveland’s.’”8 Once again reflecting 

the adaptability involved in shaping a field to cater to a particular team or style of play – or to 

identify the best place to pitch at or hit at based on the field setup. (Bossard’s ability was passed 

down to Roger Bossard, who is the Chicago White Sox chief groundskeeper, and in November 

2007, removed the “crown” on Wrigley Field that was used for drainage for nearly a century.) 

 

Since 1952, neither league has average more walks per team than strikeouts. (See Graph. 

4.0.1.) As the decade wore on, walks remained (relatively) constant, but strikeouts rose, and then 

exploded in the 1960’s.  

In the more recent seasons, strikeouts have remained high while walking is more ‘a 

natural talent’ more than a honed skill taught by the farm systems of MLB. As a new crop of 

superstars tend to swing freely for the fences, strikeout ratios of five (or six) – to –one walk are 

not unusual, as long as thirty dingers hit the boards per season. 

                                                 
6 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 6-7. 
7 Treat S, Turkin H, Thompson SC. editors. The Official Encyclopedia of Baseball. 5th edition. South Brunswick and New York: 
A.S. Barnes and Company; 1970. 656. 
8 Gershman M. Diamonds: The Evolution of The Ballpark. New York: Houghton Mifflin Company; 1993. 147. 
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Graph 4.0.1.: Strikeouts to Walks 1937 to 1977
 (Adjusted for Season Length)
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As Don Malcolm in the Big Bad Baseball Annual 2000 remarks, “one gets the sense that 

the impact of the strike zone change on hit and walk prevention during the initial transition year 

(1963) was roughly equal in scope. However, when we examine H9 [hits per nine innings] and 

BB9 [walks per nine innings] differentials for 1962-63, we see that the BB9 difference is more 

than twice that for H9 (12% to 5%).” In his article he studies QMAX, a matrix analysis for 

starting pitchers hit and walk prevention per start, and finds that finesse pitchers did improve a 

great deal as well as power pitchers, who are normally noted for having poorer control, for the 

1963 season. Pitching in the long-term benefits the power pitchers more due to hit prevention 

over walk prevention.9 

But this was also an era defined by a plethora of talented center fielders. Willie Mays 

became the standard to which all others were measured against. Bobby Thomson was heard 

                                                 
9 Malcolm D, Hanke B, Forman S, Furtado J, Ruane T. Big Bad Baseball Annual 2000. Unknown: Long Gone 
Press; 2000. 91-106. 
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around the world.  Richie Ashburn was Pete Rose (before Pete) for the Phillies.  Duke Snider 

was the 3rd best CF in New York, but considered 1st anywhere else. And with the departure of 

all-time great Joe DiMaggio, the mantle was passed to one… 

 

4.1. Centerfield: Statistics and Stories from the 1950’s and 1960’s 

In 1951, Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle came to New York from humble southern roots. 

Fifteen years earlier, Joe DiMaggio moved into the Yankee outfield where the Babe had just left 

it in immortality.  But aside from the greatness of Mays, Mantle and Joltin’ Joe, there were 

plenty of other quality Centerfielders baptized during this period. From 1950-1963, seventeen 

centerfielders of considerable talent (either offensively, defensively or both) patrolled the 

outfields of the classic, remodeled and temporary ballparks of the day. Where the DiMaggio 

brothers, Andy Pafko and Bobby Thomson declined (or retired) in the early 1950’s, Larry Doby, 

Willie Mays, Duke Snider and Mantle supplanted (and exceeded) their talents. 

Table 4.1.1. Centerfield Offensive Statistics 
Birth Full Name Games CF 

Games 
% CF AB OBP SLG BA Hits Walks 2B HR Runs RBI SB 

1931 Willie Mays 2992 2827 94.5% 10,881 0.385 0.557 0.302 3,283 1464 523 660 2062 1903 338 

1940 Willie Davis 2429 2237 92.1% 9,174 0.311 0.412 0.279 2,561 418 395 182 1217 1053 398 

1927 Richie Ashburn 2189 1995 91.1% 8,365 0.394 0.382 0.308 2,574 1198 317 29 1322 586 234 

1931 Mickey Mantle 2401 1745 72.7% 8,102 0.422 0.557 0.298 2,415 1733 344 536 1677 1509 153 

1938 Curt Flood 1759 1693 96.2% 6,357 0.339 0.389 0.293 1,861 444 271 85 851 636 88 

1938 Vada Pinson 2469 1676 67.9% 9,645 0.326 0.442 0.286 2,757 574 485 256 1366 1170 305 

1914 Joe DiMaggio 1736 1638 94.4% 6,821 0.395 0.579 0.325 2,214 790 389 361 1390 1537 30 

1926 Duke Snider 2143 1590 74.2% 7,161 0.380 0.540 0.295 2,116 971 358 407 1259 1333 99 

1929 Bill Bruton 1610 1550 96.3% 6,056 0.328 0.393 0.273 1,651 482 241 94 937 545 207 

1931 Bill Virdon 1583 1504 95.0% 5,980 0.317 0.379 0.267 1,596 442 237 91 735 502 47 

1917 Dom DiMaggio 1399 1338 95.6% 5,640 0.380 0.419 0.298 1,680 750 308 87 1046 618 100 

1923 Larry Doby 1533 1329 86.7% 5,348 0.384 0.490 0.283 1,515 871 243 253 960 970 47 

1929 Jim Piersall 1734 1214 70.0% 5,890 0.332 0.386 0.272 1,604 524 256 104 811 591 115 

1934 Jim Landis 1346 1132 84.1% 4,288 0.338 0.375 0.247 1,061 588 169 93 625 467 139 

1923 Bobby Thomson 1779 982 55.2% 6,305 0.330 0.462 0.270 1,705 559 267 264 903 1026 38 

1928 Gus Bell 1741 811 46.6% 6,478 0.330 0.445 0.281 1,823 470 311 206 865 942 30 

1921 Andy Pafko 1852 803 43.4% 6,292 0.344 0.449 0.285 1,796 561 264 213 844 976 38 

 

Mickey Mantle had years no other centerfielder (or switch hitter) had begun to envision. Three 

times he won the MVP award (back to back in 1956 & 57), the Triple Crown in 1956, while 

appearing in 11 World Series during this era, 10 times as the starting centerfielder. During the 
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World Series, he slugged .505 with 16 home runs and was on the winning side 8 times.  That is a 

lot run production and winning coming from a rural mining district10 in Oklahoma. 

 

Mickey Mantle and the Ghost of Legends:  Gehrig and Ruth are assisting Mantle on his way to 

one of many Yankee championships. (Picture: October 7, 1956 by John G. Zimmerman 

published in Sports Illustrated’s Classic Pictures 1997.) 

  

His New York counterparts in the National League, Mays and Snider, were consistently 

tearing the cover off the ball to the cheers and acclaim of fans in the stands and at the beat 

                                                 
10 Mantle M, Gluck H. The Mick, an American Hero: The Legend and the Glory. New York: Doubleday; 1985. 3.  
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writer’s desk, where this trio of men were made into baseball deities, almost from the very start 

of their careers.  

As this passage by Pulitzer Prize-winning writer Richard Ben Cramer in Joe DiMaggio: 

The Hero’s Life reflects on this rookie’s first day on the job being blown out of proportion and 

the writer’s duties (and perks) of keeping players activities on a heroic level:  

“After Joe’s first day of spring training, the gray and eminent Herald Tribune informed 

New York: ‘Rookie Outfielder Blasts Three Homers in Debut’…and only in the body of 

the story did one learn, that was at batting practice – scrimmage games hadn’t even 

begun. 

IN A SENSE, the writers didn’t have any choice. Not if they wanted to keep their jobs. 

And that was the best job on any newspaper. Baseball writers had status, visibility, more 

freedom than any other reporter, more travel, more good times and more money… 

And the quickest way to lose it all was to run afoul of the fellows in the business – not the 

newspaper business, but the baseball business. 

Everyone knew stories of writers who annoyed the club management or players, and that 

was the last you ever saw of them…Club owners thought nothing of complaining to the 

editors, and their complaints carried weight. It was the ball clubs…that paid for the 

writers’ train fairs, their hotel rooms, their food and drink. Why shouldn’t the teams have 

the sort of writers they wanted?  

But it wasn’t really threat that kept the hero machine humming; the club was a traveling 

fraternity. The men at spring training – or on their special railroad cars, heading north – 

were your buddies, your meal-mates, the first guys you talked to at breakfast about some 

story in the paper…Sure, you were there to cover the club, but when the club did well, 

you did well…If two or three writers were drinking in the ante room of Babe Ruth’s 

suite, while [he] was disporting in the bedroom with a succession of female fans…well, 

of course their feature stories on the great Bambino were bound to mention his vast 

appetites… 

It was Ruth who set the standard for the press, as he did so much for the modern game… 
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And so, when [New York sportswriter Dan] Daniel anointed this West Coast rookie as 

successor Ruth, and the hero machine kicked into action, it didn’t merely send a call, ‘All 

Hands on Deck!’ It also sent a message, ‘Handle with Care.’”11    

 
HOF CF Richie Ashburn – Pesky and Determined 

Richie Ashburn (1927-1997) was passed 

over for the Hall of Fame until 1995 

(mainly due to lack of power statistics), 

but he defined what a leadoff batter was 

in the #1 Philly uniform. His tenacious 

play, reckless abandon and ultimate 

toughness in a town wanton of that grit, 

encourage teammates and garnered praise 

in the midst of less-than-successful 

seasons that usually beset the Phillies 

after 1950. A five-time All Star over his 

career (with Mays, Snider, Bell and 

Pinson sometimes making it in his stead 

in the National League), he racked up 

more seasons with 400 putouts (See Table 

4.1.2.) than any other centerfielder in 

baseball history. 

 

 

Richie Ashburn’s greatness on defense, lifetime .308 BA and .394 OBP certainly should 

have been honored sooner by the National Baseball Hall of Fame than 1995. In reflection, this 

author would rate him the 5th best centerfielder of this group (behind Mays, Mantle, Joe 

DiMaggio and Duke Snider) if only because his defense was near the top amongst all 

centerfielders in MLB History in as much as putouts, assist records and fielding percentage do 

reflect his total ability. 

According to Bill James: “…has the best defensive statistics of any outfielder ever to play 

major league baseball.”12 On the last day of 1950 season, Ashburn made a game saving throw to 

                                                 
11 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 81-82. 
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home to cut down the potential winning run of Cal Abrams in the 9th inning. Duke Snider, fellow 

centerfielder, had singled to Ashburn but it went for naught. In the 10th inning, George Sisler’s 

son, Dick, hit a homer that sent the Phillies to the World Series.13   

 

 

Table 4.1.2. Centerfield Records for Most Years with 400 Putouts 

Centerfielders  400 PO Seasons Putouts Total Assists 

Richie Ashburn 9 6089 178 
Willie Mays 6 7095 198 
Max Carey 6 6363 339 
Brett Butler 5 5341 123 
Lloyd Waner 5 4860 159 
Chet Lemon 5 4993 115 
Kirby Puckett 5 4392 142 
Dwayne Murphy 4 3579 80 
Garry Maddox 4 4774 107 
Andre Dawson 4 5153 157 
Sam West 4 4622 155 
Dom DiMaggio 4 3859 147 
Taylor Douthit 4 3500 76 
Sam Chapman 4 3754 118 

Notables: Joe DiMaggio (3), Bill Virdon (3), Gus Bell (2), Willie Davis (2), Jim Piersall (2), 

Vada Pinson (2), Bill Bruton (2), Jim Landis (1), Bobby Thomson (1), Curt Flood (1) 

 

 

Ashburn also was a foul ball wizard to such an extent that he likely cost the National 

League $4,000 in baseballs (at $2 per ball, per year.) So difficult a man to put a baseball by that 

Giants owner Horace Stoneham remarked, “Look at that little devil take money right out my 

pocket,” after 13 consecutive foul balls in one at bat.14 He once played 730 games in a row and 

ended his career as a .300 hitter in his last full season, one of only a handful to accomplish the 

feat while also hitting 7 home runs, twice his usual total for any other year. 

To further this point of view, an analysis of why this holds merit comes from examination 

against the standard which all Centerfielders in the post racial-integration era are measured: 

Willie Mays. 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
12 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 22. 
13 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 22. 
14 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 22. 
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The fairness of this analysis comes from certain measurements: 

1. Utilizing 1951-1957 Records. Both players were in the same home ballparks each season; 

were both at the prime or near prime of their defensive abilities; each had roughly the same 

players flanking them during the time. 

2. Pitching Staffs were very close in ERA (3.71 NY to 3.74 Philly) and gave up close to the 

same amount of Home Runs (977 NY to 948 Philly.) 

3. Adjustments were made for higher percentage of balls hit to outfield. The Phillies did 

use the fly ball out more than New York. New York though turned significantly more double 

plays from both the outfield and infield. Phillies had mediocre corner OF defense (Del Ennis, 

Johnny Wyrostek, Rip Repulski and Elmer Valo amongst the group) whereas, Monte Irvin, 

Don Mueller and Bobby Thomson patrolled around Willie Mays. This does help Richie’s 

totals, but his high Fielding % reflects he made catches consistently even under a likely lack 

of support from his corners. Even if Mays was much more daring, he didn’t amass the same 

amount of catches from just poaching his counterparts’ chances. 

Table 4.1.3. Outfield Statistics and Pitcher Strikeouts 1951-1957 
Analysis of Outfields of Two Teams with Great CFers  
 TC by OF  PO by OF  SO by Pitchers % of PO (minus SO) by 

OF 

Year Phillies Giants Phillies Giants Phillies Giants Phillies Giants 
1951 1265 1166 1188 1103 570 625 33.17% 30.55% 
1952 1164 1066 1082 993 609 655 30.49% 28.72% 
1953 1167 1087 1091 1012 637 647 31.44% 29.35% 
1954 1212 1135 1135 1064 570 692 32.20% 30.59% 
1955 1125 1079 1052 1006 657 721 30.84% 29.27% 
1956 1141 1036 1080 960 750 765 31.94% 28.50% 
1957 1229 1047 1151 986 858 701 34.41% 28.23% 
Total 8303 7616 7779 7124 4651 4806   

 

Philadelphia did have an imbalance of Outfield Putouts made during this span of time. 

The benefit was most egregious in 1951 and 1957. However, the true measure of one players’ 

contribution to a team’s defense comes from the percentage of outs he is responsible for. And 

adjustments can be made for obtaining more opportunities than other outfields or centerfielders. 

Willie Mays lost two prime seasons (1952 & 1953) to serving his country in the Korean 

conflict. It is not hard to imagine what could have been the final totals of Mays if not for losing 

this time (over 700 home runs for certain.) But the fairest defensive comparison of these men 
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can be seen from 1954 to 1957 when both played over 150 games and compiled staggering 

numbers of chances and putouts.  

Table 4.1.4. Total Chance Comparison Ashburn and Mays 
Individual Comparison of the Ashburn and Mays     

 Total Chances % of OF TC Adjusted TC/G % of Team Ou ts 
Year Ashburn Mays Ashburn Mays Ashburn Mays Ashburn Mays 
1951 566 376 44.74% 32.25% 3.53 3.24 15.02% 9.78% 
1952 465 118 39.95% 11.07% 2.89 3.63 12.06% 3.15% 
1953 523 0 44.82% 0.00% 3.24 0.00 14.29% 0.00% 
1954 505 477 41.67% 42.03% 3.20 3.27 13.70% 12.88% 
1955 407 446 36.18% 41.33% 2.85 3.00 11.35% 11.84% 
1956 526 444 46.10% 42.86% 3.26 3.07 14.88% 12.32% 
1957 534 450 43.45% 42.98% 3.17 3.26 15.01% 12.08% 
Total 3526 2311       

 

To adjust for Ashburn’s fly ball pitching staff, the additional Total chances were 

multiplied by his percentage of Total Outfield Chances, halved and then subtracted from his real 

Total Chances. And Mays received the same benefit but those chances were added to his totals. 

This adjustment gives both the same number of potential opportunities in the outfield based on 

their teams ratio of chances. 

Table 4.1.5. Adjusted Total Chances 
Ashburn’s Fly ball difference       
Year Tm Diff Extra flies Adj Ash Games Adj TC/G Extra flies Adj Mays Games Adj TC/G  

1951 99 22.1 543.9 154 3.532 15.96 391.96 121 3.239 
1952 98 19.6 445.4 154 2.892 5.42 123.42 34 3.630 
1953 80 17.9 505.1 156 3.238     
1954 77 16.0 489.0 153 3.196 16.18 493.18 151 3.266 
1955 46 8.3 398.7 140 2.848 9.51 455.51 152 2.997 
1956 105 24.2 501.8 154 3.258 22.50 466.50 152 3.069 
1957 182 39.5 494.5 156 3.170 39.11 489.11 150 3.261 
  Overall 3378 1067 3.166  2420 760 3.184 
  4 year 1884 603 3.124  1904 605 3.148 

 

Willie Mays and Richie Ashburn differ by a mere twenty balls and (.024 ball/game 

average) over a 4-year span. Given the statistical closeness, both playing in spacious ballparks 

(Connie Mack Stadium was in excess of 445 feet to Center and had much greater foul line 

dimensions than the Polo Grounds) and Richie’s mediocre cohorts (who even with his .985 

Fielding % could muster only a .9784 % compared to .9793 % for the Giants with Willie’s 
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.9813% during this span), Ashburn was nearly identical to Mays in terms of defensive talent and 

numbers, not offensive prowess. As Daryl Sconiers states in an Anaheim Angels web blog, “Any 

centerfielder who posted 500+ TC, behind even the weakest pitching staffs and teams, was a 

great defensive centerfielder, at least that season. And any player who posted 500 or more TC 

[Total Chances] in a season behind a strong staff is likely one of the, if not the, best of all-time.” 

Ashburn (5) five times in this time span achieved 500 total chances. 

 

TABLE 4.1.6.: OUTFIELDERS PO, ASSISTS, FA% AND TEAM PITCHING 
STATS 

  

Year Phillies  Giants  Reds Pirates  Cubs  Dodgers  Cards  Braves  
1951 1188 1103 1125 986 1070 1069 1063 1057 
1952 1082 993 1064 952 1101 976 943 1026 
1953 1091 1012 1125 1083 1062 979 966 1036 
1954 1135 1064 1077 1073 1035 1015 983 992 
1955 1052 1006 1036 1010 1031 944 1000 1048 
1956 1080 960 1002 1052 1116 901 950 1055 
1957 1151 986 1143 1120 1006 914 960 1015 
Total PO 7,779 7,124 7,572 7,276 7,421 6,798 6,865 7,229 
T. Assists 285 266 253 351 281 257 198 254 
T. Errors 178 156 148 191 167 126 148 193 
OF Fielding % 0.9784 0.9793 0.9814 0.9756 0.9788 0.9825 0.9795 0.9749 
Avg. TC/Season  1,177 1,078 1,139 1,117 1,124 1,026 1,030 1,097 
TC Per Game 7.65 7.00 7.40 7.25 7.30 6.66 6.69 7.12 
% Over 7/G 9.2% 0.0% 5.7% 3.6% 4.3% -4.8% -4.4% 1.7% 
Comp ERA 3.741 3.709 4.180 4.508 4.208 3.775 4.091 3.493 
HR allowed 948 977 1059 1078 966 1087 1027 810 
Strikeouts 4651 4806 4142 4223 4739 5481 4887 4713 
Total Wins 543 573 525 397 462 665 555 593 

 

This table reflects that the Phillies were not such an anemic pitching staff every year 

during this span. The Cubs and Reds had staffs that also gave up fly balls. Only the Dodgers and 

Cardinals were significantly more groundball (or strikeout) laden, but that might also be slightly 

attributed to outfielders’ range lacking on high pops that are shallow but caught by their range-

plentiful infielders (Duke Snider: “[Dodgers] had three shortstops.”) St. Louis garnered the least 

number of assists by a large margin – reflecting either a great respect or total inability to throw 

out runners – whereas, the Pirates were far and away the leaders in that category. (Led by Bill 

Virdon, Roberto Clemente, Frank Thomas, Bobby Del Greco, Gus Bell, Cal Abrams and Hal 

Rice, with Clemente well known for his arm.) 
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In 1953, Gus Bell played centerfield for the Reds and had 474 Total Chances in 145 

Center field games (and 6 RF games.) Yet the Reds managed to win some games even with their 

high fly ball totals, poor pitching and high home run allowed totals. The Cubs and Pirates were 

truly atrocious due to pitching, as their W-L records indicate. The Braves had Bill Bruton and 

Sam Jethroe making plenty of errors (double digit totals for both, though Jethroe was 

experiencing eyesight problems by 195215 and Bruton was young and aggressive) and getting 

plenty of chances (over 400 Total Chances four times) but had great pitching from Warren 

Spahn, Lew Burdette and Bob Buhl to counteract this deficiency. This while Ashburn had Del 

Ennis doing his part to make an abundance of errors until 1957 when Ennis took his act to St. 

Louis. But this outfield defense of the National League is only part of the story.  

The Dodgers, Giants and Braves had very good pitching staffs. The Braves led the NL in 

ERA by a wide margin (nearly a quarter of a run) during this seven-year period. The Dodgers led 

in most strikeouts garnered by their staff, but also gave up the most home runs. Philly was 

bunched in a group between the Giants and Dodgers in ERA and gave up the least amount of 

home runs behind the Braves, but lost out on further appearances in the World Series due to a 

below-average offense. But as it turns out, the teams with the good pitching won the National 

League (Brooklyn (4), Giants (2) and Milwaukee (1)) and World Series (each won once) during 

this time. 

Philly led the NL in ERA once in 1952 by a wide margin (3.07 to 3.53) but Ashburn 

‘worst fielding season’ still saw him led the league in putouts (428), assists (23) and double plays 

(5.) In 1953, Philly ranked 2nd behind the Milwaukee Braves in ERA, and Ashburn again led in 

putouts (496) and assists (18.) The Phillies pitching staff continued to stay under a 4.00 ERA in 

1954 and Ashburn had his normal numbers (483 and 12.) Even during his 1955 ‘injury’ season, 

his defense was still superb, but he also led the National League in batting average over Willie 

Mays while walking 105 times.   

 Lastly, in 1957, Ashburn led all outfielders in both Putouts (502) and Assists (18) on a 

staff that was still very comparable to the league-leading ERA of the Brooklyn staff with the 

likes of Drysdale, Newcombe, Podres, Maglie and Roebuck leading the way.  Team strikeouts 

(891 Brooklyn to 858 Philly), walks (456 Brooklyn to 412 Philly) and complete Games (44 

                                                 
15 Loverro T. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 154.  
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Brooklyn to 54 Philly) reflected a better showing by Philly than is usually mentioned. 

Philadelphia continued to have an under 4.00 ERA (at 3.80) even with Hall of Famer Robin 

Roberts losing 22 games at a 4.07 ERA clip. 

Any defensive centerfielder conversation without Ashburn included in it is ignoring all 

statistical information and anecdotal evidence to the contrary. Maybe more importantly, the New 

York media’s concentration on Mays, Mantle, Snider and even Joe DiMaggio, in his last few 

seasons (1948-1951), was more the reason Ashburn’s skills were diminished in the eyes of 

baseball experts, then and possibly, now. 

This player distortion idea is not new. As Daryl Sconiers suggests, “…the truth is that 

most opinions about defensive center field are based largely on lore, anecdote and the regional or 

team biases of those crafting the tales of talent. Too often, any list of great defensive centerfield 

includes a majority of players whom the modern fan never saw play.”16 As this fan can attest to, I 

did not see Richie Ashburn or Willie Mays play, other than highlight reels that played the over-

the-shoulder signature grab Willie Mays made of a Vic Wertz bomb in the 1954 World Series, a 

play that etched Willie Mays in the immortality of baseball. In 1950, Ashburn made a perfect 

throw to stop a Dodger from scoring the game winner at the end of the season, thus allowing 

George Sisler Jr. to hit the home run that put the 1950 Phillies in the World Series. 

In Mind Game (2005), Ashburn’s 8-year stretch in center field (1951-58) is rated amongst 

the best ever had by center fielders of any era using WARP 3 (Wins Above Replacement Player) 

factor.  On the list, Willie Mays (1958-1965: 97.2), Mickey Mantle (1954-1961: 94.1), Joe 

DiMaggio (1937-1947: 85.2), Duke Snider (1949-1956: 74.0) and Ashburn (73.3) reflects the 

elite level at which these center fielders were playing. Two others of note, Kirby Puckett (70.8) 

and Ken Griffey Jr. (81.9) are considered the standards of excellence in the last twenty years.17 

This WARP measurement also has CF Bernie Williams (71.7) considered a top 15 MLB player 

(16.3) from 1995-2002. 

Certainly, Richie’s pitching staff assisted by allowing more fly balls, but someone still 

has to run and catch them.  Sconiers concurs: “An outfielder creates his plays…this makes an 

                                                 
16 Sconiers D. Defensive Centerfield. Unknown: http://www.haloblog.com/oct1504.html; 2004 October 15. 9. Last Accessed: 
August 2, 2006. 
17 Goldman Steve, editor. Mind Game: How the Boston Red Sox Got Smart, Won a World Series, and Created a New Blueprint 
for Winning.  New York: Workman Publishing; 2005. 56. 
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outfielder, defensively, only as good as the balls he can get to.”18 A Philly Staff (from 1948-

1961) usually consisting of: Robin Roberts, Ken Heintzelman (L), Curt Simmons (L), Morrie 

Martin (L), Karl Drews, Jack & Russ Meyer, Murry Dickson, Harvey Haddix (L), Don Cardwell, 

Bubba Church, Harry Byrd, Carl Scheib, Bob Miller, Jim Owens, Steve Ridzik, Turk Ferrell and 

Jim Konstanty.  

Only ‘Rapid’ Robin Roberts, a Hall of Famer, Simmons, Haddix, and Jim Konstanty 

(with his special curve) were consistently decent pitchers in their careers. This also reflects that 

some talent did exist – or was made existent – by Ashburn’s defensive ability in center. 

Diagram 4.1.1. Connie Mack Stadium as Listed in the Baseball Encyclopedia in 197019 

 

Lastly, in the 1950 regular season, Roberts, Simmons, Russ Meyer, Miller, Church and 

Konstanty put together mound wizardry along with Richie Ashburn in Center, Del Ennis in Right 

and Andy Seminick at the plate only to fall in close games 4-0 to the New York Yankees in the 

World Series. The scores of the series: 1-0, 2-1, 3-2 and 5-2.  This was the only World Series 

appearance the Philadelphia Phillies would see until 1980,when they won it all. Nevertheless, 

                                                 
18 Sconiers D. Defensive Centerfield. Unknown: http://www.haloblog.com/oct1504.html; 2004 October 15. 9. Last Accessed: 
August 2, 2006. 
19 Treat S, Turkin H, Thompson SC. editors. The Official Encyclopedia of Baseball. 5th edition. South Brunswick and New York: 
A.S. Barnes and Company; 1970. 62. 
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Richie Ashburn’s efforts in Philly were never questioned and he should be duly considered 

amongst the best in Center Field in the vastness that is baseball history. 

 

 

Willie Davis (1940-) crashing into the wall at 

his new digs: Dodger Stadium. Davis would 

amass 2,561 hits, 182 home runs, 398 stolen 

bases and over 1,000 runs and runs batted in. 

Considered at one time the fastest player in 

MLB. 

To quote Daryl Sconiers once again about 

Vada Pinson, Curt Flood and Willie Davis: 

“The crop of centerfielders of the 1960’s, 

including Mays, Willie Davis, Paul Blair, 

Vada Pinson and Curt Flood are some of the 

best of all-time in anyone’s eyes…In fact, 

1959-1974 no centerfielder managed to post 

more than 439 TC in a single season, despite 

the notorious strength of the position in those 

years…”20 This once again shows the 

defensive strength of the position that was 

seen during the 1950’s and 1960’s.   

 

 

Pinson amassed nearly 2,800 hits, 250 home runs and 300 stolen bases in the neutral-to- 

negative offensive era of the 1960’s, yet is conspicuously absent from the Hall of Fame; Curt 

Flood was not only a deciding force on the field, but later became a divisive and recognizable 

name off the field in his Supreme Court case; Willie Davis offensively and defensively supported 

the Dodger pitching domination seen in the 1960’s by patrolling the then-much-larger Chavez 

Ravine outfield. These players made center field a centerpiece of the Reds, Cardinals and 

Dodgers organization and furthered the dominance of these organizations in obtaining World 

Series championships immediately or shortly thereafter in the 1960’s and 1970’s. 

                                                 
20 Sconiers Daryl. Defensive Centerfield. Unknown: http://www.haloblog.com/oct1504.html; 2004 October 15. 9. Last Accessed: 
August 2, 2006. 
20 Snyder Brad. A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in Professional Sports. New York: Penguin Group; 2006. 
36. 
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Vada Pinson (1938 – 1995) played youth 

baseball in Oakland for George Powles, an 

extremely influential baseball man and father 

figure and is responsible for the early 

development of top stars such as Frank 

Robinson and Curt Flood. But initially, Pinson 

was a trumpet player that-just-happened to like 

baseball. In A Well-Paid Slave, Brad Snyder 

quotes Powles giving Memphis-born Pinson a 

choice in his teens between, “the trumpet or the 

bat.”21 

 

Vada Pinson & Frank Robinson 

After a brief call up in 1958, at age twenty, Vinson from 1959 to 1967 would average 

nearly 680 plate appearances a season and rank favorably with the greats of his day. 

Table 4.1.7. Comparison of Full-time Centerfielders for Eight Seasons   

CF Stats 
(1959-1967) 

AB  BB  H 2B 3B HR R BA OBP SLG SB CS 

Davis (LA) 303 15.3 85.1 12.7 2.8 7.3 38.9 0.281 0.317 0.431 9.8 4.00 
Flood (STL) 519 36.3 153.8 22.9 3.9 7.2 71.6 0.296 0.345 0.412 7.3 5.2 
Mantle (NYY) 414 92 119.3 16.1 2.3 29.9 81.1 0.288 0.415 0.566 7.8 1.6 
Mays (SFN) 570 70 173 29.4 5.6 38.7 114.1 0.303 0.379 0.597 15 4.2 
Pinson (CIN) 638 40.7 191 34 10 20 99.8 0.300 0.343 0.510 22.4 8 
 

During this time frame, of players that average 100 at-bats (482), Vada Pinson ranks 22nd 

in all of baseball in Slugging Average. On this list are several HOF omissions, Vada Pinson, Ron 

Santo, Dick (Richie) Allen, all are accomplished on various merits. Pinson amassed nearly 3,000 

hits, 300 steals, and did it playing in center field the majority of his career. He once was clocked 

at 3.3 seconds down the first base line, reflecting his superior athleticism.22 (Mickey Mantle 

came in at 3.1.)  

Ron Santo obtained superior numbers for the entire decade and was considered in the 

same conversation as Ken Boyer and Brooks Robinson on the defensive side. Dick Allen was 

                                                 
 
22 Erardi John, Rhodes Greg. Cincinnati’s Crosley Field: The Illustrated History of a Classic Ballpark. Cincinnati, Ohio: Road 
West Publishing Company; 1995. 140. 



 238 

versatile, if considered below average on defense – playing the corners, left field and even a 

handful of games in the middle infield. Allen made his real living terrorizing pitchers. 

With a lifetime .534 SLG% and 1.05 Pt/AB Rating on the fantasy scale (See Chapter 7 and 

Appendix) Dick Allen’s career is comparable to Earl Averill (HOF 1975) who played in the 

offense-friendly 1930’s and HOF CF Larry Doby.  

 

Table. 4.1.8. Top 30 Players by Slugging Average between 1959 and 1967 

Name AB SLG OBP BA R SB Hits 
Allen, Dick 452 0.600 0.387 0.311 85 9.6 141 
Mays, Willie 570 0.597 0.379 0.303 114 15.0 173 
Aaron, Hank 599 0.594 0.379 0.316 114 19.4 189 
Robinson, Frank 538 0.592 0.400 0.308 104 15.9 166 
Mantle, Mickey 414 0.566 0.415 0.288 81 7.8 119 
McCovey, Willie 382 0.555 0.369 0.276 64 1.7 105 
Killebrew, Harmon 521 0.552 0.379 0.266 91 0.8 139 
Williams, Ted 291 0.540 0.415 0.287 44 0.5 84 
Cepeda, Orlando 459 0.538 0.361 0.309 72 9.7 142 
Nieman, Bob 110 0.531 0.373 0.301 12 0.3 33 
Rader, Doug 162 0.531 0.360 0.333 24 0.0 54 
Conigliaro, Tony 458 0.531 0.339 0.276 72 2.5 126 
Oliva, Tony 407 0.528 0.361 0.312 66 9.2 127 
Stargell, Willie 373 0.525 0.339 0.278 49 0.8 104 
Kaline, Al 495 0.522 0.387 0.302 86 8.4 150 
Clemente, Roberto 572 0.521 0.369 0.327 91 6.3 187 
Hart, Jim Ray 467 0.519 0.352 0.289 70 2.8 135 
Williams, Billy 490 0.518 0.357 0.291 74 6.0 143 
Post, Wally 179 0.517 0.329 0.266 26 0.1 48 
Cash, Norm 448 0.515 0.386 0.275 74 4.1 123 
Maris, Roger 428 0.514 0.356 0.265 73 1.0 114 
Pinson, Vada 638 0.510 0.343 0.300 100 22.4 191 
Santo, Ron 563 0.506 0.365 0.285 79 2.9 161 
Banks, Ernie 558 0.504 0.326 0.271 73 1.7 151 
Howard, Frank 401 0.503 0.336 0.271 52 0.4 109 
Stuart, Dick 410 0.502 0.318 0.265 52 0.2 109 
Mathews, Eddie 473 0.502 0.372 0.267 80 3.4 127 
Allison, Bob 474 0.500 0.364 0.258 79 8.0 122 
Adcock, Joe 388 0.498 0.342 0.272 45 1.4 106 
Yastrzemski, Carl 576 0.498 0.380 0.298 87 7.4 172 

Bold denotes HOF inductee 

In 1961, with Frank Robinson leading the way (.324-37-124), Pinson’s Reds were in the 

World Series, and soon chronicled by relief pitcher-turned-writer Jim Brosnan in Pennant Race. 

In one passage, Pinson proved to be pretty effective with the glove: 
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“[Starting pitcher Joe] Jay was in trouble throughout the game; but he survived only because of 

three sensational plays in the outfield. The Phillies seemingly weren’t strong enough to hit the 

ball out of the park, and neither Robinson nor Pinson let anything fall safely. Pinson caught one 

fly ball just as it was dropping over the bleacher screen at the 390-foot mark. That ball did get 

out of the park but it was inside Vada’s glove which was on Pinson’s right hand.”23 

 Vada Pinson would win his only gold glove in that pennant-winning season. 

 

Table 4.1.9. Vada Pinson’s Fielding statistics as a full-time center fielder 

Year GCF PO A DP E FA% 
1959 154 423 11 4 7 0.984 
1960 154 401 11 1 8 0.981 
1961 153 391 19 4 10 0.976 
1962 152 344 13 1 4 0.989 
1963 147 357 9 0 8 0.979 
1964 156 299 14 1 9 0.972 
1965 159 354 9 1 3 0.992 
1966 139 344 9 1 13 0.964 
1967 157 341 4 1 5 0.986 
1968 120 258 7 0 6 0.978 
 

  Playing part-time outfield for the Reds in 1961 was Gus Bell, who had been a consistent 

.290 hitter from 1953-59. Bell would pinch hit 3 times in his only World Series. Gus raised 

steady-hitting, sure-fielding 3B Buddy Bell, who played over 2,000 games at the hot corner.  

Also on that team, early on, was a 22-year lefty, Claude Osteen, who was sent down on 

May 10th, to be claimed by the woeful Washington Senators. Osteen would make his name as a 

solid, if unspectacular, workhorse (8 times over 250 inning pitched, 2-time 20-game winner) for 

Alston’s Dodgers in the late 1960’s. 

Pinson’s career is marred by his attack of a sportswriter after a series of negative articles, 

and therefore, Vada is oft considered immature, a hot head and a malcontent. However, the 

greater measure of Pinson is his minority support of Curt Flood’s lawsuit as author Brad Snyder 

reflects in a quote made by Pinson: “Something had to be done and Curt is doing it…Curt’s 

doing it for all of us. But it’s too bad all the players don’t dig what he’s doing…He’s convinced 

                                                 
23 Brosnan Jim. Pennant Race. New York: Harper & Brothers; 1962. 68. 
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the reserve clause is a bad one and he’ll fight it to the end, regardless of what happens to him. 

That’s just the way it is.”24  

Vada Pinson died of a stroke and was not found until three days later. He was inducted 

into the Bay Area Sports Hall of Fame.25 His career deserves more credit, and that should be 

reflected in a future HOF induction.  

 

The most disregarded of the 50’s center field 

legends is Larry Doby (1923-2003), the first 

African –American in the American League. 

He began his MLB career on July 5, 1947, 

starting off slowly in his first season as a 2nd 

baseman, but Bill Veeck Jr. was undeterred, 

and switched him to outfield. Larry Doby was 

a 2nd baseman by trade, but received his formal 

outfield indoctrination from Hall of Fame CF 

Tris Speaker that made him into best overall 

center fielder in the American League during 

the late 1940’s and very early 1950’s in 

stepping into the shoes of Joe DiMaggio, who 

was then  

 

Larry Doby – 1st African American in the 

American League and 7-time All-star 

replaced by ‘The Commerce Comet’, Mickey Mantle, soon after.  Doby was also the first black 

in the American League to star in the annual mid-summer classic in 1949. 

Playing in Cleveland though, Larry’s talents were largely ignored by the baseball 

establishment. Yet in looking at his lifetime statistics, he measures up very well to his 

contemporaries. (5th in Slugging behind Mantle, Mays, DiMaggio & Snider.) But initially, The 

Sporting News and some white ballplayers reflected a typical prejudice about Doby’s 

                                                 
24 Snyder Brad. A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in Professional Sports. New York: Penguin Group; 2006. 
121. 
25 Snyder Brad. A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in Professional Sports. New York: Penguin Group; 2006. 
345. 



 241  

preparedness for the big leagues, citing that he should go through the minors like white players 

and that the ‘race issue’ was no longer a dilemma.26 

 “…To show how smart I am, the shortstop was Monte Irvin,”27 Bill Veeck’s 

remembrance of the signing away Larry Doby for $15,00028 from Effa Manley, but not signing 

the Newark Eagles shortstop at that very same time for $1,000 because of Monte Irvin’s age, 

who went on to play (and star) for the Giants and Cubs in the 1950’s.  

Doby was to become an outstandingly feared hitter that received more (or slightly less, 

depending on the source cited) of the same insults, racial bigotry, intimidation tactics and 

backhanded compliments that Jackie Robinson often garnered as the first Negro ballplayer. His 

heroics nearly equaled Jackie’s according to Veeck: “And when Doby hit a tremendous home 

run to put us ahead in the fourth game of the World Series [off Johnny Sain], it could be 

observed that none of the 81,000 people…seemed at all concerned about – or even conscious of 

– his color.” 29 During that same ‘48 World Series, the legendary Satchel Paige appeared for one 

inning, after compiling a 6-1 regular season record for the Indians in beating out Boston in a one-

game playoff.  With Larry Doby’s bat and Satchel Paige’s arm, the Indians drew massive 

crowds, as author Neil Lanctot noted in his recent work, Negro League Baseball: The Rise and 

Ruin of a Black Institution, one August 13th night game at Comiskey Park drew 51,013 fans.30 

During Doby’s seasons with Cleveland, Bill Veeck Jr. moved spring training from Ocala, 

Florida to Tucson, Arizona in light of the prevalent Jim Crow laws and bigoted feelings Veeck 

learned first hand from the locals (in both places.) In 1957, Larry punched Art Ditmar of the 

Yankees, after being thrown at and hit – something that had been a consistent theme of 

intimidation throughout his career, and one that he responded virulently against.31 Doby even 

surmised that black players had to be “twice as good” to earn playing time in ‘The Show’ away 

from white players.32 Unlike Jackie Robinson’s quiet strength outside of baseball but fierce 

                                                 
26 Lanctot Neil. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press; 2004. 314. 
27 Veeck Bill, Linn Ed. Veeck as in Wreck: The Autobiography of Bill Veeck, with Ed Linn. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press; 1962. 176. 
28 Lanctot Neil. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press; 2004. 314. 
29 Veeck Bill, Linn Ed. Veeck as in Wreck: The Autobiography of Bill Veeck, with Ed Linn. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press; 1962. 176. 
30 Lanctot Neil. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press; 2004. 336. 
31 Loverro Thom. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 80.  
32 Lanctot Neil. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press; 2004. 380. 
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demeanor on the field, Larry Doby did not take slights as easily and was considered very 

sensitive to the unfortunate racism still openly existing in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s which 

Bill Veeck considered a detriment to Larry’s overall talent. Bill Veeck’s final perspective on 

Larry Doby: “ If Larry had come up a little later…he might very well have become one of the 

greatest of all time.”33  

Larry Doby served in World War II in the U.S. Navy stationed in the Pacific in a 

segregated unit – in much the same vein Jackie Robinson did in service to the U.S. Army as a 2nd 

lieutenant – and also starred in the Negro Leagues for the Newark Eagles, winning World Series 

titles in both leagues (appearing in championship series in 1946(N), 1948, 1954.) He joins the 

exclusive company of Mays, Monte Irvin and Satchel Paige as participators in both leagues 

pinnacle event.34 In an odd symmetry, Larry Doby became the 2nd black MLB field manager for 

the White Sox in 1978, following Frank Robinson’s hiring. Once again, owner Bill Veeck made 

that a reality.  

In Art Rust, Jr.’s work about the Negro Leagues, Larry Doby reflected on Bill Veeck’s 

importance in his life: “You know, Bill Veeck was just as important to me as Branch Rickey was 

to Jackie Robinson. Veeck told me to curb my temper and to turn the other cheek. The guy really 

motivated me. There were places my wife, my daughter, and I couldn’t go into. Veeck would 

say, ‘If they can’t go in, I won’t go in.’ Veeck was quite a man, a great man. I think of Bill 

Veeck as my second father.”35 Doby was inducted into Cooperstown in 1998, once again years 

after he rightly should have been properly honored. 

                                                 
33 Veeck Bill, Linn Ed. Veeck as in Wreck: The Autobiography of Bill Veeck, with Ed Linn. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press; 1962. 180. 
34 Loverro Thom. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 80. 
35 Rust, Jr. Art. Get That Nigger Off the Field!: A Sparkling, Informal History of the Black Man in Baseball. New York: 
Delacorte Press; 1976. 86. 
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Jimmy Piersall 

A short story in Jim Bouton’s Ball Four about Jimmy Piersall  

(1929- ):“Piersall used to get mad as hell and call [Jim] Coates a lot of 

names, the most gentle of which was thermometer, but it didn’t seem 

to hurt the way he played. I remember a game in Washington. Piersall 

was playing center field and Coates was giving him hell from the 

Yankees bullpen. Piersall was turning away from the game to give it 

back when somebody hit a long fly ball to left-center and Piersall had 

to tear after it. All the time he was running he was screaming at 

Coates, and when he got up to the fence he climbed halfway up it, 

 

caught the ball, robbing somebody of a home run, and threw it in. But not for a second did he 

stop yelling at Coates.”36 

Piersall was as gifted on defense as he was with a gentle barb. He grew up in Waterbury, 

Connecticut, born in 1929, within scouting range of the turfs of Boston and New York. As a 

multi-sport athlete, like many others in baseball, he had numerous opportunities floated to him 

but eventually signed with the Red Sox, after scout Neil Mahoney told him Boston had one of 

the best farm systems in baseball.37  

From the moment Piersall signed, he was on the move. Energetic and overly determined 

to support his family, Piersall made it to the majors at 20 years old in 1950, shortly after 

marrying Mary Teevan, a nurse, in October 1949. His father had had a heart attack just recently 

and his mother had been in and out of Norwich State Hospital, a mental health facility, several 

times.38  His now wife, had a miscarriage late that year. As pressures mounted, to play baseball 

and work off-season for a living, Jimmy Piersall was to succumb to exhaustion mentally and 

physically, only to rebound into one best defensive centerfielders in baseball.  

Piersall’s first at bat came late in the 1950 season against knuckle ball heaver Gene 

Bearden, a hero of the 1948 World Series. In nervousness, he lost his grip and threw the bat over 

the dugout in his first major league swing. He would later get a single. 

After that cup of coffee in 1950, Piersall bought a house in Waterbury only to worry 

more and more. After three days in a new house, he forced his new bride, his baby and his own 

                                                 
36 Bouton J. Ball Four: Twentieth Anniversary Edition. New York: Wiley Publishing, Inc; 1990. 129. 
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family out of the home, and moved to Scranton, Pennsylvania with Mary. There he settled down, 

for a time. 

Piersall was very comfortable on the field, as Dominic DiMaggio commented in 1951 

spring training, “Kid, from what I saw of you in Boston last year and here this spring, you’re the 

best center fielder in the American League right now.”39  Piersall though was not a great pull 

hitter; and as seen before, the Red Sox thrived on right hand hitters that could pepper The 

Monster. As a result, he would make the big club, but see so little action that he demanded to go 

back to the minors. He was racing from one problem to the next, only to find the problem was 

within himself. 

As he tore up the minors, once he got settled, he looked forward to starting for the big 

club in 1952. Only problem was he was expected to convert over to shortstop via HOF SS Lou 

Boudreau insistence. As a result, Jim Piersall likely reached his ultimate breaking point and his 

wife stood by him steadfast as he was soon to be admitted to Westborough State Hospital where 

he was administered electroshock treatments. 

He literally forgot the beginning of the season, where he did, in fact, play shortstop: 

Year G POS PO A E TC/G F% 
1952 30 SS 41 75 9 4.17 0.928 

 

Boudreau benched him, then he went to the outfield, then to Birmingham, where Jimmy 

left twice to go back to Boston. By then, the confusion and violent episodes were too much. As 

one sportswriter surmised:” Jimmy Piersall, former Barons outfielder, who practically tore the 

ball park apart with his mad antics the last time he was here, will never play baseball again. Now 

a hopeless mental case, he will spend the rest of his life in a institution…”40 

But that was not the end. Piersall came back to the game and renewed his fearless pursuit 

of baseball. He was always “mixing it up” with umpires, that led to some ejections and garbage 

being thrown on the field by unruly fans. He did calisthenics in center field during the game. Ran 

his 100th home run around the bases backwards. (Thus causing a revised rule of “touching the 

bases in order” to be added to Major League baseball.) The likely Bi-polar Jimmy Piersall was 

gifted with a fearless attitude in catching deep drives destined for the fences. 
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Jimmy Piersall went on to 17-year baseball career, winning 2 gold gloves in 1958 and 

1961 and batting .322 in his 1961 season in Cleveland. And Fear did strike out. 

 

Dom DiMaggio (1917-) was often dismissed 

playing in the Hall of Fame shadow of his 

big brother Joe DiMaggio and teammate Ted 

Williams, but consistent numbers, defensive 

prowess and the moniker as the “Little 

Professor” speaks volumes of his ability and 

unusual demeanor. A .298 hitter (.380 OBP), 

with 10 years of leading off the Red Sox 

lineup everyday, his place in the annals of 

baseball history is firmly secured. 

      

 

 

Dom DiMaggio – underrated but appreciated 

Dom was born in San Francisco in 1917, the youngest and smallest of the DiMaggio clan. 

After spending much of his childhood in the shadow of his older brothers, and likened more as a 

possible lawyer than a ballplayer, Dom joined the San Francisco Seals in 1937. After hitting 

above .300 in 1937 and 1939, he was signed by the Boston Red Sox for $75,000 – substantially 

more than the Yankees were reported to have signed his brother Joe for.   

Dom twice had hitting streaks in excess of 26 games, was seven times an AL All-Star and 

seven times racked up 100 runs scored (thanks to Teddy Ballgame.) He was noted for his 

unusual fielding stance in the outfield41, facing the left field line with his shoulders with the rabid 

Boston faithful yelling out that Dom played both Center field and Left Field (Ted Williams’ 

position.) Aside from the stats, he served faithfully in WWII (losing time as so many others did) 

and was respected throughout the game as a player and a man, eventually going in the plastics 

business. Much like his brothers, his career was mainly in the FDR era, however, Boston took 

three years to replace Dom – with personality plus Jimmy Piersall in 1955.  

 Dominic DiMaggio was inducted into the Italian American Sports Hall of Fame in 1978 

and should be considered for immortality at Cooperstown. 

                                                 
41 [Message Board] Dom DiMaggio. July 12, 2006. 
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Duke Snider (1926-) for 16 seasons (18 

total) played for one of the most storied 

franchises in all of baseball in the 

Dodgers. His 11 home runs in World 

Series play rank 4th amongst the elite, 

behind Mantle, Ruth and Yogi Berra 

and his World Series RBI totals rank 7th 

All-time. Just those numbers alone 

should reflect the sheer greatness of the 

‘Sliver Fox’42 but as fate would have it, 

he played in the most competitive town 
 

HOF CF Duke Snider hitting a rope 

 

against (and opposite) two of the greatest center fielders and overall ballplayers in Mantle and 

Mays. 

In discussing his teams, Snider noted the talent on his 1952 team was even better than the 

1955 Brooklyn World Championship team, the only one in Brooklyn’s history. “We had three 

centerfielders playing outfield, and we had three shortstops playing third base, shortstop and 

second base.”43 Those teammates: Andy Pafko, Carl Furillo, Jackie Robinson, Pee Wee Reese 

and Billy Cox.   Along side those greats stood legends at first baseman in Gil Hodges and catcher 

Roy Campanella. Over those next five seasons (1952-1956) the Dodgers won nearly 97 games 

on average and 62.7% of all regular season games, second only to the Yankees (at 490.)   

Among the myriad of players with side gigs during this time, Duke Snider ‘delivered the 

mail’44 and eventually went into avocado grove ownership.45  Mickey Mantle made similar off 

the field deals to supplement his baseball income in hotel ownership and bad commercials.46 

                                                 
42 Baseball Statistics [1871-2005]. Lahman S, Editor. Access Database, Edition 5.3. Rochester, NY: Baseball Archive Website; 
2005. 25 MB. http://www.baseball1.com, Website; 5/01/2006. 
43 Naiman J. Snider among Legends of Baseball at Hall of Champions. Fallbrook, CA: The Village News Inc.; 2005 May 27. 
http://www.thevillagenews.com. Last Accessed: September 14, 2006. 
44 Leavy J. Sandy Koufax: A Lefty’s Legacy. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc; 2002. 288. 
45 Naiman J. Snider among Legends of Baseball at Hall of Champions. Fallbrook, CA: The Village News Inc.; 2005 May 27. 
http://www.thevillagenews.com. Last Accessed: September 14, 2006. 
46 Mantle M, Gluck H. The Mick, an American Hero: The Legend and the Glory. New York: Doubleday; 1985. (pages??) 
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These were definitely not the times of money ruling the game, from the players’ standpoint. “The 

dollar signs rule the game of baseball,” [Duke Snider] said,47 speaking about present day affairs.  

In one story, Duke relates how a bet initially cost him $200 in fines which he eventually 

turned into $400, a large sum in those days. The bet involved throwing a baseball out of the LA 

Coliseum, the one better known for the 1984 Olympics and numerous USC running backs juking 

hapless defenders on their path to the Heisman trophy. 3B Don Zimmer initiated the bet, with 

Duke accepting it and failing by just inches to throw it over 87 rows of seats and the four-foot 

retaining wall, and in the process, hurting his arm.48 After getting fined $200 by Buzzie Bavasi, 

then GM of the Dodgers, he went on to play the rest of the season waiting for another chance. 

After the final game, he attempted the task again, succeeding on the first try and receiving the 

money from the initial bet. Then Bavasi returned the $200 fine to him – making him $400 to the 

good, as Duke states: “I made $400 on the deal.”49  

 
A just-traded Pafko soon destined to history as, 

“Who was the left fielder on the Bobby Thomson 

shot heard round the world homer in 1951?” 

Andy Pafko (1921-) grew up in Boyceville, 

Wisconsin and would play on four historic 

teams in the annals of professional baseball 

history. His first taste of a real dynasty was 

in the minor leagues playing for the 

perennially powerful Los Angeles Angels in 

1943. The Angels, owned by the Wrigley 

family with the first ‘Wrigley Field’ built in 

LA, not Chicago, are considered several 

times amongst the greatest minor league 

teams of all-time50 according to historians 

Bill Weiss and Marshall Wright. 

In that 1943 season, Pafko led the Angels 

and the Pacific Coast League in hitting  

                                                 
47 Naiman J. Snider among Legends of Baseball at Hall of Champions. Fallbrook, CA: The Village News Inc.; 2005 May 27. 
http://www.thevillagenews.com. Last Accessed: September 14, 2006. 
48 Naiman J. Snider among Legends of Baseball at Hall of Champions. Fallbrook, CA: The Village News Inc.; 2005 May 27. 
http://www.thevillagenews.com. Last Accessed: September 14, 2006. 
49 Naiman J. Snider among Legends of Baseball at Hall of Champions. Fallbrook, CA: The Village News Inc.; 2005 May 27. 
http://www.thevillagenews.com. Last Accessed: September 14, 2006. 
50 Weiss Bill, Wright Marshall. Team #13:1943 Los Angeles Angels. Unknown: http://www.milb.com/history/top100.jsp ; 2006. 
Last Accessed: December 28, 2006. 
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(.356), run batting in (118) and total bases (326.)   

In producing the likes of Ted Williams and Joe DiMaggio, the Pacific Coast League had 

always been a stepping-stone to the majors and great numbers even during wartime still meant a 

quick promotion to the majors. Pafko was no different. He came up late 1943 after the 110-45 

Angels had lost four straight in the Governor’s Cup series. From the first day, Pafko impressed 

the Cubs with his bat and glove. Luckily for the struggling Cubs, Pafko had been rejected for 

military service due to high blood pressure.51  

By 1945, Pafko was the premier centerfielder in the National League leading all 

centerfielders in baseball with 110 RBIs, a solid .298 BA in 140 games. His play and a veteran 

pitching staff led the Cubs to a wartime pennant and 7-game World Series loss to the Detroit 

Tigers. 

Pafko suffered some setbacks in the late 1940’s in playing only half of 1946 and not at all 

in 1948. In 1950, he returned to form with a career season - hitting 36 home runs to finish 2nd in 

National League and the top 10 of Batting Average with over 400 at bats.  

For his career year, Pafko earned a trade to first division Brooklyn Dodgers in June 1951. 

Pafko would hit 18 home runs for the Dodgers and watch the ‘Shot Heard Round The World’ 

sail over his head as former centerfield cohort Bobby Thomson ruined the Dodgers season in a 

three-game playoff. Thomson, Pafko, Snider and Mays, centerfielders all, were on the field 

during that play. (Mays was on deck.) 

Pafko would stay in Brooklyn to see the Dodgers make in the World Series in 1952 only 

to pack his bags and head to Milwaukee and his home state. There, he would see the magic of 

Warren Spahn as the Milwaukee Braves won the World Series in 1957. 

 

  Jim Landis (1934-) would fuel the go-go Sox of 1959 to their only World Series 

appearance against the newly-minted Los Angeles Dodgers, scoring a series high six runs on 

seven singles. His batting though was mediocre (.247) lifetime, but his glove skills earned him 5 

gold gloves between 1960-1964. 

Year G POS PO A E TC/G F% Award  
1960 147 OF 372 13 6 2.66 0.985 Gold Glove 
1961 139 OF 389 9 5 2.90 0.988 Gold Glove 
1962 144 OF 360 2 2 2.52 0.995 Gold Glove 

                                                 
51 Weiss Bill, Wright Marshall. Team #13:1943 Los Angeles Angels. Unknown: http://www.milb.com/history/top100.jsp ; 2006. 
Last Accessed: December 28, 2006. 
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Year G POS PO A E TC/G F% Award  
1963 124 OF 264 6 2 2.19 0.993 Gold Glove 
1964 101 OF 183 7 1 1.89 0.995 Gold Glove 

 

In December 1965, Landis would be traded to Cleveland for a young Joe Rudi, whose 

1972 World Series catch against the left-field wall is among the greatest photographs in baseball 

history. 

 

The Giants Win the Pennant! The Giants Win the Pennant! The Giants Win the Pennant! 

 Bobby Thomson (1923-) is the most famous 20th century Scottish-born ballplayer, who 

happened to play in the era of great outfielders. (Pitcher Jim McCormick of the 1880’s was also 

born in Glasgow, Scotland and won 264 decisions.) Thomson’s home run hit off Ralph Branca 

propelled the 1951 Giants into World Series.  

 

 

Bobby Thomson & Manager Leo Durocher shortly after The Shot 
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In essentially his career season, (.293, 32, 101) as 3rd baseman/CF, Thomson came up big 

while Willie Mays stood on deck, Duke Snider played CF for the Dodgers and LF Pafko watched 

helplessly the ball clear the fence by a matter of inches. On the field that day were the following: 

Pee Wee Reese, Jackie Robinson, Duke Snider, Roy Campanella, Willie Mays, Monte Irvin and 

Leo Durocher, all in the Hall of Fame. 

In Heartbreakers: Baseball’s Most Agonizing Defeats by John Kuenster of Baseball 

Digest acclaim, a synopsis of the 3-game playoff the Giants and Dodgers had in 1951 shows the 

importance of Bobby Thomson (and other greats) in 1951. 

 

Game 1: Bobby Thomson and Monte Irvin smacked home runs, to help Jim Hearn, who pitched 

a 5-hitter, only giving up a home run to Andy Pafko. (3-1 Giants) 

 

Game 2: Clem Labine pitched a 6-hitter to shutout the Giants. According to Kuenster, “Dressen 

could be a punitive character, and he had a grudge against the brash Labine who had lost a 

critical game to the Phillies on September 21.”52 

 

Game 3: Don Newcombe vs. Sal Maglie. Dodgers led 4-1 into the ninth, but Newcombe faltered 

against Alvin Dark and Don Mueller for singles. Then retired Irvin on a pop, only to surrender a 

double to Whitey Lockman. With a 4-2 lead, runners on second and third, the pitching change 

came down to Ralph Branca or Carl Erskine. Erskine had bounced a curve ball in his warm ups, 

so pitching coach Clyde Sukeforth choose Branca due to his fastball looking solid in warm ups. 

Branca had pitched two days earlier giving up a homer to Thomson then. 

3B Bobby Thomson awaited Branca. He was the best hitter in the second half for the 

Giants according to Alvin Dark. (And recent games, since Thomson hit a homer against the 

Braves in the last game of the season. And hit a homer off Branca in game one. Soon to make it 

three homers in four games.) In an announcement that portended impeding doom, “Attention, 

press. World Series credentials for Ebbets Field can be picked up at six o'clock at the Biltmore 

Hotel.”53 The words similar to a basketball announcer's jinx of a free throw shooter in saying, 

“he hasn't miss one in …” 

                                                 
52 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 14. 
53 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 15. 
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Thomson was having a good day all ready, going 2 for 3 with a double off a considerably 

better pitcher in Don Newcombe. His only out was a RBI fly out to center. As Branca pitched 

ahead 0-1, Thomson drove Branca’s pitch into immortality in the lower deck of the left field 

stands some five or six rows deep according to left fielder Andy Pafko.54 

 

Table 4.1.10. Bobby Thomson’s career hitting stats 

Team Year HR RBI AB  H BA 
NYG 1946 2 9 54 17 0.315 
NYG 1947 29 85 545 154 0.283 
NYG 1948 16 63 471 117 0.258 
NYG 1949 27 109 641 198 0.309 
NYG 1950 25 85 563 142 0.252 
NYG 1951 32 101 518 152 0.293 
NYG 1952 24 108 608 164 0.270 
NYG 1953 26 106 608 175 0.288 
MIL 1954 2 15 99 23 0.232 
MIL 1955 12 56 343 88 0.257 
MIL 1956 20 74 451 106 0.235 
MIL 1957 4 23 148 35 0.246 
NYG 1957 8 38 215 52 0.242 
CHN 1958 21 82 547 155 0.283 
CHN 1959 11 52 374 97 0.259 
BOS 1960 5 20 114 30 0.263 

 

Thomson was a humble guy; as Pafko recounted that he asked about ‘The Shot’ of 

Thomson, and Thomson responded, “Andy, that's history.”55 

Branca, only 25, responded so despondently to the homer, he was never the same pitcher 

again. His career would end by 1956, with only 12 more victories for three teams. Before that, he 

had won a very respectable 76 games for Brooklyn. But before a new season had started, Branca 

had injured his pelvis in a freak accident in 1952 and his trainer provided ill support, given little 

regard to his injury. As another fact about Ralph Branca, he mentions baseball history: “At the 

time, only six pitchers had won 21 games at age 21: Lefty Gomez, Bob Feller, Wes Ferrell, Babe 

Ruth, Christy Mathewson and me.”56  

Branca's backstop, ex-Cub Rube Walker, was substituting for HOF Roy Campanella due 

to pulled leg muscle in Game 1 of the playoff. Willie Mays was on-deck, a rookie hitting against 

                                                 
54 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 17. 
55 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 22. 
56 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 24. 
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a veteran in a high drama situation. Who knows what may have happen? Would Willie Mays 

have shrunk in that situation? Would Branca have become a hero?  

Evidently, even HOF Catcher Yogi Berra, a paying spectator, thought this game was over 

when he left to beat traffic before the ninth inning.57 

   

After losing the 1951 World Series to Berra’s Yankees 4-2, in which a young Alfredo 

Manuel Pesano (a.k.a. Billy Martin) would score once, but would soon enough don the shoes as 

the next generation Durocher, Thomson would split time in center field while Willie Mays, ‘The 

Say Hey Kid’, went off to military.  

Thomson though was inconsistent, or vacillated, with his batting average throughout his 

career, thus was never able to achieve more than he did on that early October day. As a result, he 

would bounce around after 1953, when Willie Mays firmly entrenched himself in center and 

Hank Thompson would take over 3rd base, making Thomson expendable. Thomson’s trade on 

February 1, 1954 (along with Sammy Calderone) to Milwaukee for P Johnny Antonelli, P Don 

Liddle, Ebba St. Claire, SS/3B Billy Klaus and $50,000 made the Giants that season. 

Antonelli won 21, lost 7 with 6 shutouts, in leading the NL in ERA at 2.30. And would 

win 20 again in 1956. Don Liddle would provide 9 wins with a respectable 3.06 ERA as a 

swingman, pitching out of the bullpen. Liddle would win the final game of the ’54 Series (and 

Antonelli got the save) as the Giants jumped out to a 7-0 lead through 5 innings. The 1954 

Indians, with likely the best pitching in the majors (and some would argue historically), would 

lose 4 straight. 

As cruel fate would have it, Thomson missed out on the 1954 championship of Giants 

and would also be sans the championship in 1957, when he was traded back to the Giants mid-

season from Milwaukee, who won that year. So after leaving his mark on the Giants, he never 

tasted the ultimate reward: as a member of World Series Champion. 

 

                                                 
57 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 28. 
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Bill Virdon (1931- ), AL Manager of 

the Year in 1974, was the manager 

last hired and fired by George 

Steinbrenner before Alfredo Manuel 

Pesano took over ‘The Bronx Zoo.’ 

Before that tumultuous time, a young 

Virdon had signed as a Yankee by 

top scout Tom Greenwade, only to be 

traded to the Cardinals for Enos 

Slaughter. As the 1955 Rookie of the 

Year, he hit .281 with 17 home runs, 

only to see that as the power peak of 

his career.  

      

 

 

Bill Virdon – signed, then traded by the Yankees. 

Managed them before The Bronx Zoo took shape. 

 

From 1957-59, he would amass over 400 Putouts flanked by a young Roberto Clemente 

in Right Field. In 1959, Virdon led the National with 5 double plays and 3.0 Chances per game. 

In the 1960 World Series, it was his bad hop grounder that would undo SS Tony Kubek, 

and the Yankees, leading to the miracle home run by glove man extraordinaire, Bill Mazeroski. 

Showing karmic fate sometimes rears its ugly head. 

 

 

 

Discovered by his future father-in-law, Negro League legend, crack scout and HOFer 

William ‘Judy’ Johnson, Bill Bruton (1925-1995) brought speed to every part of his game. In 

his first 3 seasons, Bruton led the National League in stolen bases (26, 34, 25) while playing an 

aggressive center field. He racked up double-digit assists (15, 14, 17) and errors (9, 7, 14), but 

played behind the best pitching staff in the National League, Warren Spahn, Lew Burdette, Bob 

Buhl, Bob Rush and Carl Willey, and next to home run legend Hank Aaron. 
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Bill Bruton – a natural centerfielder with 

speed 

 

3B Eddie Mathews – famous teammate of 

Bill Bruton, Hank Aaron and Warren Spahn 

In 1957 and 1958, Bruton suffered 

through an injury, allowing Felix Mantilla, 

Bobby Thomson and Andy Pafko to fill 

during both years. Upon his return in 1958, 

Bruton picked up where he left off, hitting 

.280. During the 1958 World Series, he hit 

.412 (7 for 17) with 1 home run. The Braves 

lost 4-3 after beating the Yankees 4-3 in the 

1957 World Series. 

Bill Bruton would finish out his 

career with 4 seasons in Detroit, flanked in 

1961 by HOF RF Al Kaline and LF Rocky 

Colavito, during the latter’s career year (.290 

BA, 45 HR, 140 RBI.) Detroit had likely the 

best outfield (offense and defense put 

together in all three positions) in baseball 

that season. Detroit’s fate was to win 101 

games, only to come up 8 games short of the 

Yankees. (Maris, Mantle, Howard, Skowron, 

Berra, Boyer, Kubek, Ford and Stafford had 

something to do with this. Though as seen 

before, the 1961 Yankees were not the best 

team ever; not even the best Yankee team 

despite the 240 home runs.) 
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Joe DiMaggio (1914-1999): Appeared in 10 

World Series for the Bronx Bombers, starting 

in all ten as the center fielder, but was known 

more for his hitting streaks (61 games in the 

minors and 56 in the majors), his marriages 

(actresses Marilyn Monroe and Dorothy 

Arnold) and his ultra-quiet, graceful, yet oddly 

tense demeanor on the field and off. As a 

lifetime .325 hitter, .579 slugger with only 8 

more strikeouts (369) than home runs (361), 

Joe DiMaggio was as close to center field 

perfection as seen in the late 1930’s through to 

the beginning of the Korean War.  

 
 

Joe DiMaggio before a game 

   

Richard Ben Cramer in Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life reflects on the near perfect realm 

of center field:  

“Why wouldn’t he see life from his own point of view, the position in which he spent his 

most alive moments, that perch with the whole world that mattered before him – that was 

center field. It was a special place – not just that vastness in the Bronx, but every center 

field: the largest suzerainty in the game’s realm, it had to be patrolled by a prince. He was 

a man on the field most unconstrained by others; he had the greatest distances to roam, 

and the farthest from home. Perhaps that’s why Joe so often was the first to burst from 

the dugout, running, head down, on a beeline, with other men spraying out behind, as if 

they’d been pulled, uncorked by the Dago’s force. In center field, he had every twitch of 

every play in front of him: the bent back of the pitcher, the batter’s swing and the ball-

jump, and the crack of the bat…[with him able to make any catch he could rightly obtain 

with his grace of foot receiving the ball with two hands easily]…so he could trot in, ball 
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in his glove, deadpan, confident, controlling, gather teammates ahead of him homeward, 

a strong shepherd, to the dugout again.”58 

  

Joe DiMaggio evoked plenty of imagery because so little could be written about the 

actual man – and his thoughts clearly made. He was not just sometimes quiet; but nearly always 

reticent, often allowing of others to do all the conjecturing and surmising whether it be about 

baseball, or his personal life, both endless topics of perusal by New York sportswriters Jimmy 

Cannon, Red Smith and Walter Winchell. “Cannon…he idolized DiMaggio, a natural hero of 

innate grace, raised up (as was Cannon) from poor city streets. This was a patented Cannon 

story…the poor kid who became a king, the unlettered man who knew more than professors, the 

eloquence of the city’s silent souls.”59 

Born in Martinez, California in 1914, growing up in San Francisco, son to a Sicilian 

fisherman along with nine brothers and sisters (with younger Dom and older Vince joining him 

as center fielders), Joseph Paul was not an ordinary ball-crazed young kid. In fact, he was 

indifferent to baseball, more interested in tennis as a 14-to-16 year old.60 A quote from The 

Hero’s Life: “…Joe had walked away from baseball. If he played anything he played tennis…His 

attitude on baseball wasn’t too far from his dad’s: there was no money in it – so what was it good 

for?”61 His father Giuseppe had an intense work ethic – and designed for all his boys to fish – 

and baseball did not reflect Giuseppe’s stance on getting ahead, which was about having a roof 

overhead and food on the table. 

It was not until his older brother Vince (and various friends from the neighborhood) 

encouraged him (via money) to come back to play on local semi-pro teams that Joe’s baseball 

career came clearly into being. Joe’s schooling had all ready ended and handing out of 

newspapers was not a real living, even in those Great Depression times.  

 By 1932, Joe became a sought after commodity – for his bat, because his glove was 

weak as a shortstop, but he had a cannon of an arm.62 His bat got him paid and noticed: enough 

                                                 
58 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 126. 
59 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 194. 
60 Johnson Dick, Stout Glenn. DiMaggio: An Illustrated Life. New York: Walker and Company; 1995. 8. 
61 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 29. 
62 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 32. 
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that his father would lessen pressure on him, in part, because Vince was now a San Francisco 

Seal and brought home $1,500 and the scouts were watching the “DeMaggio”63 name. 

Joe DiMaggio made his professional debut on October 1, 1932 as a San Francisco Seal of 

the highly regarded Pacific Coast League, playing shortstop.64 He would play those last 3 games 

unpaid, but four years later, he would be playing on 1936 Yankee squad, batting where Babe 

Ruth did, and having a rookie year of Hall of Fame proportions – .323BA, 29HR, 125 RBI with a 

league-leading 22 outfield assists. But to assist in the legend of DiMaggio as Cramer puts it: 

“The poor Italian boy, who learned to hit with a broken oar for a bat…His papa wanted him to 

fish, but DeMaggio only loved baseball…His brother got him a job – his own…In other words, 

they would give him a story…American melting pot stuff…”65 Joe DiMaggio lack of words, his 

business-like approach, uncanny natural skills, effortless learning and improvement was not 

enough of story, so the legend had to be juiced up by the media of the day. A media Joe would 

come to realize how integral they can be in making a player great, a mystery, and often, an 

object of obsession and defilement. 

 

DiMaggio made his first mentor in 1935 as Francis Joseph “Lefty” O’Doul was made the 

manager of the San Francisco Seals. O’Doul’s career began first as a Seal, then as a 22-year old 

Yankee pitcher in 1919, but after five unsuccessful years of pitching, he switched permanently to 

outfield play – and would be thoroughly reconstituted five seasons later, in 1928 – as a powerful 

.350 hitter that William Wrigley, owner of the Los Angeles Angels and Chicago Cubs, drooled 

for. O’Doul led the 1929 National League in total hits (254) and is tied for 3rd highest total in 

MLB history behind Ichiro Suzuki and George Sisler. O’Doul is among a very select group of 

players that have had over 200 hits and batting above .380 more than one season in the majors. 

(See: Table 4.1.11.) 

O’Doul was in another select group: he got DiMaggio talking. As one Cramer quote 

reflects: “Joe talked more to Lefty in a week than he’d talked in the prior two years with the 

Seals. Lefty could make a street lamp talk. Now, the Seals’ clubhouse was full of talk – and 

laughter…They adored him…suddenly freed of rules. Lefty didn’t care what they did at night – 

just be ready to play. He’d say: ‘If you come into a bar and I’m there, don’t you dare try to get 
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out without coming over and having one with me.’(O’Doul’s own drinking was famously major 

league. When lefty wanted to open his own bar, Ty Cobb, the shrewd businessmen, declined to 

go partners – for the businesslike reason: ‘He drinks more than me.’)66 

Lefty took DiMaggio around San Francisco – hometown to both men – and educated 

young Joe on the finer aspects of becoming a true star ballplayer – this after Joe’s hitting in 61 

straight in 1933 and suffering through a prolonged knee injury in 1934. O’Doul was as open and 

expressive as DiMaggio was closed and impassive, but Joe needed some polish in order to 

survive the New York experience. As Cramer reflects, “But if he [Joe] was going to be a big-

leaguer, a New York big-leaguer…this was a chance to learn at the master’s knee.”67 

Table 4.1.11. Seasons with 200 or  

more hits and a .380 Batting Average 

Year Player AB  H BA 
1911 Ty Cobb 591 248 0.420 
1912 Ty Cobb 553 226 0.409 
1917 Ty Cobb 588 225 0.383 
1922 Ty Cobb 526 211 0.401 
1921 Harry Heilmann 602 237 0.394 
1923 Harry Heilmann 524 211 0.403 
1925 Harry Heilmann 573 225 0.393 
1927 Harry Heilmann 505 201 0.398 
1929 Babe Herman 569 217 0.381 
1930 Babe Herman 614 241 0.393 
1921 Rogers Hornsby 592 235 0.397 
1922 Rogers Hornsby 623 250 0.401 
1924 Rogers Hornsby 536 227 0.424 
1925 Rogers Hornsby 504 203 0.403 
1929 Rogers Hornsby 602 229 0.380 
1911 Joe Jackson 571 233 0.408 
1912 Joe Jackson 572 226 0.395 
1920 Joe Jackson 570 218 0.382 
1929 Lefty O'Doul 638  254 0.398 
1930 Lefty O'Doul 528  202 0.383 
1925 Al Simmons 654 253 0.387 
1930 Al Simmons 554 211 0.381 
1931 Al Simmons 513 200 0.390 
1920 George Sisler 631 257 0.407 
1922 George Sisler 586 246 0.420 
1912 Tris Speaker 580 222 0.383 
1916 Tris Speaker 546 211 0.386 
1920 Tris Speaker 552 214 0.388  

 

Left O’Doul  – A long-time friend of the guarded 

DiMaggio. A character, with character, O’Doul was the 

toast of San Francisco. When asked about the hitting of 

Ty Cobb against 1960’s pitchers, he surmised that a he’d 

hit .340. The youngster responded, “Then why do you 

say Cobb was so great,” Lefty responded, “Well, you 

have to take into consideration the man would now be 

seventy-eight years old!” (From The Image of Their 

Greatness, pgs. 25-26, 118.) 

                                                 
66 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 71. 
67 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 72. 



 259  

As a helping hand, O’Doul did well. Joe DiMaggio won the 1935 PCL MVP with a .398 

average and secured the league championship. Next stop: The Big Apple and another Lefty 

mentor.   

Yankee Stardom 

Joe began his Yankee career on a cross-country trip in 1936 with Frank Crosetti and 

Tony Lazzeri, with Joe unable (sans a license and motivation) to drive. On 3,000 miles of back 

roads, cow paths and Route 66 type driving, the three would make it to St. Petersburg, Florida, 

unaware the Yankees would be soon champions, once again.  

In the Yankee Clipper’s first season, he hit an exceptional .323 while scoring 132 runs. 

His star shown so bright that by the All-Star break Time magazine placed him on their cover. In 

game two of the World Series, FDR, the hero of The Great Depression, would salute DiMaggio 

after an over the shoulder catch 475 feet from home plate. The press had turned Joe D into an 

Italian hero, something that was in short supply with Benito Mussolini preening, Al Capone in 

prison and Primo Carnera boxing futilely.68 DiMaggio was none of that.    

   

Table 4.1.12. Joe DiMaggio’s Season Statistics 

Year G GCF AB BA H 2B 3B HR RBI R PO A E FA% 
1936 138 55 637 0.323 206 44 15 29 125 132 339 22 8 0.978 
1937 151 150 621 0.346 215 35 15 46 167 151 413 21 17 0.962 
1938 145 145 599 0.324 194 32 13 32 140 129 366 20 15 0.963 
1939 120 117 462 0.381 176 32 6 30 126 108 328 13 5 0.986 
1940 132 130 508 0.352 179 28 9 31 133 93 359 5 8 0.978 
1941 139 139 541 0.357 193 43 11 30 125 122 385 16 9 0.978 
1942 154 154 610 0.305 186 29 13 21 114 123 409 10 8 0.981 
1946 132 131 503 0.290 146 20 8 25 95 81 314 15 6 0.982 
1947 141 139 534 0.315 168 31 10 20 97 97 316 2 1 0.997 
1948 153 152 594 0.320 190 26 11 39 155 110 441 8 13 0.972 
1949 76 76 272 0.346 94 14 6 14 67 58 195 1 3 0.985 
1950 139 137 525 0.301 158 33 10 32 122 114 363 9 9 0.976 
1951 116 113 415 0.263 109 22 4 12 71 72 288 11 3 0.990 

  

Joe would meet another pitcher, Vernon “Lefty” Gomez, practical jokester and all-

around, good-natured person that became his baseball consigliere69and trusted friend. In a play 

early on in Joe’s career, Gomez had wheeled to turn a double play, but threw the ball away into 

center. When manager Joe McCarthy yelled at Gomez about what he was thinking, Gomez 
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responded, “Someone shouted ‘Throw it to the Dago,’ Gomez replied mildly. “Nobody said 

which Dago.”70 (Up the middle: Tony Lazzeri, Frank Crosetti and Joe DiMaggio.) 

Lefty was Joe’s road roomie, nearby neighbor, driver to the Stadium and ultimate fun, yet 

respectable, man about town. Lefty was the life of any party. Joe was the presence of all parties. 

People came for Joe – not to talk to him – but to absorb his aura. But even Lefty had his limits: 

“The fact was, the writers had it only half right: Joe did learn from Gomez. But Lefty, in truth, 

wasn’t out on the town as much as they thought. And pretty soon, Joe was getting around to 

places even Lefty didn’t go…”71 Those places (Polly Adler’s ladies of the evening) and buddies 

(included famous barkeep Toots Shor, famous concierge/ticket broker George Solotaire, ex-

champion Jim Braddock and a variety of mid-to-high level mob types and hustlers) would 

introduce Joe to a wide array of experiences and people. And Joe returned the favor by leaving 

an air of distinction on anyone he met. And those people knew it. 

Lefty Gomez had married a showgirl, June O’Dea, and Joe was destined to marry the 

ultimate showgirl, after his first marriage would fail. Dorothy Arnoldine Olson (Arnold) had 

been on the set of Joe’s first acting gig – Manhattan Merry-Go-Round. She was like so many 

Midwestern women that saw the movies, did local plays and went West to find fame. 

 Joe and Dorothy would enter into a ying-and-yang relationship: with Joe reserved, 

tactfully appealing, naturally gifted and immensely popular, while Dorothy was outgoing, 

beautiful, book intelligent, wanton of attention and relatively unknown. With Dorothy, Joe grew 

up – socially only – but the problems with their marriage came from Dorothy’s desire to have a 

career and attention, Joe’s ultra controlling nature and inability to handle married stardom, and 

eventually, World War II and Joe’s participation in it.  

As Richard Ben Cramer reflects the problems with Joe in marriage:  

“He couldn’t see why she wouldn’t just be Mrs. Joe DiMaggio, why she had to be the 

center of attention…Some nights he’d rather just be quiet, with the guys, maybe get a 

steak with Toots…[Or] get some rest. He had to be right the next day. That’s what paid 

the freight. 
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She never could see why she had to give up work. She’d had her own life – and so many 

friends!…And if she talked, well, a lot of times he didn’t want to hear it. If she kept 

up…he’d walk out and she wouldn’t see him that night, maybe nights on end.”72 

 

Even after the birth of Joseph Paul DiMaggio Jr., the two would only grow more distant 

and indifferent, though Joe did try to keep his marriage together – in his usual, subtlety 

controlling ways. By summer 1944, Joe would be playing baseball in Hawaii73 for the Army, his 

divorce was final –though they attempted friendship (and reconciliation for years) for the sake of 

Joe Jr.  

 

The Streak and The Problems Begin 

1941 was a season that saw two records that will undoubtedly stand the test of time: the 

56-game hitting streak and a .406 batting average. Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams were 

inspiring to a nation on the brink of its greatest fight. But DiMaggio had all ready done damage 

to the American League in his first five seasons that has rarely been equaled. The streak was not 

unfathomable to think of for him – with the PCL record coming many years prior – but the media 

attention from it, the national phenomenon and his future contract dispute the next season was 

uncomfortable for Joe as he continued the task of baseball player perfection.  

Even the probability of such a feat is considered close to a mathematically impossibility 

as Stephen Jay Gould writes: 

“Ed Purcell, Nobel laureate in Physics… [reflects on] Joe DiMaggio’s 56-game hitting 

streak in 1941. The intuition of baseball aficionados has been validated. Purcell 

calculated that to make it likely (probability greater than 50 percent) that a run of even 50 

games will occur once in the history of baseball up to now [1989], baseball’s rosters 

would have to include either four lifetime .400 hitters or 52 lifetime .350 batters careers 

of 1,000 games…[Neither of which has happened] He sits on the shoulders of two 

bearers – mythology and science.”74 
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Baseball historians Lawrence Ritter and Donald Honig sum up Joe’s ability this way: 

“Born to play center field, the shy, inscrutable DiMaggio was the flawless player... He 

ranged in center field with unerring judgment and poetic grace. His arm was powerful 

and accurate. At the plate he had no weakness, and not even the vast reaches of Yankee 

Stadium’s left and center fields could neutralize his tremendous right-handed power.”75  

 

His lack of a weakness made impossible possible.  

The streak was the impetus behind the #1 song Joltin’ Joe Di Maggio by Allan Courtney 

and Ben Homer in 1941. So Joe also sat on the shoulders of instantaneous national fame and 

moderate fortune – not always to his expectations or his delight, as his 1942 contract dispute was 

derailed more by World War II, and ever-the-advantageous work of septuagenarian Ed Barrow, 

than his perceived greed after an MVP season and World Series title.  

 

 

The classic swing of Joltin’ Joe: Picture was taken on July 1, 1941, the day he broke Wee Willie 

Keeler’s consecutive hit mark of 44 games. 
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As Cramer reflects in The Hero’s Life: 

“THE WAR BEDEVILED DiMaggio…Ed Barrow sent a contract without a raise – not 

even ten bucks…he’d been named the MVP, player of the year, sportsman of the year, 

named everything except God-incarnate… 

But Barrow said, ‘Doesn’t he know there’s a war on?’ Why should DiMaggio get 

a raise on his salary – [$37,500] – when so many young men [get] one-hundredth the 

pay? Was DiMaggio so much better, so much more valuable, than those brave boys…? 

Of course that was a specious argument – immaterial, underhanded, insulting. It 

called into question DiMaggio’s patriotism…”76 

 

After a national columnist, Bob Considine, suggested Joe worth at $80,000, but would 

likely get only half of that, it was exactly the amount Ed Barrow proffered on the second go 

around. Joe did not budge. But the press and Barrow would hound Joe for his holdout and greed. 

To that end, Joe would settle for $42,000 in 1942, a long way from Babe Ruth’s $80,000 salary 

in the late 1920’s. 

Joe’s 1941 season was barely a memory before his life would be permanently altered by 

war, divorce, injuries and age. 

 

After The War  

By November 1946, the Yankees were far from the juggernaut that took apart the 

American League of the 1930’s. Time and war had caused plenty of changes – manager Joe 

McCarthy, pitcher Lefty Gomez, catcher Bill Dickey, 2nd baseman Joe Gordon, all gone – and 

the future rested on the ulcer-ridden, problematic heel-and-ankle of Joe DiMaggio. Both Boston 

and Detroit, 1945 and 1946 World Series representatives, were better teams on paper and on the 

field.  

The glacier shift in fortunes started first with Joe McCarthy. He had begun a string of 

alcoholic rants and ravings that would diminish his accomplishments in many baseball circles, 

but were enjoyable stories, nonetheless. “McCarthy started riding the White Horse hard. One trip 

out west, late May, there were games where McCarthy didn’t even show up…as McCarthy stood 

                                                 
76 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 198. 



 264 

in the airplane aisle and screamed abuse at the problem-child pitcher, [and fellow alcoholic relief 

ace] Joe Page. ‘You know what I’m gonna do with you, don’t you? I’m gonna send you back 

down to the minors. How much money d’you think you’ll make there? PEANUTS!’…McCarthy 

ripped into anyone…including that meddling SOB, [new part owner, president and GM Larry] 

MacPhail. When they landed, the Skipper went on a Homeric bender, left the club, disappeared, 

and after three days resigned by telegram. Dickey would be the new manager.”77 

DiMaggio was no fan of MacPhail – “Joe thought he had the bastard redhead figured 

out”78 – who attempted a trade with Washington for Mickey Vernon before the 1947 season. 

Washington decided El Paso on that deal to their loss. 

 

Al Gionfriddo, a part-time outfielder, but a full-time nemesis of DiMaggio here, as he 

robs The Yankee Clipper of a game tying home run in the sixth game of the 1947 World Series, 

the first televised. (The Image of Their Greatness – pg. 206.) 
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Table 4.1.13. Mickey Vernon, Joe DiMaggio to Yankee 1st basemen comparison (1947-1958) 

Player G AB R H 2B HR RBI BA PO A E FA 
Vernon 1,663 6,045 839 1,718 330 135 932 0.284 13,806 1,051 134 0.991 
 

Player G AB R H 2B HR RBI BA PO A E FA% 
DiMaggio  625 2,340 451 719 126 117 512 0.307 1,603 31 29 0.983 
 

New York 1B G AB R H 2B HR RBI BA PO A E FA% 
Collins (50-55)  717 1,903 347 505 72 77 270 0.265 4,063 332 44 0.990 
Henrich (49) 115 411 90 118 20 24 85 0.287 445 28 2 0.996 
Kryhoski (49) 54 177 18 52 10 1 27 0.294 363 31 7 0.983 
McQuinn (47-48) 238 819 117 232 35 24 121 0.283 1,891 141 13 0.994 
Mize (50-53) 203 606 80 162 26 35 121 0.267 1,122 75 6 0.995 
Skowron (54-59)  577 1,889 276 574 87 73 353 0.304 3,946 302 36 0.991 
 

Instead of getting Joe DiMaggio in spring of 1947 (who was all ready spending time shuttling 

back and forth from John Hopkins in Baltimore due to an infection after a heel surgery at Beth 

David)79, the Senators would watch popular, easy-going, two-time Senator manager Bucky 

Harris (2,159-2,219, 2 WS titles) win the first televised World Series in 1947 as Yankees 

skipper. But Harris only kept the job warm for future managerial legend, Casey Stengel, who 

would be less amicable towards The Yankee Clipper.  

 Conflict was the “word of the day” for Joe. He was fined $100 (among others) by Leland 

MacPhail in 1947 for failing to appear in an Armed Forces newsreel. Travel by plane was 

required – otherwise players would pay their own travel expenses.  In the esteemed opinion of 

Red Smith, “a seal that can play Beethoven’s Fifth on an oboe is more beautiful to L.S. MacPhail 

than a twenty-game pitcher.”80 

 As the 1947 season went forward, Joe healed his heel, and hit home runs once again. His 

leadership at the plate and in the locker room took the Yankees back to the top. In one stretch of 

27 games, Joe pounded the ball at .468 pace while dealing with yet another nagging injury: a 

one-throw-per-game arm.81 The Yankees played team baseball, suffering through injuries to their 

pitching staff (and Joe), yet amassing a double-digit win streak in mid-summer. Even in missing 

15 games, Joe and the Yankees were easy winners of the AL pennant once again. Joe won the 
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1947 AL MVP by one point over Ted Williams (202-201), but that was tainted by writers’ bets 

with bookies (estimated $500,000) and votes for undeserving candidates (Eddie Joost.)82 

 

Table 4.1.14. Who really deserved the MVP? (Ted was More Outstanding – Not More Valuable) 

1947 Stats G AB R H 2B HR RBI BA OBP BB SO PO A E FA 
DiMaggio 139 534 97 168 31 20 97 0.315 0.388 64 32 316 2 1 0.997 
Williams 154 528 125 181 40 32 114 0.343 0.497 162 47 347 10 9 0.975 
 

 As a topper, the 1947 World Series TV audience saw the initial clash of the two titans of 

the next decade of baseball: the Brooklyn Dodgers versus the New York Yankees. 

Table 4.1.15. Season Wins and Pennants by Brooklyn (NL) and New York (AL) 

Year Brooklyn LG Win New York LG Win 
1947 94 Won 97  Won 
1948 84 No 94 No 
1949 97 Won 97  Won 
1950 89 No 98 Won 
1951 97 No 98 Won 
1952 96 Won 95  Won 
1953 105 Won 99  Won 
1954 92 No 103 No 
1955 98 Won 96  Won 
1956 93 Won 97  Won 

 

 Each team would be loaded with HOF talent, led by managerial legends and engaged in 

yearly disputes that were decided in the October, usually with the Yankees (5-1) taking the title. 

 DiMaggio participated in two of these contests, not performing up to his personal 

standards, but hitting home runs in both the 1947 and 1949 series. The 1947 Series saw a classic 

moment of realism when Joe hit a shot to left in game six, some 415 feet from the plate, and 

where reserve outfielder Al Gionfriddo made an unlikely grab over a low fence, robbing 

DiMaggio of a 3-run homer. As DiMaggio trotted into second base, he kicked the ground in 

disgust. The Yankees lost 8-6, with DiMaggio loud out being the difference in the game. As it 

was, game seven saw reliever Joe Page carry the day as the Yankees beat Brooklyn 5-2 to close 

out the series.  

Gionfriddo never play in another MLB game. Joe still had 4 years of Yankee glory ahead. 
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Four More Years 

After an exciting World Series, Joe received the first of two raises in his salary since 

1942. At $65,000, Joe’s salary was topped only by fireballer Bob Feller and the formidable 

hitting of Ted Williams.83 1948 saw a return of the dominating Joe with a league-leading 39 

home runs and 155 RBI to go with his usual .320 plus batting. However, the Cleveland Indians 

and Boston Red Sox each had exceptional teams with ex-Yankee 2B Joe Gordon assisting 

Cleveland and Joe’s brother, Dom, turning in stellar statistics both offensively (.285, 101 BB, 87 

RBI, 127 Runs) and defensively (over 500 putouts, 13 assists) for the Sox. The Yankees would 

post their lowest win total (94) during the 1947-56, 7-time championship run and not make the 

post season to the dismissal of HOF manager Buck Harris and the appointment of Charles Dillon 

‘Casey’ Stengel.  

Joe carried the team down the stretch of 1948 after Babe Ruth died on August 16, 1948. 

(Elvis Presley would also die on this date.) In twenty-three games after the Colossus of Clout 

passing, Joe would hammer 7 home runs in twenty Yankee victories. In mid-September, Joe hit a 

towering home run in extra innings over his brother crest fallen head to beat Boston to keep the 

3-horse race going.84 But alas, the Yankees ran out of steam as Boston and Cleveland headed for 

1-game playoff. 

 

Joe though was coming to the end. His rash of leg problems (bone spurs, particularly 

calcium deposits on his heel bone) were slowing him up; causing him to miss more games, 

increasing friction with new skipper Stengel, who went to platoons and youngsters, and placing 

doubt in his mind about playing to his expected level. “Do I look okay?”85 was Joe’s question to 

teammates about his physical abilities reflected on the field. 

Off the field, as Joe became the first $100,000 player in 1949, Joe was being honored. On 

October 1, 1949, “Joe DiMaggio Day” commenced with 70,000 fans, writers and family 

members looking on. He received over $50,000 in gifts to his ultimate recognition and cried 

publicly. The pennant that day was on the line; and Joe was suffering through a bout of 

pneumonia. He attempted to play a doubleheader through his recovery, but eventually was pulled 
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in game two in the bottom of the ninth after a Bobby Doerr drive sailed over Joe’s faltering 

steps. 

Joe would recover enough to play in the World Series (though lighter) and the Yankees 

would win again against the hated Dodgers. Joe had his worst World Series, batting wise, going 

2 for 18, with a solo home run in the 1949 Series finale off Jack Banta.  

 

In his last days in baseball, Joe DiMaggio was being torn by conflicts on the field 

(manager Stengel’s attempts to move Joe to 1st base) and off, his ex-wife Dorothy. Stengel could 

see Joe was no longer a 23-year old graceful centerfielder. Joe had lost some of his ability to be 

the awe-inspiring player, with continued injuries (shoulder) and distractions (reconciling with 

Dorothy) affecting his regular season play. Most importantly, an Oklahoma youngster could 

outrun and outdistance Joe’s swats: Mickey Mantle was just about ready to take over as the 

Yankee premier attraction. 

Now a World Series championship manager, Stengel made statements that all but assured 

Mantle was the real deal, able to do everything Joe could do, and maybe more. Mantle 

dominated the pre-season headlines86, hitting home runs from both sides, and awing the not so 

easily awed New York sportswriters. As a result, Mantle’s career is often compared to Joe’s – if 

only to assess the worth of each to the winning ways of the always-winning Yankees. 

Table 4.1.16. Dynasties of Yankee Outfielders 

Yankee Dynasties Years League Wins World Series Titles 

Babe Ruth (RF) 1921-1934 7 4 

Joe DiMaggio (CF) 1936-1951 11 10 

Mickey Mantle (CF) 1952*-1968 11 6 

Reggie Jackson (RF) 1976*-1981 4 2 

* Denotes player arrived either a year earlier or a year later 

 

 

 The handwriting was on the wall for the ever proud and prideful Joe DiMaggio. Before 

the 1951 season started, Joe announced his intention to retire. And before the 1951 World Series, 
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a Brooklyn scouting report by Andy High was reprinted in Life that reflected what Joe had 

known of his diminishing skills:  

 

�� Can not stop quickly and throw hard 

�� A runner can take an extra base on him 

�� Can’t run and won’t bunt 

�� Reflexes are slow; and will not pull a good heater87  

 

Even with an ordinary Joe (career lows offensively), the Yankees were back again to 

fight in the fall classic as the upstart New York Giants had just broke the Dodgers hearts. The 

Series was the first for Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle, and the last one for Joe DiMaggio – 

with all three participating in a career defining play for Mantle. (Game two: Mays hit a pop fly 

to short right center, with a slowed DiMaggio in center and quick and overly eager Mantle in 

right. Neither immediately called for the ball, but Joe did, too late to save The Mick from getting 

his right toe caught on a sprinkler. He blew out his knee; and his awesome speed was never quite 

to be again. Mantle just hit 536 regular season home runs and 18 World Series dingers instead.) 

DiMaggio would make up for the Mantle loss by hitting a home run in game 4, as the 

Yankees would tie up the series at 2-2. Game five was a walk over (13-1) and game six was won 

on a Hank Bauer triple in the sixth inning. And the Yankee Clipper tasted the champagne for the 

last time as a baseball player. 

 

Post Yankee Life 

Once DiMaggio retired, his legend and popularity only grew in the minds of Yankee fans 

and star struck persons. DiMaggio added to his myth by marrying the top female star of the time 

in 1954: Marilyn Monroe .  As Creamer reflects, “But with this girl on his arm, Joe was, once 

again, the Big Guy in the Hero Game…He loved what he was in her eyes – and in the eyes of the 

world, with her. He was Joe DiMaggio again.”88 

Theirs was a marriage wrought with the problems of intense media scrutiny (practically 

the only game in town), Joe’s controlling (if well meaning with her) nature, Marilyn’s career 
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foibles and child-like understanding of things. Her spotlight was so bright, and people wanted a 

piece of that always. Joe was accustomed to that, but wiser to the usage of it for his long-term 

benefit, but deplored the way they treated his wife. His beautiful wife. 

Within a Far East honeymoon, the fractures in the marriage were sown. 

Nine months later, they parted ways; only to continually be drawn back to each other, so 

much so, that shortly before Marilyn’s death late on August 4,1962, Joe had asked her to marry 

again and she had said yes. (The wedding was supposed to be on August 8th; instead her funeral 

took place.)89 

 

Between Joe’s divorce from Marilyn and those eight years, Joe would be connected to 

several Miss America of the 1950’s: Yolande Betbeze 1951, Lee Meriwether 1955 and Marian 

McKnight 1957. This was a feeble way to substitute for Marilyn, as many of the women, during 

this time, were reminiscent of Marilyn in looks.90 None would ever make the cut. 

In his later years, he was honored as the Greatest Living Player, represented Mr. Coffee 

(something he did from his playing days, drinking plentiful amounts), played golf (when invited 

and given free stuff) and eventually, did the memorabilia business. As Creamer reflects Joe’s 

memorabilia time, “One strange thing about DiMaggio in business: it drove him nuts if anybody 

else made money.”91   

His persona is a mixture of excessive necessity to control things, a desire to be perfect in 

nearly every aspect of life and exclusivity to highest levels of acclaim.  DiMaggio was a human 

being – as flawed as many others – but also amongst the handful of players ever deemed close to 

perfect, a winner without equal, and a man who lived amongst stars and rarely was outshined. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
89 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 412-414. 
90 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 378-380. 
91 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 449. 



 271  

“ ‘An awful lot of people took advantage of 

Willie throughout his career, and he resented 

that’ says Charles Einstein, Mays’s biographer. 

‘He had a raft of problems that he didn’t think 

were anyone’s business. He went through a 

divorce, he had financial problems. That 

probably led to a pretty big wall he built up 

around himself.’”92 Willie Mays. The name is 

synonymous with the complete package in 

centerfield. HOF power, high batting average, 

superior defensive speed, amazing glove, great 

arm and speed on the bases defined what the 

total package is as an outfielder.  

 

 

Willie Mays – The effervescent smile of likely 

the best all-round player ever…until his 

godson was born – Barry Lamar Bonds. 

 

For twenty seasons, the Giants had little to worry about come spring training time in 

centerfield. But as stated by this biographer, Willie Mays (1931- ) was not a perfect human 

being. Though in baseball, he conceivably was the perfect ballplayer. 

In Say Hey, Mays, with prolific sports author Lou Sahadi, reflects upon his early years as 

being completely filled with prospect of playing baseball. By fifteen, Willie played alongside his 

father in an industrial league so well that his dad (William Howard) knew the time had come to 

let him try out semi-pro and professional leagues, while earning at times $100 per month in the 

mid-1940s.93  

He started out under Lorenzo ‘Piper’ Davis (1917-1997), an extremely versatile Negro 

League star of the 1940’s (playing against Josh Gibson’s Homestead Grays and also for Winfield 

Welch’s Harlem Globetrotters94) and soon-to-be player-manager of the Birmingham Black 
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Barons.95 Piper Davis managed Willie Mays for 3 seasons while struggling himself for 

admittance to the Major Leagues, with Mays soon moving on to Giant’s Minneapolis farm team. 

Willie’s lasting memory of his time as a young star on the Barons reflected on his first at 

bats versus Satchel Leroy Paige. “He had a knuckleball, a screwball, an assortment of curves – 

and his hesitation pitch. He’d pump his arm around like a windmill, and bring it over his head, 

and you expected to see the ball coming down…But nothing happened. He would be almost in 

his follow-through when all of the sudden the darn ball would appear and you would be swinging 

way in front of it.”96 He went 1 for 4, a double and three strikeouts. 

Soon after departing the Barons, Willie’s career path nearly paralleled Mickey Mantle’s 

in coming up from the dusty South, becoming an immediate star in the majors (aside from Mays’ 

military service), but the significant difference between the two was due almost solely to their 

skin color.  

Mays had to overcome racism; he had to play in the media capital of the United States 

under the auspice of a changing culture; he had to do everything to win games for the Giants – 

who did not always have the talent to beat Brooklyn/LA or Milwaukee during the 1950’s, 

whereas Mickey’s teams, if need be, borrowed talent from Kansas City, their former farm team.   

During Willie’s career, he hit 22 extra-inning home runs, more than Ruth (16) and Frank 

Robinson (15.) Undoubtedly, in the ESPN age of reporting, Willie Mays’ late game performance 

would have alighted the nightly broadcast of ESPN’s Top Ten Plays – reflecting true ‘clutch’ 

regular season hitting. 

 

When Mays came up from the Minneapolis farm team in 1951 (batting .477), he added a 

spark to a lineup and to pitching staff that needed one badly. Though at first, Willie struggled 

immensely, going 0 for 12 out of the box, before tagging lefty Warren Spahn for a dinger at the 

Polo Grounds.97 He wouldn’t get his first multi-hit game until he was batting .040 (1 for 25.) 

That inauspicious start did not discourage his manager, Leo Durocher, because Willie could do it 

all: hit, hit for power, run, field and throw – “Willie, you could do all five from the first time I 

                                                 
95 SITT. Piper Davis. Unknown: http://www.thediamondangle.com/sitt/piper.html; Unknown. Last Accessed: 
September 15, 2006. 
96 Mays Willie, Sahadi Lou. Say Hey: The Autobiography of Willie Mays. New York: Simon and Schuster; 1988. 27-28. 
97 Mays Willie, Sahadi Lou. Say Hey: The Autobiography of Willie Mays. New York: Simon and Schuster; 1988. 70-72. 
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saw you.”98  Leo’s patience bore out as 20-year old Mays hit .287 with 19 home runs after that 

slow start. 

The Giants went on a tear at the end of the season, winning 37 and losing only 7 to tie the 

hated Dodgers in the regular season. As new Dodger Andy Pafko stated, “Those Dodger-Giants 

games weren't baseball, they were a civil war.”99  

 Additionally, Mays’s legacy was reduced ever so slightly by the immense talent of 

Snider and Mantle in New York, during the 1950’s. (Even this particular writer spent time 

comparing Willie Mays to Richie Ashburn defensively – if only to raise Ashburn’s record up in 

spite of Willie’s stellar defensive statistics.  Nobody questions Willie’s prowess in centerfield, 

but many overlook Ashburn’s eye opening statistics, fly ball pitchers or not.)  

There is no telling what Mays’ legacy would be if Mantle and Snider had come along a 

decade later or sooner, affording Mays the sole, if harsh, spotlight. Given the intense media 

scrutiny in New York, and later San Francisco’s less than approving relationship, one can only 

imagine how much more his greatness would have been revered under different social constructs.  

As book reviewer James Floto includes in his recent look at Baby Bull: From Hardball to Hard 

Time and Back, “It took the fans of Bagdad by the Bay some time to cotton to Willie Mays 

(‘This is a hell of a town,’ wrote one columnist. ‘They boo Willie Mays and cheer [Nikita] 

Khruschev, [former Soviet Leader of the 1950’s and 1960’s].’ Willie represented New York, the 

distant rival East Coast.”100 This statement reflects that Mays transfer to the west coast was not a 

happy one, and that New Yorkers likely declared Mantle the better player just on the location of 

his spikes, not just on his statistics alone. 

Floto continues on in accessing May’s difficult playing situations in speaking about his 

manager. For the 1961 – 1964 seasons, Alvin Dark, was manager and well known for his intense 

dislike of Negro and Latin ballplayers, providing the San Francisco media with denigrations of 

his players to the likely detriment of a talented group of players assembled that including 

Orlando Cepeda, Juan Marichal, Gaylord Perry, Willie McCovey, Jim Ray Hart and the Alou 

brothers, the only group of brothers to play together all at once in a Major League outfield. The 
                                                 
98 Mays Willie, Sahadi Lou. Say Hey: The Autobiography of Willie Mays. New York: Simon and Schuster; 1988. 73. 
99 Kuenster John. Heartbreakers: Baseball's Most Agonizing Defeats. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee; 2001. 11. 

100 Floto J. [Book Review] of Baby Bull: From Hardball to Hard Time and Back. Unknown: 
http://www.diamondangle.com/books/babybull.html ; Unknown. Last Accessed: September 15, 2006. 
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Giants of the 1961 – 1965 seasons won the 3rd most games at 461 (behind the Yankees at 485 

and Dodgers at 468) but lost out in the 1962 Series to New York. Meanwhile, New York and LA 

won two World Series apiece. 

When Mays had neared the end of a long, illustrious career, Bobby Bonds had come up in 

1968 with undue comparisons made to the all-time great. Willie May mentored, advised, taught 

and protected the future superstar Bobby Bonds. An example made in Love Me, Hate Me: “One 

day during batting practice a coach was teaching Bobby a new way to hold the bat. Mays went 

ballistic. ‘Leave him alone!’ he screamed. ‘You’re just screwing him up!’ The coach slunk 

away.”101 This protection of a Bonds family member was not to be the last time Willie Mays took 

such a stand.  

And shows the depth of the man aside from the tremendous numbers. 

 

 

Table 4.1.17. A Personal Ranking of Centerfielders That Played Between 1950-1963 

Rk Name Rk Name 
1 Willie Mays 10 Bobby Thomson 
2 Mickey Mantle 11 Gus Bell 
3 Joe DiMaggio 12 Andy Pafko 
4 Duke Snider 13 Jim Piersall 
5 Richie Ashburn 14 Bill Bruton 
6 Vada Pinson 15 Curt Flood 
7 Larry Doby 16 Bill Virdon 
8 Dom DiMaggio 17 Jim Landis 
9 Willie Davis   

 

                                                 
101 Pearlman J. Love Me, Hate Me: Barry Bonds and the Making of an Antihero. New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers; 2006. 26. (George Sullivan, Bobby Bonds: Rising Superstar, pg. 48.) 
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The 1st True Era of the Home Run Hitter. From Willie to Mickey and the Duke, none would 

come close to Hammerin’ Hank Aaron in their final totals. Eddie Mathews, his teammate, hit 512 

home runs as the 1950’s Milwaukee Braves were a force with their bats and pitching, appearing 

in back-to-back World Series. Frank Robinson became the first MVP of both leagues, starting 

out a Red and becoming an Oriole on their powerful late1960’s club. Baltimore had a little 

pitching too.  

Billy Williams just played every day for the Cubs. The Cubs started out very bad in the 

early 1960’s just to become the definition of what-if. Roberto Clemente was never a devastating 

long ball hitter of the likes of Aaron, Robinson or Al Kaline, but he was in a class by himself 

with his arm. To go with 3,000 hits and a .317 batting average his legacy was secured by his 
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outstanding World Series performance in 1971. Off the field, Clemente would be light that went 

out too soon. 

 

Carl Furillo – The Reading Rifle at home in Ebbets Field.  In Brooklyn’s only World Series win, 

right fielder Furillo would score 4 runs and bat .296. In 1950 and 1951, Furillo earned his name 

of The Reading Rifle, amassing 18 and 24 assists. Abe Stark ahead of his time: using right field 

wall space to promote and give away suits. (Picture: October 2, 1955 by Hy Peskin. Sports 

Illustrated’s Classic Pictures 1997.) 

 


