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Prologue

MORNING IN FLORIDA

WE DROVE straight through the night, married only a few months, on spring break, our first vacation together. Like Bonnie and Clyde, we had the feeling of putting something over on everybody. Every mile we traveled south of Baltimore was the farthest I had ever been from New York. We were twenty-one.

We arrived in St. Petersburg just after dawn on a Sunday, nothing much moving but the pelicans down by the bay. It was much too early to locate our friends, so we had a few hours to kill.

I happened to find the ballpark.

I had known about Al Lang Field since I was young, hearing Mel Allen describe DiMaggio and Henrich taking their first rips of the spring, the waves, and the sailboats on Tampa Bay.

The Yankees shared this homey little ballpark with the Cardinals, a team I had followed since I was seven years old, back in 1946. It was a wonderful year for the game, even though the Cardinals beat our beloved Brooklyn Dodgers in a playoff.

As that epic World Series began, my father, who worked at the Associated Press, brought home a full set of photographs—“glossies,” they called them—of all the players: one head shot and one posed action shot of all thirty Cardinals and Red Sox. (The rosters were expanded that year to make room for the veterans—the rusty, the wounded, and the aged.)

Mesmerized by the glossies, I would make lineups out of them, scrutinize the faces of the hard-boiled players who had known war and the Depression and the struggle to get to the major leagues.

I can remember the studious glint of Boston’s Dominic DiMaggio, who wore glasses, and the exuberance of the Cardinals’ Joe Garagiola, who already had a reputation as a clubhouse character. But the player I liked best was Stan Musial, the lithe slugger of the Cardinals, just back from the war, who always seemed to be smiling as he went about his business of smiting terror in Brooklyn. Stan the Man, as we had named him, seemed to represent all the daily goodness of his sport—the workaday regularity, the possibilities, the joy.

Now, fourteen years later, I was a young sportswriter who had covered a few Yankee games, Casey and Mantle, the year before. I was old enough to be married, to be parked outside Al Lang Field, noticing a few cars arriving, men disappearing through the clubhouse door, with the quiet diligence of Depression-era workers grateful to be punching the time clock for another paycheck.

From the rearview mirror, I spotted two men strolling down the sidewalk, each carrying a bat. Why, it was Stan Musial and Red Schoendienst, old friends reunited after Schoendienst’s four-year exile in New York and Milwaukee. They seemed as comfortable as matching salt and pepper shakers, wearing nice slacks and collared shirts, most likely just having come from church.

They walked past my car, not noticing the grimy clunker with New York plates that had gotten us out of the frozen North. Up close, I spotted Schoendienst’s freckled catlike features and Musial’s vaguely lopsided smile, straight off the glossies I had studied years earlier. They were strolling to another March Sunday at the ballpark.

My pretty, young wife professed not to mind when I woke her up to point out the two ballplayers. Look, I babbled, it’s Stan and Red. I tried to explain about Musial’s coiled batting stance, how he could run, how we had loved him in Brooklyn, how he was the most beloved man in his sport. She humored me. We had driven through the night and had found the heart of baseball.
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THE DO-OVER

BUD SELIG could see it coming. He did not know exactly which great player was going to be overlooked by the capricious impulses of baseball fans, but he was certain it was going to be somebody he loved.

The commissioner had brought this agony on himself by approving a commercial gimmick he suspected might backfire. A credit card company, a major sponsor, would arrange for fans to select the top twenty-five players of the twentieth century, using computerized punch cards. The winners would be announced during the World Series of 1999.

The drawback, and Selig knew it right away, was that this election could produce an injustice for some great players who had concluded their careers before the current generation of fans, before cable television began displaying endless loops of home runs by sluggers who were mysteriously growing burlier by the hour.

In addition to being the commissioner, with all the crass business decisions that post entails, Selig is a legitimate fan who grew up in Milwaukee, whose mother took him to Chicago and New York, giving him a lifelong appreciation for the game.

Knowing, just knowing, that some great players would be left out by mathematical inevitability, Selig did the prudent, fretting, consensual, quintessential Bud Selig thing: he arranged for an oversight committee that would add five players, making it a top-thirty team. He just knew.

Selig’s premonition came true when voting closed on September 10, 1999. Pete Rose, who had been banned from baseball after blatantly denying he had gambled on games, was among the top nine outfielders on the all-century team; Stan Musial, with his perfect image, who ranked among the top ten hitters who ever played, was mired at eleventh. Stan the Man, an also-ran.

“Ughhhh,” Selig groaned, a decade later, from deep in his innards. “How could they vote Pete Rose on that team before the great Stan Musial? You look at Musial’s stats, oh, oh, I can’t emphasize enough to you my regard for him, not only as a player, but when I got to know him in later years, when he came to Cooperstown. I can’t begin to tell you what a wonderful human being he is.”

His voice rising to an aggrieved squeal, Selig continued: “Did he deserve to be there? Are you kidding me? That to me was the biggest shock of the whole thing. I felt an incredible sadness. I said, ‘This is impossible.’

“I love Stan Musial,” Selig added. “He was just awesome. I watched him eleven, twelve times a year. I saw him in Ebbets Field, where they called him Stan the Man, because that’s what he was.”

“I’m seventy-four years old and I still say, in a kidlike way, wow!” Selig said, gaining steam. “And if you were trying to win a game in the eighth or ninth inning, you didn’t want to see him up. In old Sportsman’s Park, with that screen, he would pepper it. He was the man in every way.”

It would have been easy enough for voters to look up Musial’s statistics. Even in 1999, everybody had access to instant electronic information. And this is what Stan Musial accomplished: twenty-two seasons, a career batting average of .331, with 725 doubles, 177 triples, 1,951 runs batted in. Three times the National League’s Most Valuable Player. Seven batting championships. He led the league in total bases and slugging percentage six times each, and he led the league in doubles eight times and triples five times.

Musial also hit 475 home runs and struck out only 696 times in his entire career—twenty-two seasons—an astounding ratio in contrast to the chemically enhanced worthies of recent vintage, who strike out 696 times per season, or so it seems.

Oh, yes, and Musial was also the most beloved great player of his time, was never thrown out of a game—and yet the fans of the Internet age, with all that information available to them, did not see fit to include him among the top twenty-five.

“He has not gotten the recognition he deserves,” Selig said. “He is truly one of the great hitters. And believe me, I have great admiration for Ted Williams, but if you look at the stats, Stan Musial is right there. As far as I’m concerned, he’s got to be on the all-time team. He’s that great.”

In the top twenty-five, the fans included not only Rose but four players active in 1999—Cal Ripken Jr., Ken Griffey Jr., Roger Clemens, and Mark McGwire.

Knowing what they know now—McGwire’s extremely belated admission that he indeed used steroids that were illegal under the law of the land, though he still maintained he used them only for physical healing and never to gain extra power—fans of today might not vote for him.

But in 1999, given the choice, the fans voted for Bluto and stiffed Popeye the Sailor Man.

On further review, fans might not vote for the two Juniors a decade down the line, while Clemens’s seedy image and rumors of his using illegal body-enhancing chemicals probably would keep him out of the top twenty-five just on general principle. But that was the way things looked to fans with a punch-out computer card in the summer of 1999, listening to the incessant now-now-now babble of the tube and the blare of the public-address system.

Fortunately, Bud Selig’s oversight committee kicked in—the same panel that had come up with the original computer-card list of one hundred: Paul Beeston and Richard Levin from Major League Baseball, Gene Orza from the Players Association, Bob Costas and Jaime Jarrin, two experienced broadcasters, and four respected writers, Jerome Holtzman, Larry Whiteside, John Thorn, and Claire Smith. They did their work via conference call.

“The first thing we said was, ‘We start here, we start with Musial,’ ” recalled Costas, the baseball buff who had lived much of his adult life in St. Louis. Costas loved Musial. Everybody in St. Louis loved Musial. Now it was time for Costas to do the right thing.

“We had to scurry to improvise a nudnik-cancelling measure,” Thorn recalled. As Orza remembered it, the committee first added Musial and Christy Mathewson, then swiftly went to Warren Spahn, Honus Wagner, and Lefty Grove.

Even at that, to Selig’s chagrin, Frank Robinson, one of the great clutch hitters of all time, was left off the top thirty, along with Roberto Clemente, the great right fielder who died in a humanitarian airlift mission. The top-thirty team did not include a single Latino star or Negro League star, not Satchel Paige, not Josh Gibson, which rendered the venture still something of a gimmick.

When you think about it, all lists are gimmicks. Top ten movies. Top hundred books. Five worst presidents. I once wrote a column saying I could pick a team of players who are not in the Hall of Fame and on any given day “my guys”—just off the top of my head, Roger Maris, Gil Hodges, Tony Oliva, Ron Santo, Maury Wills, Thurman Munson, Dick Allen, Jack Morris, Tommy John, Jim Kaat, Lee Smith (sure, I’d take Pete Rose the ballplayer on that team; I covered him from the day he was nicknamed Charlie Hustle, and I believe he was clean as a player)—could give the Cooperstown guys a heckuva game. Somebody is always left off every list.

“It broke my heart to leave them off,” Costas said of players like Robinson and Clemente. And he added, “There would have been hell to pay if Musial had been left off.”

OTHER TOMFOOLERY was taking place in the closing months of 1999. People were obsessing that the world was going to fly out of orbit as computers spun from one digital millennium to another. People were hoarding gold bullion and plastic jugs of water and tins of tuna fish in their basements, getting weird over all kinds of apocalyptic nonsense. Maybe that explains why fans voted for Pete Rose over Stan Musial.

Through it all, Stan the Man remained Stan the Mensch—a Yiddish word for a human being, someone of high integrity, a major compliment where I come from. He handled the oversight with the same grace he had shown throughout his public life.

In July of that year, Musial was content to be a side man in the band of superstars that traveled to Boston for the All-Star Game. Ancient Fenway Park was one site of the ineffective World Series mano a mano between Musial and Ted Williams back in 1946, when both of them were young. Now Williams was partially blind because of a stroke, unable to walk without a cane, no longer the postadolescent who could be goaded into a fury. The Kid was now the patron of the Jimmy Fund charity and a sage of hitting, probably the last .400 hitter ever, a charismatic storyteller, a beloved elder, dying in front of our eyes.

During the All-Star jamboree, the great players of past and present swarmed around Williams, giving him his due. This was his moment. The old storms were over, and the fans went crazy in their adoration for him; he had long since learned to accept this love. Henry Aaron and Junior Griffey helped him stand to throw out the first pitch, a haunting reminder for everybody hurtling toward old age and infirmity. Musial did not need the spotlight. In Ted’s town, Musial was content to be the nice old guy playing “The Wabash Cannonball” on his harmonica.

MUSIAL’S MODEST pose in 1999 raises the question: why did he not strike a chord with the voters in that poll? Some players grow in stature over time, the way Williams did, while others dwindle, as Musial seems to have done with the general public. We all know that new trumps old just about every time, but was some other factor working in the general overlooking of Stan Musial?

The answer may have been that, in the celebrity-driven sizzle of the turn of the century, Musial was just not sexy enough. Once upon a time he had been sort of the American ideal, at least the white mainstream version of it, the Life cover boy. Friends and strangers semi-adopted him as the smiling brother, the amiable cousin, the father figure of his time, while Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams, his counterparts, became known for their broken marriages, their moods, their absences.

Almost as if by will, DiMaggio and Williams became distant towering legends, the stormy Himalayas, whereas Stan the Man endured as the weathered old Appalachians, like the coal-laden hills behind his boyhood home in Donora, Pennsylvania.

DiMaggio would be remembered for the rose on Marilyn Monroe’s grave.

Williams would be remembered for crash-landing his burning jet on an airfield in South Korea.

But Musial, a diligent businessman with a successful marriage, would be the nice old guy who mimicked his own batting stance in public. Was this a flaw on Musial’s part—or ours?

Today, in Musial’s chosen home of St. Louis, with its fine neighborhoods and hospitals and universities and industry, people refer to Musial as being forgotten or overlooked by coastal America.

“St. Louis thinks of itself as the best baseball town and resents both coasts,” says Rick Wilber, a writer and journalism professor who grew up in the area and whose father, Del Wilber, was a friend and teammate of Musial’s.

It is not hard to pick up on a form of blue-state/red-state resentment toward the two coasts. The issue surfaces on nearly a generational basis, going back to Musial’s arrival late in 1941, when his predecessors, the Gashouse Gang, were regarded as Huns and Vandals let loose in the big eastern cities. The terrific Cardinal teams of the 1980s were easily annoyed by swarms of chattering New York media plus the celebrity of the underachieving Mets players. And the flyover-neglect theory continues into the age of Albert Pujols.

Ladies and gentlemen, on the right side of our airplane, you will see the famed St. Louis Gateway Arch alongside the Mississippi River. And ladies and gentlemen, a few blocks inland you may glimpse a large statue of Stan Musial, a local baseball player who used to be a big deal.

The statue is just about the only lingering controversy in the generally tranquil public life of Stan Musial. Ever since it was unveiled in August 1968, Musial disliked it because it was too bulky and did not capture his coiled stance. Of course, the statue has been a landmark ever since, along with the Arch and the psychic presence of the man himself. As controversies go, the statue issue is pretty tame, as befitting the accepting mid-America region where it is based.

St. Louis is the Mound City, nicknamed for Native American burial mounds in the region, whereas New York is the Media Capital of the World and California is the Dream Capital of the World. New York is where Ruth and DiMaggio and Robinson and Mantle and Mays all gained sporting immortality, and the brainy harbor city of Boston is where Williams gained his twitchy fame, if not always adoration.

“May I tell you this?” said Marty Marion, known as Mr. Shortstop when the Cardinals won four pennants in the forties. Marion observed Musial as a weak-armed minor-league pitcher in spring training of 1941 and a few months later encountered him as the kid from nowhere who hit .426 in the last two weeks of a failed pennant drive—one of the most incredible leaps any player has ever made in one season.

“We always say, in baseball, if you play in New York, you get twice as much publicity, you become more popular,” Marion said in 2000.

“It’s just a known fact that everybody who plays in New York gets all the credit for being the best players or best whatever. Do you believe that? Well, I tell you, it’s a fact. If Stan Musial played in New York City and was a member of the Giants or the Dodgers, he’d have gotten more publicity than he’s gotten so far.”

In that same end-of-millennium rush to quantify, ESPN came up with a series listing the top one hundred North American athletes of the twentieth century (Michael Jordan, Babe Ruth, Muhammad Ali, Jim Brown, and so on). Stan Musial finished sixty-first. Marion insisted that if Musial had played in New York, he would have been among the top twenty-five.

Musial did not complain publicly, but when ESPN began accumulating interviews with famous athletes, Musial would not cooperate, an act of quiet pique. He had his pride, and he had a long memory, as people would discover over the years. Musial let his friends do the speaking for him, and they did. Asked about Joe DiMaggio, Marion said, “I didn’t see him make all these fantastic catches,” meaning the regular season over the years. “I’ve seen guys catch as many things as he catches, but he wasn’t the hitter that Stan was. Joe wasn’t.”

Marion added: “If Joe DiMaggio had of played in St. Louis and Stan Musial had of played with the Yankees, you’d see the difference in their ratings. I’m telling you. It’s a fact. Either you can believe me or not. That’s how ballplayers think.”

But wait. Try reminding Cardinal fans that it was in Brooklyn where Musial was first called Stan the Man. Musial is a member of the Brooklyn Dodger Hall of Fame, in loving tribute to all the dents he put in the scoreboard at Ebbets Field. But the complaint cuts deeper than that.

The perception of Musial’s slighting is that he is too much a man of the heartland, a son of the Monongahela River valley of Pennsylvania who became a loyal resident of the Mound City, with no juicy scandals attached to him, a guy who played his harmonica in hospitals and for ladies who lunch in the suburbs.

No less an observer than Jim Murray, the Pulitzer Prize–winning sports columnist with the Los Angeles Times, once suggested that Musial was marginalized because he was a man of faith. Murray made this suggestion in January 1969, after 23 of 340 baseball writers somehow omitted Musial as he was overwhelmingly elected in the Hall of Fame in his first year of eligibility. (Musial’s percentage was 93.24; by contrast, DiMaggio had needed three years to make the 75 percent needed for entry into the Hall.)

Days after the vote, Murray wrote a lovely column praising Musial, throwing in every apple-pie and peanut-butter-sandwich reference he could. Classic Jim Murray. Then there was this: “Oh, it wasn’t unanimous. I guess that guy in New York with all the hair caught him coming out of church one day. A thing like that can hurt you in this generation.”

I couldn’t resist. Knowing Murray from a few press boxes, admiring him greatly, I took the liberty of dropping him a note saying that not only was I a New Yorker but, as he knew, I had long hair (it was, after all, 1969) and sometimes I even went to church. I piled it on by reminding Jim that Brooklyn was where Musial had gotten his nickname. I have long since misplaced Jim’s very nice reply, but it was something like, Oh, geez, George, it was just one line in one column, and I was just trying to get through the day. (Years later, as a columnist, I came to understand that level of desperation much more clearly.)

The oversight by the so-called fans in 1999 brought a response by guardians of the flame.

Dave Kindred felt much as Marty Marion did. Writing in the Sporting News, he said, “If they’d traded uniforms, DiMaggio in St. Louis and Stan Musial in New York, Musial today would be regarded as the second-best player of all time, raised to Babe Ruth’s side by the Yankee mythology machine.”

Kindred then submitted his starting lineup for what he called “One Game to Save All Civilization”: Morgan, Wagner, Ruth, Mantle, Gehrig, Schmidt, Musial, Bench, Koufax.

No DiMaggio. No Williams.
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LUCKY STANLEY

TIM MCCARVER was called up in the summer of 1961, nineteen years old and filled with warnings from his father. One of them was: “You don’t want to lose your money gambling.”

Naturally, on his first road trip, McCarver gravitated to the lounge in the back of the old DC-6B the Cardinals used to charter, which had a card table for about eight players. A rookie could lose his four-dollar-a-day meal money very quickly.

Among the Cardinals who would slide into the semicircle of seats was Stan Musial, now forty-one years old.

“Stan was a horrible poker player,” McCarver recalled. “He’d admit that today. Horrible.”

If Stanley needed a six, and three of them had already been drawn, “most good players would have folded,” McCarver said. “But not Stan. He would get the last six and he won money off it. Guys would laugh about it. That’s just Stan.”

“It always stood out that if you were against Stan, you were going to lose,” McCarver added.

Musial could not explain his formula for poker just as he could never explain his corkscrew batting stance which set him off from almost every batter who ever lived. He just, ha-ha, did it.

“Jack Buck used to laugh about it,” McCarver said. “I never played golf with Stan, but Jack said Stan would mishit the ball and the ball would hit the flag and fall next to the hole.”

Just like Yogi, I said.

“Yeah, exactly,” McCarver said. “God’s chosen people. Just like that.”

I remembered flying with the Yankees or Mets on charters in the early sixties, when the weather grew turbulent and we were slipping and sliding somewhere over a major American city, wondering how the pilot was going to find the airport. I would glance around the DC-6B and see the Mount Rushmore profile of Casey Stengel or the distinctive features of Yogi Berra and I would be reassured that nothing bad could ever happen to either of them, and therefore nothing bad could happen to anybody lucky enough to be in their company. Apparently, it was the same with Stan the Man.

“Anytime Stan Musial was around, you got the feeling that everything was gonna be all right,” McCarver said. “And there are very few people that you run into in life that you can say that about. A man who can captivate a room without even anyone knowing that he’s there, you could feel him in a room and, and a lot of great men I hear are like that. But with Musial it was very, very special.”

One time the Cardinals played in Philadelphia on a Sunday and headed back to St. Louis after the game. With a day off Monday, Musial had permission to go to New York to be honored at a charity dinner.

“Guys were saying, ‘Stan’s not on the flight, uh, I’m not too sure I want to get on the flight.’ And sure enough, we take off and you could look out the left wing and see the propeller. It’s kind of a frightening sight when you’re five thousand feet off the ground and your propeller’s not going.

“Well, guys are saying, ‘I knew I shouldn’t have gotten on this flight, Musial wasn’t on the flight.’ We had to return to the airport, they repaired the plane or they got a new plane, I forget which, but the fact that Stan wasn’t on it meant that things weren’t all right with the Cardinals as a ball club.”

McCarver thought about it some more and suggested that Musial’s lucky touch stemmed from being a churchgoer.

“If you believe in the afterlife strongly, you know that he is one of God’s chosen people,” McCarver said. “And his whole life’s been that way.”

McCarver paused and added:

“Never underestimate Stan. As long as I’ve known him, I’ve learned. Never underestimate him. That’s a serious mistake.”
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THE OLD MASTER

SOMETHING WAS causing people to downsize Stanley. In 1986, Bill James wrote:


The image of Musial seems to be fading quickly. Maybe I’m wrong, but it doesn’t seem to me that you hear much about him anymore, compared to such comparable stars as Mantle, Williams, Mays and DiMaggio, and to the extent that you do hear of him it doesn’t seem that the image is very sharp, that anybody really knows what it was that made him different. He was never colorful, never much of an interview. He makes a better statue. What he was was a ballplayer. He hustled. You look at his career totals of doubles and triples, and they’ll remind you of something that was accepted while he was active, and has been largely forgotten since: Stan Musial was one player who always left the batter’s box on a dead run.



The number crunchers, the baseball geeks, professional or amateur, put Musial much higher than the fans did. In the computer age, baseball surely has too many newfangled indices for measuring ballplayers. Stanley did not need printouts of pitchers’ tendencies; he knew what they were going to throw. Billy Martin won a lot of games without computer printouts of statistics. Hell, Billy would say (no doubt flinging the printed report against his office wall), he knew all that damn stuff.

Still, sometimes it is helpful to walk on the wild side into the dense world of baseball stats. For example, Baseball-Reference.com came up with several new ways to compare hitters. One was the Black Ink test, first formulated by Bill James, which awards points for leading the league in major hitting categories. After the 2009 season, Musial was behind only Ty Cobb and Babe Ruth. Another comparison was through the so-called Gray Ink test, which ranks players by appearances in the top ten in various batting categories. In this one, Musial was third, behind Cobb and Henry Aaron.

James himself contributed to Musial’s slippage. Once upon a time, James listed Musial as the best left fielder of all time, but in 2000 James somehow flipped Musial with Williams. Had Teddy Ballgame been working on his fielding? Had he suddenly begun hitting to left field?

James’s revision came before Barry Bonds became the all-time leader in home runs in one season and in a career. It also came before Bonds became suspected of using steroids during the Balco scandals. Bonds was so good, with or without the juice, that he was competition for Stanley and Teddy, but his dirty image is going to hold him back for a long time.

In 2001, James ranked the top one hundred players in history, starting with Babe Ruth, Honus Wagner, Willie Mays, Oscar Charleston, Ty Cobb, Mickey Mantle, Ted Williams, Walter Johnson, Josh Gibson, and Musial.

By putting Musial in this company, James certainly rebutted the apocrypha that Musial is ignored because he was not all that interesting. All I can say is that the fans who saw Stan Musial play—play being the operative word—in New York are convinced he was one of the best players who ever wore a gray road uniform in Ebbets Field or the Polo Grounds. Or anywhere.

Fact was, in Musial’s first full nineteen seasons, the Cardinals visited New York and Brooklyn for eleven games in each ballpark each summer, mostly day games, which created ample attention to number 6 in the next day’s newspapers, of which there were nearly a dozen. Because of the great history of the Cardinals, the team itself was the subject of numerous articles during spring training, particularly since the Cards trained in the same sleepy town as the Yankees. New York–based columnists would take themselves over to Al Lang Field and interview that great player and most accommodating of superstars, Stan Musial. All season, every season, there was a forest’s worth of articles.

Woody Allen, growing up in Brooklyn, loved the writing of Jimmy Cannon,

the sports columnist with the good old New York Post back in the fifties. Decades later, Allen could recall Cannon raving about Musial’s “serene dependability.”

Many other odes to Musial were written by New Yorkers and printed in Sport magazine, based in New York:


	“Mr. Musial Marches On,” by Arthur Daley (sports columnist, New York Times), 1947

	“The Man: Stan Musial Is Baseball’s No. 1 Citizen,” by Roger Kahn (later the author of The Boys of Summer, about the Brooklyn Dodgers), 1958

	“Stan Musial’s Last Game,” by Arnold Hano (New York– and California-based writer), 1964



The New York papers could not get enough of Musial. In 1951, Musial was hired by the World-Telegram and Sun to write a daily critique of the Dodgers-Giants playoff and the Yankees-Giants World Series. Under Musial’s byline was his identification: “Baseball’s Greatest Player.”

Musial also “covered” the 1953 World Series for the Newspaper Enterprise Association and was identified in the World-Telegram and Sun as “Six Time Batting Champ.” He was treated as visiting royalty by Joe Williams of the Telly, godded up by Red Smith of the New York Herald Tribune, lionized by Frank Graham of the Journal American, flattered by Jimmy Cannon (Woody Allen’s favorite) of the Journal American and later the Post, and adulated by Joe Reichler of the Associated Press.

“Musial must come perilously close to being the best-liked ballplayer of his generation,” wrote Arthur Daley of the New York Times in his August 16, 1962 piece, “Salute to a Man.”

After coping with the moody DiMaggio and the irascible Williams, writers adored Musial as a player and accessible superstar. Sports columnists are easy. We love stars who talk to us. That simple. Of course, most fans in St. Louis did not know how much ink Stanley received in Big Town because, in those pre-Internet, pre-cable years (some of us call them the good old days), they were, most of the time, going about their business in St. Louis and did not know how well Musial was treated way out there on the East Coast. But Musial knew. All I’m saying is, don’t blame us.

MUSIAL SHOWS up at the very core of his sport. Not long ago I was writing a short history of baseball, trying to jam nearly two hundred years of the American game into sixty thousand words, from the dubious myth of Abner Doubleday to the suspect muscles of Barry Bonds.

Somehow, the way writers do, I meandered into a prologue about teaching my grandson how to hit during an impromptu dusk lesson on his family’s front lawn somewhere out there in America. Having coached youth baseball when my son was little, I always tried to turn youngsters into the coiled Musial stance. Start back there and then hit the ball. I realized Stanley knew exactly what he was doing.

After doing this little riff on Stanley’s stance, I found myself coming back to Musial in the main narrative, not just because I had idolized him as a kid but because of his links to the past and the future.

Almost by accident, I postulated that Musial was the classic example of baseball’s six degrees of separation. He was the heart of the game. He had personal connections backward to Branch Rickey and George Sisler and Dickie Kerr; he matched his contemporaries DiMaggio and Williams; when Jackie Robinson arrived in 1947, Musial let everybody know that he fully intended to show up for work; his batting stance was once used as a teaching tool for a young Japanese prospect named Sadaharu Oh.

He also met every president from Truman through Obama, except, for no particular reason, Dwight D. Eisenhower, for whom he apparently voted twice. Over time, Musial has come to be seen as the epitome of the Eisenhower years, from 1953 through 1960, a time now ridiculed for its—what? Complacency? Stability? Normalcy? In this age when yappers spout nuttiness over the airwaves and nihilists fly airplanes into buildings, normalcy is looking good.

In kinder times, Musial even united political opponents. For many years, Victor Gold, a prominent Republican, and Frank Mankiewicz, a prominent Democrat, ran the Stan Musial Society of Washington–Cardinal fans in the capital. Sometimes Musial showed up for the banquet, and played his bipartisan harmonica well into the night.

Musial is not the first or last public figure to suffer from the short attention span of the vox populi. Even presidents come and go in the power ratings.

With his deceptively transparent smile, Eisenhower—as in “I Like Ike”—won two elections handily, but after he was out of office Ike was often depicted as a mediocre fuddy-duddy.

Early in the twenty-first century, Ike began making a comeback. To demonstrate the contrast to a certain inarticulate president of more recent vintage, David Letterman displayed videos of Ike’s clearheaded warning about the “military-industrial complex.” Ike was looking better all the time. Maybe Stan the Man’s time would come around again.

Artists are also susceptible to shifting tastes. I asked Michael Kimmelman, the arts correspondent of the New York Times, to name an artist whose career is comparable to that of Stan the Man in terms of losing critical or public acclaim after his peak. Kimmelman suggested Pierre Bonnard (1867–1947), the French painter of quotidian lunch and midday sunlight and his wife in her boudoir.

“It has taken a while, but the art world has come to its own ‘a-ha’ moment with Bonnard,” Kimmelman wrote in 2006. “His self-effacement, his reticence, his inclination to see both sides of an issue and to let others perceive him as painting away in his little house, indifferent to the debates of his day, permitted critics after his death, especially those in Picasso’s competitive and devouring orbit, to dismiss him without ever grasping what he had tried to accomplish.”

Asked to name a performing artist who had been somewhat ignored and then rediscovered, Kimmelman—himself a concert pianist—came up with Dinu Lipatti (1917–1950), the Romanian pianist who died at thirty-three of Hodgkin’s disease. I have heard a couple of Lipatti’s clear, haunting performances on vinyl; they give the impression of a man who senses he does not have much time.

“He’s the pianist’s pianist and remains known to the pros and aficionados,” Kimmelman wrote to me. “Both he and Bonnard are stylish, understated virtuosos of beauty.”

Composers? I come up with Antonin Dvořák (1841–1904), so easy to stereotype with his love of Czech and American folk music, but as a dozen CDs in my collection confirm, Dvořák is layered, lush, diverse. He endures. Sam Cooke, Dave Brubeck, Nina Simone, Johnny Cash—every generation needs to discover, and rediscover, the old masters.

BUD SELIG worried how Musial would react to being so publicly tacked on to the original top twenty-five. The commissioner knew how some other superstars would have taken it. The world revolves around them; this is the nature of the superstar.

Baseball unveiled its all-century team during the 1999 World Series in Atlanta. Some of the top thirty, including Rose and Musial, had been at a collectors’ show in Atlantic City. Banned from baseball, Pete now made his living signing autographs for money. He would show up in Cooperstown during the Hall of Fame weekend and sell his signature out of a storefront. It’s a free country. He arrived in Atlanta as conspicuously as if he were wearing bells on clown shoes. It was his free pass to be back in the big tent.

Inevitably, Pete’s presence became the central story. He had been a terrific player, the all-time hit leader, surely worthy of the Hall if he had not been caught lying about his gambling. Musial had always praised Pete, even when Pete chipped away at some of his records, but now he understood that Pete had cheapened their sport, so Stan backed off a bit.

Perhaps Pete’s election to the top-thirty team had been an instinctive anti-establishment gesture by the fans, to express their view that gambling was not so bad, not in a society that encourages lotteries and casinos. Certainly fans could remember Rose diving headfirst into a base, his Prince Valiant haircut flopping as his helmet flew off. In a new age of reality shows and talk-show screamers, Pete fit right in.

Rose showed up in Atlanta, unrepentant, giving a bravura performance on national television, sticking out his jaw, asking what he had done that was so bad. Was he some kind of mass murderer, he asked, like Charles Manson?

While Rose strutted and preened, Musial arrived in the company of eternally charismatic figures like Williams and Gibson and Koufax. Stan the Man had his agendas; he knew what he wanted to show and what he wanted to keep private. Being the gracious old man came naturally to him, and it served him well on that October day when reporters asked him about having been an afterthought by committee.

“I’m happy to be on their team—added on, voted on, what’s the other word?” Musial said. “It’s good to be with this club. I competed against about ten of these guys—Ted Williams, Mays, Henry Aaron, DiMaggio, Warren Spahn, Koufax. I played in the ’40s but I competed against guys who played in the ’30s and I played in the ’60s and competed against guys who played in the ’70s.”

Reminded of the method by which he was included, Musial said, “I wasn’t upset. Not really. There are 100 million fans, and only 3 million of them voted.

“It’s what the fans wanted, and I’m happy to be here. It’s human nature to look at your own generation. It’s hard to analyze what happened fifty, sixty years ago.”

Fans would recognize Musial, call out “Stan the Man,” and he would go into his crouch, wiggle his hips, waggle an imaginary bat. He was home, where he belonged, among his peers. He did not need to create a fuss.

“Never,” Selig said. “Never. Never. Never.”


    4    

STANLEY HITS

JIM FREY’S big mistake in life was coming along in the Cardinals organization. Not much room for career advancement on a team that already had Stan Musial.

Finally invited to train with the Cardinals in 1958, Frey figured, what the heck, he might as well study the man who was keeping him out of the major leagues.

One sultry morning in St. Pete, hundreds of fans swarmed behind the dugout, squealing when they spotted the familiar number 6. Musial responded with his regular nonsense mantra, “Hey-hey, whaddayasay-whaddayasay,” causing the fans to squeal some more.

Making the most of his opportunity, Frey asked this most approachable of stars if he wanted to play a little pepper—one man taps the ball with his bat and the others flip it around with their gloves until somebody flubs it.

Sure, Musial said.

Frey thought he might do the batting, but with a big grin on his face, Musial informed the farmhand: “When Stanley plays pepper, Stanley hits.”

Stanley hits. Frey liked his style.

The fans cheered every time Musial tapped the ball. The public perception of Musial may have been of a humble superstar, but it was clear to Frey that Musial relished performing in front of the crowd.

“He’s standing facing the stands, the crowd is going crazy,” Frey recalled. “And he kind of ducks down into the dugout and he says, ‘Lefty, they all come. They love to see Stanley hit.’

“It was so funny. When he talked about himself, it was almost like he was talking about somebody else.”

Frey would never play a major-league game. Years later, as the manager of the Royals and Cubs, he loved talking about the man who called himself Stanley.

“There are a few people in the world who love being themselves,” Frey said. “And I think Stan Musial is one of them.”

Most of all, he loved being Stanley. It was his stage name, self-perpetuated. To others he was Stan or Stash or Stan the Man. (A woman of a certain age on the Main Line in Philadelphia told me recently that as a teenager she thought of him as Stanley the Manly; she liked his, um, batting stance, the way he wiggled.) However, in his finest moments he referred to himself as Stanley.

Stanley the magician. Stanley the harmonica-playing virtuoso. Stanley the batting guru (“Aw, hell, Curt, just hit the ball”). Stanley the restaurateur. Stanley the guild greeter, shocking some rookie on the other team by welcoming him to the big leagues.

Later in life he would chat with a pope, refer to a president as “my buddy,” travel overseas with a famous author. His nom de baseball allowed him to get past his modest beginnings as the poorest kid in town. With a bat in his hands, he became Stanley.

THOUSANDS OF people have their Stan Musial story, about his spontaneous generosity of heart and wallet. I call them Musial Sightings. He was a man of action rather than reflection, a man of anecdote rather than narrative. He had a way of appearing at some appropriate moment, making people laugh, followed by the clattering hooves as the Lone Ranger rode off into the sunset. Who was that masked man?

These sightings are not a string of miracles, to be used as documentation for canonization. He was not without ego. He smoked for a long time. He drank a bit. He could shatter pomposity with a timely obscenity. Late in life, he broke off at least one long friendship over a business disagreement.

He was no activist, no crusader, no saint, but twice, when baseball was being integrated, Musial was a benignly positive presence, a man who spoke little but who was there.

For the postwar generation, when baseball was still America’s favorite sport, Stan Musial was its happy face. He was picked by Life magazine as the Player of the Decade from 1946 through 1955, ahead of Joe DiMaggio, Ted Williams, and Jackie Robinson. He exuded endless optimism, a one-man GI Bill, grateful to be working at his trade, which in his case was being one of the greatest hitters the game has ever known. And then, somehow, Stanley was obscured.
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STANLEY FRANK MUSIAL

“THE MAN”
ST, LOUIS CARDINALS 1941-1963

HOLDS MANY NATIONAL LEAGUE RECORDS, AMONG
THEM: GAMES PLAYED 3,026; AT BATS 10972; HITS
3,630: MOST RUNS SCORED 1949; MOST RUNS
BATTED IN 1951; TOTAL BASES 6,134, LED N.L IN
TOTAL BASES 6 YEARS AND WON SEVEN NI
BATTING TITLES. MOST VALUABLE PLAYER 1943
1946, 1948. PLAYED IN 24 ALL-STAR GAMES.
LIFETIME BATTING AVERAGE 331






OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_004_r1.jpg
]

LT





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
AN AMERICAN LIFE
- i

2 .
RGE VECSEY

3

GEO






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_032_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_tp_r1.jpg
STAN
MUSIAL

AAAAAAAAAAAA






OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Vecs_9780345526441_epub_028_r1.jpg





