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To my mother, Sandy



Mom, I know you're reading this book, smiling, humbly telling those near you in heaven how so very proud you are of me. Well, I'm more proud of you. I'm the most fortunate person alive to have had a mother so honorable and caring as you. You saved me from myself when I needed you most. I believe that my love travels out of my heart and makes its way directly into your soul every moment of every day. Throughout your life you sacrificed your own happiness for your family's. Nary a person who came near you could ever walk away without feeling your warmth, kindness, compassion, and pure goodness. I felt it every day you were alive. There will never be an equal to you.
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“Nobody has the ball,” Sims said. “The ball never turned up. Whoever once had the ball, it never surfaced. This is part of the whole—what? The mythology of the game.”

—Don DeLillo, Underworld
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Dodgers left fielder Andy Pafko watches the home run sail over his head. A newspaper editor inserted an arrow (in the 1950s), indicating the vicinity of the ball or the fan who caught it. Hank Olen, courtesy of the New York Daily News




P R O L O G U E
“The Holy Grail of Sports”

Wednesday, October 3, 1951

The sun hung over the first-base side of the Polo Grounds, reflecting off the apartment buildings that lined Harlem River Drive and onto the open end of the stadium behind the left-field stands. The clock in center field read 3:58.

The details of the play itself are familiar to most baseball fans. Branca had Thomson down in the count 0-1, the result of a called strike right down the middle. It was the bottom of the ninth. Two men on base. The Giants trailed the Dodgers by two runs in the last game of a three-game playoff series. The winner would advance to the World Series against the New York Yankees. Out of the windup, Branca threw a fastball, high and tight. But this time Thomson, the lanky outfielder turned third baseman, was ready. He pulled the pitch to left field—a sinking line drive.

The fans in the lower portion of section 35 followed the flight of the ball. A photo captured the moment perfectly. There was an overweight, middle-aged man in a white T-shirt and a black jacket in the first row. Next to him was a buzz-cut teenager with thick-rimmed eyeglasses. A row above them stood a man with a handlebar mustache and a fedora. In the fourth row, a bushy-haired man stood with his arms stretched above his head and his mouth wide open.

The crowd's loyalties were evenly divided: The Dodgers fans prayed that the ball would somehow find its way into left fielder Andy Pafko's mitt; the Giants fans prayed that it wouldn't. The teams' rivalry—the oldest in professional sports—dated back all the way to the nineteenth century, but it had never seen a moment like this.

The prayers of the home team's fans were answered: Thomson had hit a home run; the Giants won the pennant. Thomson's blast became known as the Shot Heard 'Round the World.

As for the baseball itself, that's been a mystery ever since. Just after the ball cleared the wall, it bounced out of a fan's glove and ricocheted seven feet to the left—straight into the hands of a person who would ensure that its fate would not be discovered for more than fifty years.

IT IS THE most iconic moment in the history of American sports—Bobby Thomson's game-winning home run to clinch the 1951 pennant for the Giants at the Polo Grounds. It's been mythologized by everyone from sportswriters and broadcasters to literary giants like John Steinbeck, Jack Kerouac, and Don DeLillo. There have been equally dramatic home runs, but none have had the lasting cultural impact of the Shot Heard 'Round the World.

But as obsessively documented and frequently relived as that moment was, something happened that day that remains a mystery. As Bobby Thomson rounded the bases and broadcaster Russ Hodges so memorably shouted, “The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant!” the central artifact of the play—the ball itself—landed in the left-field seats and then … vanished.

While much has been written and said about the Thomson home run and its impact, remarkably little is known about what happened to the actual ball. It is one of sport's greatest mysteries. Legendary sportswriter Vic Ziegel has called the Thomson ball “the Holy Grail of sports.” Over the past fifty years, several people have claimed to own it (often motivated by an exploding memorabilia market that has seen other well-known home-run balls fetch millions of dollars at auction), but all of their claims have been disproved. The president of one prestigious auction house has estimated the odds of locating the ball at an astronomical 1 in 200 million. Similarly, every baseball historian I spoke with told me that there was no way to learn what really happened to it.

Fortunately for me, they were wrong.

This is the story of my two-year quest to solve the mystery that was supposed to be unsolvable. Several years ago, my father realized that he might have the famous missing baseball, and what began as a way to help my dad became, frankly, an obsessive hunt. It's a journey that brought me from an auction house on Long Island to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, to Bobby Thomson's ranch-style home in New Jersey, to a forensics lab in Northern Long Island, to a dusty oil field in Texas, and ultimately to a spot on a quiet graveled road in New Mexico that was just about the last place I ever expected to be.

What kept me going was not simply the desire to unravel this legendary sports mystery. Like life itself, my search became all about the journey. Along the way, I met an incredible cast of characters: a celebrated sportswriter who has made a career out of writing about the Thomson ball; a crazed Dodgers fan who slept inside the Polo Grounds the night before the game; a retired NYPD detective who found an important clue hidden (in plain sight) in an old photo; a baseball fanatic whose uncanny memory provided a crucial piece of the puzzle; two men from New Jersey who shared a seemingly astounding tale that turned out to fit precisely with the other evidence; and many others.

It had been more than half a century since Thomson's home run clinched the 1951 National League pennant, but everywhere I turned, it seemed as if there was another person telling a passionate story about the home run, or another eminent author or director who used it as a backdrop in his work. The response became overwhelming when the New York Daily News ran a story on my search (in fact, it was one of the longest non-news features in the history of the paper).

Despite being a lifelong baseball fan, only in exploring this mystery did I come to fully appreciate what that game, and what those two teams, meant to baseball fans, and to New Yorkers of that era. As people told their stories, I began to understand why grown men cried in public over the game's outcome; why schoolchildren schemed to follow the contest during their classes; why a young deli worker—now the owner of the New York Mets—was so startled by Thomson's home run against his beloved Dodgers that he sliced off a piece of his pinkie finger while making a salami sandwich; why a Marine in a bunker in Korea, a die-hard Giants fan surreptitiously listening to the game on Armed Forces Radio, became so excited when he heard Russ Hodges's call that he accidentally shot off his rifle, spurring a firefight with the enemy; and why a little boy watching the home run on TV felt so inspired by the miracle that something was born inside him—his faith in God. He later became a renowned monsignor in the Catholic Church and team chaplain of the New York Jets. Bobby Thomson's moment was the stuff of flashbulb memories for millions.

And for me, the quest became deeply personal as well. It was from my father, who grew up a short distance from Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, that I inherited my love of baseball; it was for my father that I set out on this mission, as I attempted to determine whether his ball really was the Shot Heard 'Round the World; and it was my father and mother whose unwavering encouragement gave me the strength and confidence I needed to persevere during the darkest period of my life.

Recovering from a bitter divorce and struggling with crippling depression and anxiety, I saw in the Thomson ball a way out, a way to regain my old sense of self. But depression is a powerful opponent and not one I was able to defeat on my own. What spurred me on was the love and unconditional support my parents showed me. As it turned out, this pursuit was the best kind of therapy I could ever want: Set a goal for yourself and work toward it—and refuse to be told you can't do it. I have come to believe that this mission saved my life.

And for all the amazing things that happened during the search—the series of exceedingly unlikely twists of fate that brought me to my goal, the joy I saw in my mom's face as I got closer to the truth, the opportunity to bring closure to my dad's million-dollar dream, and the long-buried secret that lay at the end of the trail—I have come to regard this famous piece of cowhide as a miracle ball.





[image: ]

Jack Biegel (Dad) warms up for the class D baseball Hopkinsville Hoppers in 1950. From the author's collection




O N E
Brooklyn Boy

Wednesday, October 3, 1951

For Jack Biegel and his fellow Brooklyn Dodgers fans, the 1951 season had been joyous and painful at the same time. Joyous because the team spent so much of the year in first place. Painful because they coughed up a 13½-game lead and had to play a best-of-three series against the hated Giants to determine who would represent the National League in the World Series against the Yankees.

On the day of the deciding game, eighteen-year-old Jack needed to be in Manhattan for a job interview. There was a position open as a shipping clerk at a company in the Garment District. Much as he wanted to go to the Polo Grounds to see the Dodgers and Giants in person, he couldn't take the risk; the game didn't start until 1:20, and afterward he'd have to cover well over a hundred blocks to get down to his interview by five o'clock. But that didn't mean he had to miss watching the game. Every bar worth its salt had a television, the amazing new invention that meant you didn't need to be at the ballpark to see every pitch. So he left for Manhattan about five hours before his interview was slated to begin.

Getting off the subway at Twenty-third Street and Seventh Avenue, fifteen blocks south of where he needed to be, Jack ducked into an Irish pub on Twenty-fifth Street just in time to see Jackie Robinson single home Pee Wee Reese for the first run of the game. He stayed there for several innings, then began weaving his way through the streets of Manhattan, checking the score through various pub windows, growing excited as the Dodgers inched closer to the pennant.

By the eighth inning, he'd settled in at a dive bar on Sixth Avenue as he watched the Dodgers touch up the exhausted Sal Maglie for three runs. With the Dodgers now leading 4-1, he headed to the job interview, confident the game was over.

But a few blocks from his destination, he noticed a crowd gathering in front of a small bar on West Thirty-sixth Street. The Giants were mounting a comeback. Alvin Dark and Don Mueller hit back-to-back singles. Then Whitey Lockman doubled down the left-field line, scoring Dark to cut the lead to 4-2. Jack stood outside and watched through the front glass in the huddled mass of Dodgers and Giants fans who could not squeeze inside. They were all just moments away from witnessing the impossible. With two men on base and the Giants needing three runs to win it in the bottom of the ninth, Thomson hit a fast-sinking line drive over the head of outfielder Andy Pafko and into the first few rows of the left-field stands. The Giants, not the Dodgers, won the pennant.

It was a moment that made time stand still for young Jack. Giants fans screamed with raw emotion as Jack stood with his heart in his throat. Two men in the group started to cry. Never before had Jack seen grown men show this kind of public emotion.

To add insult to injury, Jack didn't get the job.

It was a bad day for Brooklynites all around.

MY MISSION TO find the Thomson ball never would have started if not for my father. Jack Biegel, born in Brooklyn in 1933, was one of the millions of people whose life was touched by Thomson's home run. Growing up so close to Ebbets Field, it's no surprise that he took to baseball in general—and the Dodgers in particular—pretty much from day one. Like every kid in Brooklyn, he dreamed of playing in the famed ballpark on Bedford Avenue.

Jack had a lot of natural athletic talent, especially when it came to baseball. A left-handed pitcher with a good fastball and a decent slider, he also had a sound bat and played a solid first base. He played high school ball at Tilden, where in 1947—as a husky freshman—he made local headlines by pitching five shutout innings and then hitting a game-winning home run to beat crosstown rival Jefferson High. Another man named Jackie spent that year making bigger headlines in Brooklyn. His last name, of course, was Robinson.

During his high school years, Dad worked part-time at his uncle Heshie's dry-cleaning store on East Twenty-first Street and Church Avenue—the heart of Flatbush. He made the pickups and drop-offs. Uncle Heshie was a tall, well-dressed man who usually wore a fedora, a sport jacket, and pegged pants. One day in 1949, he gave Jack a delivery assignment along with a knowing smile and a pat on the back. The yellow receipt had two words written on it: “The Duke.”

Clutching three hangers of freshly pressed suits, Jack made a beeline for Bedford Avenue, just a few blocks from Ebbets, where Dodgers center fielder Duke Snider lived. When Snider arrived in Brooklyn in 1947, he was touted as a budding superstar, and he was in the midst of his first big season (he'd finish the year with 23 homers and 92 RBIs). My dad thought the Duke could be to the Dodgers what Joe DiMaggio was to the Yankees. He wanted to play it cool on this delivery, but by the time he reached Duke's place, he could barely contain himself.

Dad was greeted at the door by another Dodger star, Gil Hodges. Looking down the long foyer that led into the living room, he could see that he had caught Hodges, Snider, and Dodger first-base coach Jake Pitler—the first Jewish coach in the major leagues—in the middle of a game of cards. My dad waited anxiously as the Duke got up from the table and sauntered toward him. To the young teenager from Brooklyn, this broad-shouldered Californian with bright blue eyes, blond-streaked hair, and a bronzed tan seemed half politician, half movie star.


	[image: ]	Jack Biegel (Dad) wearing his Tilden High School baseball jacket, circa 1947. From the author's collection




The Duke was a good tipper, but he impressed my dad even more with his kindness. Duke affectionately called him Kiddo and on subsequent deliveries found out that Jack wanted to be a ballplayer and encouraged him to follow his dream. Jack's desire to play professional ball grew by the day. Especially on the days when Uncle Heshie gave him the yellow receipt with the two special words marked on it.

BUT DAD'S DREAM hit a roadblock when his father lost his job at the Washington Fruit Market down near Canal Street in Manhattan. He ended up dropping out of high school halfway through his senior year to work for Heshie full-time. The money he made there in tips really helped at home, and he figured he still might be able to get a tryout with a minor league team at some point. The system was different then. There were several hundred minor league affiliates across the country, extending all the way down from AAA to class D ball. And none of them cared if you had a high school diploma.


	Jack Biegel (Dad), the southpaw pitcher and first baseman with the Hopkinsville Hoppers in 1950. From the author's collection
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Every week my dad would pick up a copy of the Sporting News, the bible of baseball, at the newsstand near the IRT subway station on Eastern Parkway and Utica Avenue. He was a stats freak. He'd also check out the classified ads, hoping there would be a job in the Brooklyn Dodgers organization—doing anything. One day he read in the classifieds that the Hopkinsville Hoppers in rural Kentucky were holding open tryouts. He knew the opportunity to play at the professional level—even just in class D ball in the Kitty League—had to pay more than the $80 a month he was making at Heshie's. Plus, this was a chance to live out a dream. He packed the black metal spikes he wore at Tilden along with his two baseball gloves and bought a one-way ticket for a bus he thought would take him to baseball heaven.

A JEW FROM Brooklyn in a pastoral Kentucky town during the early 1950s … pretty unusual. But so was my dad.

Upon his arrival, he half-jokingly nicknamed himself the Duke of Hopkinsville after his hero from back home. He showed up along with about thirty-five other hopefuls and was put through a series of skill-assessment tests. He wanted to pitch, so he was asked to throw twenty-five fastballs and twenty-five curveballs under the watchful eye of the minor league coaches. Dad made the team as a pitcher/first baseman. He was thrilled to be making $200 a month while keeping his dream of playing for the Dodgers alive.

The level of competition was noticeably higher than back in Brooklyn, but that wasn't the problem. The bigger issue was that many of his teammates had never met a Jew before, and despite his attempts to be funny and friendly, he was ostracized from the first day. Now he knew how Jackie Robinson felt. He stayed on for several weeks, pitching a little and playing some first base, but soon he couldn't take it anymore. The clincher was when a hometown fan, seated close to the field, taunted him while he was playing first base: “Hey, Jew boy, where are your horns?” The hate-filled remarks spread like a cancer through the first few rows behind him. Dozens of fans added cruel gibes. After that, Dad just wanted to get the hell out of Hopkinsville. He felt hated and alone.

Back in Brooklyn, he took a series of odd jobs while looking for a career to settle into. That's how he found himself in Manhattan, heading to an interview for a shipping clerk's position, on October 3, 1951—the day that broke Dodgers fans' hearts.

Of course, the Dodgers would break his heart all over again six years later, when they moved to Los Angeles. Jack was a real working-class man with the pride and determination that defined Brooklyn in the postwar era. When his beloved Dodgers left in 1957, he was as angry and resentful as anyone. These were his Dodgers, and they were leaving home, never to return. To this day, he doesn't like to talk much about it.
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Dad pitches the opening-day game for the U.S. Army Special Forces team in Germany, 1954. From the author's collection

Still, Dad never lost his love of baseball. Even as he worked as a beverage deliveryman, carrying thirty-five-pound cases of soda, beer, and seltzer up three or four flights of stairs, he kept playing ball in pickup games on the fields at Brooklyn's Prospect Park Parade Grounds, the same baseball diamonds where many local legends have played before and since: Sandy Koufax, Joe Torre, Willie Randolph, and Manny Ramirez among them. Getting drafted into the U.S. Army and being sent to Germany during the Korean War didn't stop him from playing either. He joined the Special Forces team, where one of his teammates was a tall right-handed hurler named Johnny Kucks, who would go on to pitch for the Yankees—and shut out the Dodgers in game 7 of the 1956 World Series. After Dad was honorably discharged from the Army, he gave up on his own baseball dreams, but he kept rooting for the Dodgers—even after they fled Brooklyn.

As upset as he was about the Dodgers' leaving, he stayed a Dodger fan because of one player—another Jewish lefty from Brooklyn, Sandy Koufax. Dad had a strong affinity for Koufax. They were close in age and came from the same Brooklyn community. In 1965, Dad's hero set off a firestorm of controversy when he refused to pitch game 1 of the World Series against the Minnesota Twins because it fell on the holiest day of the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur. Koufax was chastised by hordes of media members and fans. Dad felt for Koufax, his Hopkinsville experience still fresh in his mind all those years later.

By that point, Dad had met my mom—a Brooklynite like him—and gotten married. They would have three kids: Steve, Rebecca, and me. Eventually Mom and Dad would, like the Dodgers before them, move out of Brooklyn. In my parents' case, they went to nearby Howard Beach, a neighborhood in Queens sandwiched between Brooklyn and Long Island. They bought a two-family house—what was then called a mother/daughter house—and our grandparents lived upstairs, with the rest of the family taking the main floor and basement.

Our family was still living in that same Howard Beach house decades later when my dad, by then managing eight Salvation Army thrift stores on Long Island, made a fateful discovery. In the early spring of 1990, while making his usual rounds, he stopped in at the store in Levittown just as one of the Salvation Army trucks pulled up with a fresh delivery of merchandise. The workers unloaded old picture frames, tattered furniture, used clothing, glassware, a bedroom set, and an armchair. Among this typical assortment of no-longer-wanted possessions, my dad noticed a large cardboard box filled with bric-a-brac. Sitting atop was a vintage-looking baseball. The old ballplayer was intrigued. His eyes followed the ball as it made its way inside the store.

The store manager, a woman named Thea Wudyka, started to plot out where she was going to display the new items. My dad asked her about the baseball. Barely giving it a moment's thought, she told him that she'd probably just put it on a low shelf and maybe some kid would buy it for a few bucks.

Dad asked to take a look. Something about it caught his eye. It was honey-colored, suggesting that it had been around for a long time and that maybe it had even been used in a game. It had the look and feel of a pro ball, with its tight, wide red stitching. Dad studied it carefully and was shocked by what he discovered. Clearly visible on the ball were names, big names: Willie Mays, Bobby Thomson, Sal Maglie, Hank Schenz, Leo Durocher, Wes Westrum, Alvin Dark, Larry Jansen, Hank Thompson, Bill Rigney, Don Mueller—practically the entire New York Giants roster from 1951.

My dad was no fan of the Giants, of course. But in forty years, those white-hot feelings of hatred he had experienced on the sidewalk in front of that Manhattan bar had mellowed. These were the signatures of guys he had watched and followed, some all-stars and even Hall of Famers who had given him years' worth of entertainment. It did not even occur to him at the time that the ball might be the one that Thomson had hit out of the Polo Grounds. But he thought it would make a fun souvenir—a cool relic from baseball's glory days as well as his own.

He offered Mrs. Wudyka two bucks for the ball, and she accepted. When he took the ball home he placed it on top of his armoire.

My dad's armoire was a legendary piece of furniture in our family. It was solid wood, nearly six feet tall and at least four feet wide, and so sturdy that it was almost immovable. Dad used the top of it in lieu of a traditional filing system. He would toss everything up there: old receipts, ticket stubs, mail, hats, medication bottles, an oversize penny jar shaped like Snoopy. My mom was always on him to clean off that armoire but somehow he avoided the daunting task. The ball was soon swallowed up by all of Dad's other junk. There it sat for years, apparently forgotten.
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