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Dedication



For Nick,
 with love and hope

In memory of my father,
 who taught me not to throw like a girl



Epigraph



Played hard, died hard.

                                     —Don Larson

Ya gotta be honest.

                                     —Tony Kubek
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Preface: My weekend with The Mick



MICKEY MANTLE’S SWEATER HANGS on the door to my office. I put it there the day I decided to write this book. It is the first thing I see when I sit down at my desk in the morning and the last thing I see when I shut down the computer at night. It has followed me from closet to closet and house to house since he gave it to me twenty-seven years ago. I packed it away in an old garment bag right after I said goodbye to him. I thought I was done with The Mick.

The sweater is as gray as the day we met—Yankee colors, road-trip gray and pinstripe blue. There is a baseball embroidered over the left breast with raised seams and the words MICKEY MANTLE INVITATIONAL GOLF TOURNAMENT stitched around the circumference. On the sweet spot it says, the claridge, the hotel where Mantle had accepted a job as Director of Sports Promotions. I went there to interview him for The Washington Post in the spring of 1983.

Forty-eight absurdly tumultuous hours later I headed home flaunting his sweater. How many times have I told this story? How he saw me shivering outside the clubhouse that raw day after nine holes of promotional golf and offered me his sweater. Everybody always said he’d give you the shirt off his back; I had the sweater to prove it. V-necked in the Fifties style that remains a fashion statement chiefly at exclusive American country clubs, Mickey’s sweater evokes a time when Mantle was at the top of his game and his game was the only one that mattered.

His gesture was warm, spontaneous, and authentic; the fabric felt like cashmere against my skin. But, like so many of the imperial vestments draped about the shoulders of heroes, this was the product of human engineering: 100 percent virgin orlon acrylic.

Turned out I had never read the fine print on the manufacturer’s label. The warranty got me thinking: Which Mantle would I discover? An authentic human being or a synthetic construct of memory and imagination?

It took five years, far longer than I wished or imagined, to find an answer. Every time I heard a story of baseness and excess, I checked out the sweater in my office. Every time I heard an anecdote infused with kindness, humor, self-deprecation, or irony, I heard his laconic drawl: “Can’t we get this girl a fuckin’ sweater? She’s gonna fuckin’ freeze.”

Then, deep into my research, there came in the mail a videotape of Robert Lipsyte’s Media Day interview at the Claridge for CBS Sunday Morning. There’s Mick kicking at the damp sand, his ball buried in a trap and the wind playing havoc with his hair. He seizes his wedge, mutters imprecations at his ball and . . . he’s wearing my sweater! There I am in the background, hair freshly poodle-permed, all decked out in a brown suede suit, Loehmann’s circa 1983. I had gotten all dressed up for The Mick, the way I did when I wore Mary Janes on opening day of the baseball season.

I remembered being underdressed for the occasion. That’s why I needed his sweater. I remembered wearing cotton, not suede. Confronted with this disconcerting shard of videographic truth, the story I had told so often began to unravel like the yarn wound around the hard center of an official Major League baseball. I rushed to have another look at the sweater in my office. Somehow I had never noticed the “L” stitched into the collar. Shouldn’t Mickey’s sweater have been at least an XL or an XXL? If my memories didn’t match the evidence, what else might have gotten blurred by the hero worship of childhood? Did he give me the shirt off his back? Or did I invent a kinder, warmer, bigger Mick, the Mick I wanted him to be?

I believe in memory, not memorabilia. Mickey’s sweater is the only artifact I kept from my tenure as a sportswriter. Memorabilia is a goal, a get, an end in itself leading nowhere except to the next acquisition. Memory is a process, albeit a faulty one. Mantle began burrowing into American memory the moment he stepped onto the public stage in 1951. Blond and blue-eyed, with a coast-to-coast smile, he was an unwitting antidote to the darkness and danger embodied by that other Fifties icon, Elvis Presley.

Mickey Charles Mantle was born on October 20, 1931. But like the sweater hanging in my office, Mickey Mantle is a blend of memory and distortion, fact and fiction, repetition and exaggeration. However far Mantle’s home runs traveled, his acolytes remembered them going farther; however great his pain, they remembered it as more disabling. In a life so publicly led, the accretion and reiteration of fable and detail are as thick as fifty years of paint jamming an old windowsill. My challenge was to strip away the layers and let in the air.

As much as anyone, the photographer Ozzie Sweet was responsible for how Mantle is remembered. Sweet first photographed him in the spring of 1952, when his boyish blemishes still required retouching. With his tripod and his old-fashioned view camera—the same equipment Mathew Brady used in the Civil War—Sweet produced portraits for 1,700 magazine covers but was known best for the confections he created for SPORT magazine. His specialty was what he called “simulated action,” set pieces choreographed to evoke heroes and hero worship. Every spring, he and Mantle would get together and decide how to expand the Sweet trove of Mantle iconography. “What do you think, Mick?” Sweet would ask. “Can we stage this and make it look real?”

He always shot from below, the angle of icons, rendering his subjects larger than life. Clouds and foliage were banished from the frame; nothing was allowed to clutter the image. His photos look as if they could have been taken anywhere, anytime. The context is timelessness.

In 1968, the last spring of his career, Mantle posed before a lavender sky with a Louisville Slugger resting lightly on his shoulder. Only the “Slugger” in the redoubtable trademark is visible beneath his grip on the unsullied wood. Hand on hip in a posture of feigned informality, he gazes over his shoulder into a purple distance with just the barest hint of cumulous cloud on the horizon. Tufts of blond hair on his chiseled forearms shimmer in the glow from an unseen source of light. Beneath the smudged bill of his cap Mantle’s brow is puckered with age. The grain of his black leather belt is worn and punctured with asymmetrical holes added to accommodate the passage of time. Sweet says it was one of Mantle’s favorite pictures. It was also a template for a “no-dirt-under-the-fingernails” hero whose image would continue to be airbrushed long after his death.

The Mantle postage stamp issued by the U.S. Postal Service in July 2007 was an idealized collage, the head cloned from one photograph and the body from another. Phil Jordan, the art director, rejected the initial design because it didn’t look enough like “the image people had of him.” He wanted “the soft, baby-faced character, the blondness of him.”

He sent the artist back to the drawing board. Lonnie Busch, who outgrew his boyhood fondness for baseball long before he took up his palette, screened Billy Crystal’s Mantlecentric HBO movie ’61* for inspiration. He painted an effulgent young slugger who fills the batter’s box with promise. The sky is an odd orange hue, as if the day could go either way. The green copper frieze of the House that Ruth Built rests squarely on his shoulders. His arms extend beyond the frame, too big to be contained in a miniaturist’s portrait. A better rendering of a person who felt bigger and smaller than life cannot be found. I asked Busch what he was trying to capture inside the sticky 1-by-1½-inch rectangle. “The light within the darkness,” he replied.

Who else—besides maybe Elvis—is lodged so firmly in pop iconography? They were two country boys fated for unimaginable fame and infamy. Look at their smiles: Elvis with a dark, brooding forelock dangling over his brow like an apostrophe and a curled upper lip. And Mick, with that slight overbite, those buckteeth (for which he had been sufficiently teased) pushing the corner of his mouth upward, into an irrepressible grin. “Mantle-esque,” the catcher-cum-broadcaster Tim McCarver called it. “Quite unlike any other that I remember. It was almost a measure of a man in his smile.”

Elvis served notice: the blatant sexual braggadocio was a come-on that came with a caution. Mantle’s darkness was concealed by a sunny, coltish smile and a euphonious name that makes product branders grin. Linguistically, “Mickey Mantle” is mmm mmm good.

“He had a way of putting a smile on your face,” his compatriot, Duke Snider, said.

Even in Joe Torre’s Brooklyn neighborhood, where Snider ruled, you had to wear your hat like Mickey Mantle. A half century later, the Yankee manager demonstrated how the look was achieved: wetting the NY on his cap with spit, he wrapped the brim around a ball and stuck it in a coffee cup in the manager’s office just as he had as a boy in his mother’s kitchen. It was called the “Mantle Roll,” and it was as popular in the cornfields of Illinois as it was on the sidewalks of Bensonhurst. As Mantle’s teammate Jerry Coleman once said, “Everything he was is what everyone wanted to be and couldn’t.”

With his aura of limitless potential, Mantle was America incarnate. His raw talent, the unprecedented alloy of speed and power, spoke directly to our postwar optimism. His father mined Oklahoma’s depths for the lead and zinc that supported the country’s infrastructure and spurred its industrial growth. Mutt’s boy had honest muscles. His ham-hock forearms were wrought by actual work, not weight machines and steroid injections.

He was proof of America’s promise: anyone could grow up to be president or Mickey Mantle—even Mickey Mantle. And he recognized it. “I could have ended up buried in a hole in the ground, and I ended up being Mickey Mantle,” he mused. “There must be a god somewhere.” And, more succinctly, “I guess you could say I’m what this country is all about.”

He was numerologically charmed—lucky number 7, The Mick, synonymous with the number of planets, wonders, days, sins. “What does seven mean?” asked teammate Clete Boyer. “It means Mickey Mantle.”

“His aura had an aura,” his teammate Eli Grba said. “The way he walked, the way he ran, and the way he presented himself once he put on the uniform—he was a symphony. Ever hear Beethoven’s Ninth? The Ode to Joy? You see him hit and then you see him run, and it’s like going into the chorale.”

He was, in the author Nick Pileggi’s felicitous phrase, “a touched guy,” and he connected with something in teammates and opponents, men and (lots of) women, baseball fans and baseball illiterates that all of us struggle to explain.

Listen to Randall Swearingen, a software entrepreneur from Houston, who met Mantle at the last fantasy camp he hosted in 1994. Filling his plate on the buffet line, he heard a familiar drawl: “Ummhmmm, those meatballs sure look good.” When Mantle reached over his shoulder and helped himself to a meatball, it was like God was eating off his plate. Swearingen devoted much of the next fifteen years and a considerable amount of money to preserving, protecting, and defending The Mick. He developed the official Web site for Mantle’s family, authored a Mick encomium, “A Great Teammate,” and assembled in his Houston office one of the largest collections of Mantle memorabilia in the country. An attempt, he says, to re-create “not Mickey Mantle the person but Mickey Mantle the image, the feeling,” to “reconstitute what he stood for.”

Imagine Swearingen’s anguish as a Category 5 hurricane bore down on the office building. The order to evacuate had been issued. But Swearingen was still at his desk, trying to decide which parts of The Mick to preserve and which to leave behind—he finally picked 1962 and 1965 road jerseys, a 1961 warm-up jacket, the 1955 American League Championship ring, and the 1956 Player of the Year award. Then Hurricane Rita made a sharp left. Houston saw barely a drop of rain.

Listen to Cathy McCammon, who recalls, at age ten, returning to her grandstand seat in the Stadium with a tray full of ketchup-saturated hot dogs when she was hit in the head by a Mantle home run, which left a dent in her scalp 1/16 inch deep. “The food went everywhere, but I caught the ball,” she said. “The security guard came to see if I was okay. I said I’d be okay if I could get Mickey to sign the ball. They took me down to the dugout, and Mickey said, ‘Are you okay?’

“ I said, ‘I will be when you sign the ball.’ ”

She gave the prize to her son. She has The Mick’s mark to remember him by.

I hated to point out that her story didn’t quite add up. No one signs autographs by the dugout in the middle of a game. She consulted her brother and called back with an update. Okay, she was sixteen. They were sitting in a field box. She was beaned by an errant fungo during batting practice. But neither the impact of the moment nor the ridge in her skull was diminished. “If I put pressure on it, I can feel that sensation of being hit,” she said. “It takes me right back to the ballpark.”

Listen to Frank Martin, a welder from Pennsylvania, who took a day off from work in order to watch Mantle’s funeral live on TV and tape it for posterity. Eight years later, he was at Madison Square Garden for the preview of the Mantle family auction, which he attended knowing he couldn’t afford to bid on even the least expensive item. But he had his picture taken with Mantle’s second son, David, who looks so much like his father that people stop him on the street and ask, “Aren’t you dead?” Martin pressed his memories on his hero’s son. “One time my teacher asked, ‘Who was the father of our country?’ I said, ‘Mickey Mantle. He’s more famous than Washington—and his card’s worth more.’ ”

Listen to Thad Mumford, the son of an African-American dentist from Washington, D.C., who cut his hair like The Mick and wore his baseball stirrups like The Mick and spent boyhood afternoons sketching Mantle’s legs for fun. Sure, black was beautiful. But Mantle was “modest, graceful. The way he practiced, the way he just stood—it was noble.”

One day in the violent summer of 1967, Mumford bought a round-trip ticket on the Eastern Air Lines shuttle ($9.18 with a student discount, he recalls) and flew to New York to interview for a job as a Yankee ball boy. He had just enough cash for a subway token and a hot dog. But he took the wrong train and ended up in Newark, New Jersey, where race riots that summer caused 26 deaths, 700 injuries, and 1,500 arrests. “And I’m trying to find a way to wear the uniform of The Man, the plutocrat Yankees,” Mumford said.

He got the job, moving in with Brooklyn relatives in time for the beginning of the 1968 season. “When Martin Luther King was assassinated, I was worried about how many days they were going to postpone opening day by.”

One.

Mere statistics do not explain the devotion of Mantle’s fans. True, he played in more games than any other Yankee at a time when the Yankees were the most televised franchise in the country. He played in twelve World Series in his first fourteen seasons and still holds World Series records for home runs (18), RBIs (40), runs (42), walks (43), extra-base hits (26), and total bases (123). He became synonymous with Yankee inevitability and hegemony, an institutional entitlement symbolized by the interlocking NY on their caps, designed by Tiffany & Co. The logo was appropriated from a medal presented to a New York City cop shot in the line of duty in the Tenderloin District—while shaking down the owner of a local saloon.

When he retired, Mantle’s 536 career home runs placed him third in major league history. Thirteen of them were game-ending homers. His 1964 World Series home run off Barney Schultz, a “walk-off” home run in the current vernacular, broke Babe Ruth’s series record. Ten times, he collected more than 100 walks; nine straight seasons, he scored 100 or more runs; four times, he won the American League home run and slugging titles. He collected 2,415 hits, batted .300 or better ten times, won three MVP Awards, and appeared in twenty All-Star Games. He scored more runs than he drove in (1,677 to 1,509).

Those career totals, now regarded as meaningless expressions of longevity, have been supplanted by a dazzling array of new metrics that measure rates of productivity. “By those standards Mantle is actually underrated,” said Dave Smith, founder of Retrosheet, the online database that compiles career statistics for every major leaguer and collects box scores for every game ever played. (Retrosheet supplied and verified all the statistics in this book.)

These prodigious numbers belie the pain and suffering it took to accumulate them. Far more than his contemporaries in center field, Willie and The Duke, Mantle fit the classical definition of a tragic hero—he was so gifted, so flawed, so damaged, so beautiful. The traumatic and defining knee injury he suffered catching a spike in an outfield drain during the 1951 World Series attenuated his breathtaking potential after just seven months in the major leagues. His death from alcohol-related cancer in 1995 attenuated eighteen months of belated, hard-earned sobriety. He had so little time to be his best self.

Today, his memory survives in a kind of protective custody, fiercely guarded against the slings and arrows of a tell-all culture by a cohort of aging fanboys. Call it Mantleology—a cultlike following of Baby Boomers unprecedented in modern sports. Al Taxerman, an otherwise rational New York attorney, calls Mantle “my Achilles, part man, part God, giving the divine fits,” but he turned down the chance to meet him lest he be confronted with his hero’s flaws.

They will invest almost any sum in order to own a piece of him. Billy Crystal paid $239,000 on a game-used glove—with broken webbing. He intended to quit bidding at $120,000 but his wife persisted, finally outlasting the rival bidder, former Yankee pitcher David Wells. Crystal says the glove is more valuable to him than the Picasso hanging in his home. That’s a big number on anyone’s ledger but far less impressive than the amount spent by an unemployed limo driver on three Mayo Clinic appointment cards ($649) and a 1951 bankbook from the First State Bank of Commerce ($1,888). That’s more than Mantle ever had in the account.

The day before I left for the Heroes in Pinstripes fantasy camp run by his comrades Hank Bauer and Bill Skowron, I got a call from the director wanting to make sure I wasn’t planning to ask anything that might upset his campers. These are middle-aged men who paid $5,000 for the privilege of pulling their hamstrings on the fields where Mickey once roamed. They prefer the lavender scrim of Ozzie Sweet’s staged portraits.

Upon my arrival at ground zero for Mantleologists, Bauer, the stalwart ex-Marine then dying of lung cancer, poked a gnarly forefinger in my chest and croaked, “Nothing negative. Nothing negative! Nothing NEGATIVE!” His partner, “Moose” Skowron, once refused to participate in a Mantle roast at the Claridge Hotel, asking with incredulity, “You want me to make fun of Mickey Mantle?” After Mantle’s death he expressed disappointment with his family’s forthright comments about his alcoholism. “He didn’t drink that much,” Skowron told me. “He didn’t hurt nobody.”

When Peter Golenbock’s novel 7, a so-called fictional biography of Mantle so prurient that this publisher dropped it from its 2007 list, was published, Johnny Blanchard called the Yankees former PR man Marty Appel to ask: “Would it help if me and Moose went down and beat the shit out of him?”

Such is the force field that surrounds Mantle’s memory.

I have a photograph of Mantle and his cohorts Billy Martin and Whitey Ford, part of a series by the photographer Fredrich Cantor, a candid shot taken in the dugout at Shea Stadium on Old Timers’ Day, 1975. Graying muttonchops spread like crabgrass across Mantle’s cheeks, polyester pinstripes gaping at the formerly taut midriff. He’s got a goofy, cross-eyed Jerry Lewis look on his face, chapped lips inverting the famous smile. His thick slugger hands pound his chest as if to say, “Look at me!” Whitey, the slick New York kid, looks away. Billy, the hard case sidekick, laughs, egging him on as usual.

The photo is a touchstone of another era: when boys were allowed to be boys and it was okay to laugh at them for being themselves, when it was okay not to know and to forgive what you did know. Cantor caught the essence of Mantle’s appeal. He was the Last Boy in the last decade ruled by boys. He was Li’l Abner in a posse of dreamy reprobates: James Dean, Buddy Holly, Frankie Avalon, Dean Martin, Elvis. Women wanted to have them or mother them. Young men aped them, while behind the scenes, elders and handlers tried to tame them. “And the rest of us got bigger and harder under the testosterone shower,” Bob Lipsyte said.

Mickey Mantle was the Last Boy venerated by the last generation of Baby Boomer boys, whose unshakable bond with their hero is the obdurate refusal to grow up. Maintaining the fond illusions of adolescence is the ultimate Boomer entitlement. He inspired awe without envy—except perhaps for what he got away with. Pain inoculated him against jealousy and judgment.

If at the beginning Mantle was the incarnation of the strong, silent Fifties—“surly,” sportswriters called him—he evolved into a psychobabble raconteur, laying himself on the public couch to recount the particulars of his recurring nightmares. Mantle himself punctured the protective he-man bubble in an April 1969 guest appearance on The Dick Cavett Show shortly after he retired, genially describing his boyhood bedwetting to the inquisitive host and his disconcerted guest, Paul Simon. Off camera, Mantle asked why Simon hadn’t used “Where have you gone, Mickey Mantle?” in his latest hit song—the only time in memory his name wasn’t a good fit. Besides, he hadn’t been gone long enough for “lonely eyes” to miss.

In the last years of his life, Mantle morphed into an avatar of the confessional Nineties. He became a 12-step prophet pushing the gospel of recovery in the pages of Sports Illustrated after he got out of rehab. Less than eighteen months later, in his last public appearance before his death, he was a desiccated figment of the apple-cheeked youth in Ozzie Sweet’s oeuvre.

The packaging and repackaging, construction and deconstruction of his memory continues unabated. SABRmetricians such as Bill James, the guru of baseball’s new math, reprocess his statistics. Writers recalibrate his memory and recycle recollections, creating what Richard Sandomir of The New York Times calls MickLit (biography, retrospective, novel, novella, koan, list, stat).

He led one of twentieth-century America’s most reiterated lives, leaving a paper trail long enough to pave the way from Commerce, Oklahoma, to the Bronx. The army of scriveners had lots of help from friends happy to exaggerate their relationship with greatness and from Mantle himself. He became an enthusiastic contributor to his own legend but was neither a “good custodian of it,” as Thad Mumford put it, nor a reliable one. Over time, alcohol corroded his memory. He misremembered a lot—the year he got married, for example. Factual errors were compounded by repetition and by the raconteur’s instinct for a good yarn. His life became a solipsistic loop of video clips and sound bites. Much of what he knew about himself was what reporters told him he had once said.

During his lifetime, Mantle wrote or collaborated on at least six different biographies, in addition to inspirational and instructional tomes. They include All My Octobers, My Favorite Summer 1956, Whitey and Mickey, and The Mick. Since his death, at least twenty new volumes have been added to the canon, including thoughtful posthumous biographies by Tony Castro, David Falkner, and John Hall. His family has authored or authorized three books, including a collection of condolence notes from his fans and a searingly brave confessional, A Hero All His Life, detailing their collective descent into alcoholism and drug abuse. Mantle contributed a chapter written from his deathbed. I relied heavily on this account, supplementing it with my own interviews with Mantle and his family.

The aim here is neither voyeuristic nor encyclopedic—don’t look for every home run, clutch base hit, disabling injury, or pub crawl. The narrative landmarks of his life are well known and well documented: Mutt, the dying miner father; the osteomyelitis that almost cost him a leg; the crippling encounter with the drain in right center field at Yankee Stadium. Instead, I picked twenty days from his life and career for closer inspection, each pivotal or defining. They represent highs, lows, flash points, and turning points.

I retraced his steps to Commerce and the corrugated metal shed that was the backstop to his father’s dream. I checked into fantasy camp in Fort Lauderdale and visited the Yankees’ new spring training home in Tampa. I paid a call at Monument Park at the old Stadium, where tourists clad in John Deere baseball caps trampled newly planted geraniums in an effort to get close to him. In Carthage, Missouri, I attended the sixtieth reunion of the Class D Kansas-Oklahoma-Missouri (KOM) League, where he played his first games as a professional. I paid my respects at the Mantle shrine in the all-male clubhouse at the Preston Trail Golf Club, his home away from home in Dallas, and at his grave at the Sparkman Hillcrest Memorial Park. I attended the 2003 family auction at Madison Square Garden, where I listened as über-fan Frank Martin bragged to David Mantle, “Nobody knows Mickey like I did, I’ll challenge him to a trivia contest.” David cheerfully explained that he hears lots of things about his father he’s never heard before—especially from people like me. In the background, I could hear his brother Danny on his cell phone telling someone, “I really didn’t know him until I was sixteen.”

People who loved him and loathed him agree he was an uncommonly honest man, a trait he bequeathed to his family. His surviving sons, Danny and David, and their late mother, Merlyn, answered the most intimate questions as honestly and fully as they could, asking only that I try to find his good heart. But his prolonged absences from their lives left gaping holes in their knowledge of their own history.

They spoke about failed marriages and their addictive inheritance and the deaths of two brothers. So I was puzzled to hear sometime later that Danny was upset that I had been questioning the length of a home run his father had hit in a spring training game sixty years ago. It wasn’t my intention to diminish the feat. On the contrary, I was asking questions about March 26, 1951, because that was the day Mantle announced himself to the world. Then I realized: calibrations of clout are among the only unsullied measures of the man they have left.

In an effort to calculate how far those baseballs actually traveled, I bought a radar gun and surveyed the USC campus where that home run was hit. I asked Eric R. Kandel, a Nobel Prize winner for his research into the biochemistry of remembering, to explain muscle memory. I persuaded Preston Peavy, an Atlanta hitting coach, to transform grainy Mantle game films into kinetic diagrams of his swing. I importuned Alan Nathan, a distinguished physicist and Fenway Park partisan, to climb to the roof of Howard University Hospital in Washington, D.C., to gauge the distance of the first Tape Measure Home Run.

In an effort to find his good heart, I spoke with more than five hundred people—friends and family (brother, sister, wife, sons, cousins); opponents and teammates (sandlot, high school, minor and major league); friends and girlfriends; agents and lawyers; writers who covered him and writers who wished they hadn’t. I interviewed linguists, coaches, physicians, batboys, and clubhouse men. I asked each of them the question posed by his minor league teammate Cromer Smotherman in reply to my own query: “What’s the one thing you’d ask Mickey if you could talk to him today?” After a choked pause, Smotherman replied, “Mickey, what happened? Why did you do it? Why did you choose to live the life you did? Because you were not that kind of person. That was not you.”

When Mantle faced the cameras for the last time a month before his death, he was a husk of a man, shrunken by cancer. The stiff brim of his 1995 All-Star Game cap dwarfed his brow. There was no Mantle Roll. He looked straight into the cameras and told us all, “Don’t be like me.”

The transformation of The Mick over the course of eighteen years in the majors and forty-four years in the public eye parallels the transformation of American culture from willful innocence to knowing cynicism. To tell his story is to tell ours. And mine.

I saw the best and the worst of The Mick during the weekend I spent with him in Atlantic City but I wrote little of the latter in the piece that appeared in The Washington Post. In 1983, it would have been a firing offense to write what had really happened. Today it would be a firing offense not to write it—one measure of how much the landscape of public discourse has changed.

I have tried to balance the claims of dignity and fact. I recognize that some of the material in the pages that follow may offend and disappoint. More than once I was tempted to put his sweater back in the closet.

Well into the late innings of my research, I was still unsure what to write, how to write it, and whether I wanted to write anything at all. Many of his intimates offered opinions—scientific, psychological, and spiritual—about how to tackle the job. Bobby Richardson’s wife, Betsy, beseeched me not to “glorify the flesh” and “to pray to do justice to the truth without doing injustice to that which breaks God’s heart.”

It was good advice but I also believe that denial is treacherous and taking refuge in generalities is the same as giving him another pass. Nobody knew the danger of that better than The Mick.

So how do you write about a man you want to love the way you did as a child but whose actions were often unlovable? How do you reclaim a human being from caricature without allowing him to be fully human? How do you find the light within the darkness without examining the dimensions of both?

I decided to abandon an orthodox biographical structure in favor of an approach that could accommodate my stubborn fandom. At intervals throughout the narrative, I revisit Atlantic City and my weekend with The Mick. This time, the account is full and unexpurgated. It chronicles my journey from childhood thrall to adult appreciation.

This is my attempt to understand the person he was and, given who he was, to understand his paradoxical hold on a generation of baseball fans, including myself, who revered The Mick despite himself, who were seduced by that lopsided, bucktoothed grin.

My course charted, I went to the storage unit to unearth notebooks and transcripts of taped interviews from April 1983. There, in the typed pages of onionskin, I found warming words not among the sound bites CBS Sunday Morning had aired in Bob Lipsyte’s report.

“Can’t we get her a smaller one?” Mickey said. “She’s gonna fuckin’ freeze.”

He saw me as I was, cold and small. I needed to see him as XXL.



Part One

INNOCENCE LOST



Atlantic City, April 1983

I met Mickey Mantle in the Atlantic City hotel where my mother lost her virginity, three weeks after Pearl Harbor. It was the spring of 1983, the year Mantle’s hometown of Commerce, Oklahoma, was named one of the most toxic waste sites in America. I was a reporter for The Washington Post and a devoted second, who had taken up the gauntlet in the endless verbal duels of protracted childhood: “Who’s better? Mickey Mantle or Willie Mays?” He was the newly appointed Director of Sports Promotions at the Claridge Hotel and newly banished from baseball because of his affiliation with its casino.

My parents’ honeymoon had been brief, one winter night by the Jersey shore—Christmas Day 1941, the only day they could find a rabbi in the pre-nuptial rush to commitment prior to his shipping out. After my father received his orders—he was stationed in the Aleutian Islands for four long, bitter years—my mother moved back in with her parents at 751 Walton Avenue, one very long, very loud foul ball from Yankee Stadium.

The building was called the Yankee Arms and featured a leaded stained-glass window in the lobby with bats crossed over a heraldic shield; the colors were home white and pinstripe blue and yellow-gold to evoke the blondness of ash.

Groundbreaking was in the fall of 1927, just after The Babe swatted his sixtieth home run. Such was his clout that a whole new subdivision of luxury buildings—the Neighborhood That Ruth Built—sprang up in his shadow. Bordered on the east by the Beaux Arts mansions of the Grand Concourse and on the west by the Harlem River, the Stadium area embodied upward mobility. For a time, The Babe himself lived on Walton Avenue, ten blocks north of my grandmother’s kitchen.

The apartment had all the latest amenities of 1920s construction: windows that swiveled on a pivot for washing; a dumbwaiter that brought groceries up from the basement and took trash away; a refrigeration system that circulated cold water through pipes to keep the groceries cold. The halls smelled of butter and borscht, chicken schmaltz and stuffed cabbage. I could smell my grand-mother’s sweet-and-sour salmon two floors away.

The lobby attempted dark Tudor elegance: heavy, brocaded furniture and ocher-colored shellacked stucco walls. Shafts of blue and gold light poured through the stained-glass window, pooling on the hard stone floor. I hopscotched from blue to gold, my party shoes clicking like baseball spikes against a concrete runway.

It was there that I fell in love with Mickey Mantle.

My grandmother’s apartment, 2A, faced east toward the Concourse, away from the Stadium. During home stands, the roar of the crowd threatened the kibitzing in her parlor, ricocheting off the buildings on 157th Street, past the candy store and the greengrocer on the corner of Gerard Avenue, past Nick, the shoemaker, and Mr. Kerlan, the kosher butcher, and through her double-hung windows. Crouched beneath the grand piano—with a damaged right leg as precarious as The Mick’s—I listened to Mel Allen’s honeysuckle baritone, punctuated by the crack of the bat. And then the roar came again as the sound waves vibrated up the street. It was my own primitive version of surround sound and it rattled the glass. I turned up the volume when Mickey was on deck.

In my worldview, Celia Zelda Fellenbaum and Mickey Charles Mantle were linked by something far deeper than mere proximity. Both were stoic in the face of pain and selfless in the pursuit of pleasing others. My diabetic grandmother injected her thigh daily with the insulin she kept in the icebox along with the sweets she stocked for me and my cousins: six-packs of Pepsi, platters piled high with homemade rugelach, and her own seven-layer chocolate cake. How different was it, really—Mantle’s insistence upon being in the lineup no matter how much he hurt and her risky determination to fast on Yom Kippur? Weren’t they both team players?

“Who’s better, Dad? Mickey or Willie?”

My father grew up on the other side of the Harlem River in a tenement hovering above Coogan’s Bluff. In the winter of 1927, he patrolled the Polo Grounds as a water boy for the New York football Giants. “Willie,” he replied firmly, citing the latest box score.

Mickey was my guy. Or: I was a Mickey guy. Either way, the relationship was proprietary and somehow essential. Like Mick, who had to be sent down to the minors three months after his major league debut, I had arrived prematurely. Conceived the week—perhaps the day—he hit his first home run at the Stadium, I was born two months too soon in a Bronx hospital twenty city blocks from where that ball landed. Like Mick, I had a sense of being physically flawed. Other kids practiced his swing; I practiced his limp and aped his grimace.

My grandmother gave me permission to be who I was, a little girl who liked to play boys’ games. One fine spring day, opening day of the baseball season, we took the CC train downtown to Saks Fifth Avenue to buy a baseball glove. The cars still had those old straw seats and the bristles caught in my tights and we almost missed the stop while trying to untangle me. I often got tangled up when I tried to be a proper girl.

We bought me a mitt, the only one they had, a Sam Esposito model, which was firmly attached to the glove hand of a mannequin in the Saks Fifth Avenue window. “I’ll have that for my granddaughter,” she told the flummoxed salesman.

No matter how many times he demurred—“Madam, it’s not for sale”— she would not be deterred. I took Sammy home with me and everywhere else until my mother disposed of the glove in an unhappy spring purge. I told my grandmother that Sam was a Yankee. She had no reason to know better. In the twenty-five years she lived at 751 Walton Avenue, she never once felt compelled to cross the threshold of the cathedral of baseball.

She celebrated the Jewish High Holy Days in the ballroom of the Concourse Plaza Hotel at the corner of 161st Street, where Mickey and Merlyn Mantle spent their first year as newlyweds. No matter what the temperature, she wore her mink coat to shul. It had a shawl collar and no buttons and was big enough to keep her and several grandchildren warm. In fact, her coat was two sizes too large—marked down, wholesale. She didn’t wear it to temple on sweltering fall afternoons of prayer to show off. That would have required a mere stole. It was to accommodate me, Sammy, and my red, plastic transistor radio with a tinny gold flower-shaped speaker at its center. She greeted the New Year, waiting for me by a bench in front of Franz Siegel Park, arms spread wide, an expanse of mink catching me in a satin embrace.

Services were held in the sumptuous ballroom of the hotel, which opened for business the same year as Yankee Stadium. With its vast onlookers’ balcony, the ballroom was well suited to my grandmother’s Conservative congregation, in which men and women worshiped in sacred isolation. The women sat upstairs in the gallery in ballroom chairs facing toward Jerusalem. I faced the opposite direction, called to prayer by the large, green, looming presence of the outfield wall at the bottom of 161st Street. Just down the hill, past Joyce Kilmer Park, where African-American men sold towers of undulating marbleized balloons, past Addie Vallens, the ice cream parlor where Joe DiMaggio enjoyed an ice cream soda between ends of a doubleheader. Mickey was so close, and so far away.

While my grandmother listened for the sound of the shofar, I listened to Red Barber inside a cocoon of heavy red velvet drapery that concealed his voice and my apostasy. While she prayed for my future, I prayed that no one would ever humiliate Mickey again, the way Sandy Koufax did in the 1963 World Series.

The 1964 World Series was my last opportunity to pray with her and for him. Mickey got old fast, and so did my grandmother. I was sitting in my parents’ maroon-on-black Dodge sedan with the push-button transmission in the parking lot of Montefiore Hospital when she suffered the stroke that precipitated her death at age seventy-four. The night she died, Monday, May 2, 1965, the Yankees did not play.

I didn’t go back to Yankee Stadium until September 1968. This time, it was to pay homage to The Mick. It had been an awful year of abrupt and tragic goodbyes. Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., were assassinated. The cover of Time magazine asked if God was dead too. And Mickey Mantle was playing his last season.

The particulars of the game are hazy. Was it a Sunday? A doubleheader against the Senators, perhaps?

Memory returns in shards: traffic whizzing by the pigeons loitering on the median dividing the Concourse; the rumble of the D train below tar-patched macadam; a steel girder buttoned with bolts, blocking the view from our seats in the lower deck behind and to the left of home plate. The netting cut the batter’s box into tidy rectangles of time and space. I don’t remember what Mickey did that day. But then, my view was obstructed.

Just how little I’ d really seen of him became apparent when he agreed to meet me for breakfast in Atlantic City fifteen years later. I was sitting at my desk in the sports department at The Washington Post when he called. “Hi, this is Mickey,” he drawled. “Mickey Lipschitz.”

“I didn’t know you were Jewish.”

“Let me tell you something a guy told me when I first come to New York,” Mickey said. “When you’re going good, you’re Jewish. When you’re going bad, you’re Eye-talian.”

He said he’ d meet me at 11 A.M.


        
            Chapter 1

                    March 26, 1951
 The Whole World Opened Up

        

        ON MARCH 20, 1951,
            shortly after arriving in Los Angeles for the beginning of their spring training tour of
            California, the World Champion New York Yankees visited the lot at MGM where Betty
            Grable was rehearsing dance numbers for her newest flick. A PR still, later published in
                Movie Fan magazine, was taken to commemorate the occasion. There’s
            Yogi Berra front and center wearing a garish paisley sports shirt as bright as his
            smile, with a collar as wide as his ears and Grable on his well-tailored arm.
            There’s The Scooter, Phil Rizzuto, the unlikely MVP of the 1950 season, and his
            double-play partner, second baseman Jerry Coleman; Johnny Hopp, Johnny Mize, and big Joe
            Collins offering Grable his right elbow.

        In the back row, like a schoolboy who’d wandered into the wrong class
            picture, stands the rookie Mickey Mantle, his features as unformed as his future. He
            gazes over Grable’s shoulder, his blond hair smartly parted, cowlick neatly
            slicked, necktie tautly knotted.

        Mantle and his roommate, Bob Wiesler, were the only rookies in the bunch,
            both movie buffs. They couldn’t understand why more of the veteran players
            hadn’t jumped at the chance to go to Hollywood. They met Esther Williams, Red
            Skelton, Howard Keel, and the guy who later played Miss Kitty’s bartender on
                Gunsmoke. They saw Debbie Reynolds hurrying down the hall carrying two fur
            coats and called out, “Hiya, Deb!” Mantle wrote home to his Oklahoma
            sweetheart about the starlets who returned his hello. “Wasn’t any as
            pretty as you.”

        It was a big time for Mickey Mantle. His childhood friend from Commerce,
            Nick Ferguson, who had migrated west after high school, drove up from San Diego in his
            old ’42 Plymouth to show him the California coast. Ferguson wanted his Okie buddy
            to see the Pacific. They went straight out Wilshire Boulevard to the Santa Monica Pier.
            It was Mantle’s first opportunity to feel the surf and sand between his toes. But
            he did neither. Baseball was the only thing on his horizon. All he cared about was
            getting to the ballpark on time.

        Del Webb, the Yankees’ entrepreneurial co-owner, had contrived that
            spring to switch training camps with the New York Giants. Webb was a Phoenix real estate
            developer, ahead of his time in grasping the westward rush of postwar America.
                Sporting News reported that he was considering selling his stake in the
            Yankees to his partner Dan Topping as part of a plan to extend major league baseball
            beyond the Mississippi.

        Bringing the Yankees to train in Phoenix allowed him to play the big shot in
            his hometown. Then he sent them barnstorming up and down the California coast in order
            to showcase Joe DiMaggio in the Clipper’s home state and whet the appetite for
            big league ball. The schedule called for thirteen games in California, mostly against
            Class AAA Pacific Coast League teams, with stops at Glendale, manager Casey
            Stengel’s home-town; in Oakland, where Stengel had managed the Oaks before being
            promoted to the Yankees’ job; at Seals Stadium in San Francisco, where DiMaggio
            had made his name; and finally at the University of Southern California against the
            Trojans, better known for their gridiron exploits. That spring was the last time the
            Yankees would train anywhere other than Florida.

        It also marked the opening act of one of baseball’s—or
            Broadway’s— greatest hits, an SRO psychodrama with a very long run.

        Stengel had seen Mantle for the first time a year earlier at a
            pre–spring training camp held in Phoenix for the top prospects in the Yankees
            system. The kid, just eighteen, had missed the team bus to the practice field. He was
            standing with a teammate, Cal Neeman, neither of them knowing what to do, when a taxi
            pulled up. “Well, hop in, boys,” Stengel said, “we’ll go to
            the park.”

        Neeman recalled, “And we’re ridin’ along, and he wants
            to know who’s in the car. Well, we really didn’t want to tell him. I give
            him my name. He come to Mickey and says, ‘Who are you?’ And he says,
            ‘I’m Mickey.’ And he says, ‘Oh, you’re that kid
            that’s all mixed up. You’re not supposed to be able to run like that and
            hit the ball so far.’ ”

        Mantle was all but invisible until the coaches said, “Take your marks
            . . .” Hank Workman, a prospective first baseman, recalled, “They were
            timing guys from home to first. Nobody noticed Mantle up to that. He was very quiet and
            extremely shy. He would pull his cap down so far over his brow that you could hardly see
            his face. Then he ran. And I swear he was going so fast you could still see the tufts of
            dust in the air from his footprints a couple of feet back from where he was.”

        Bunny Mick, one of Stengel’s lieutenants, timed him from the
            left-handed batter’s box to first base in 3.1 seconds, a new land-speed
            record.

        Workman also recalled Mantle’s debut in intrasquad games: “The
            first time Mantle came up, he hit one a mile outta that ballpark. About three innings
            later he comes up again. The pitcher’s changed, and he hits one a mile out the
            other way. And all he does after is, he trots out to shortstop in his non-ostentatious
            way with his hat pulled way down.”

        The camp was shut down when Commissioner Happy Chandler got wind of the big
            league instructors getting a head start on spring training. But Stengel had seen enough
            to see the future. “Mantle’s at shortstop taking ground balls, throwing
            ’em by the first baseman—and outta the dugout comes Stengel,”
            Workman remembered. “He’s got a fungo bat in his hand, and he runs right
            at Mantle. He starts waving this bat at him, and he shoos him out into the outfield, and
            turns around and loudly announces to all the coaches and everybody that’s
            assembled that this guy is gonna be a center fielder. ‘I’m gonna teach him
            how to play center field myself, and I don’t wanna see him at shortstop
            again.’ ”

        But that’s where he played for the 1950 Joplin Miners. His .383
            batting average deflected attention from his 55 errors and he was named the Most
            Valuable Player of the Western League. In January 1951, The Sporting News hailed
            him as a “Jewel from Mine Country.”

        “Nineteen-year-old Mickey Mantle, dubbed by some big-time scouts as
            the No. 1 prospect in the nation, will be off for Phoenix in a few weeks to display the
            talents that won him such raves from veteran talent hunters,” baseball writer
            Paul Stubblefield declared. And in a special box: The Sporting News announced the
            engagement of the Yankees’ big catch—who “didn’t cost a
            nickel”—to Miss Merlyn Louise Johnson of Picher, Oklahoma.

        The groom to be was a no-show when rookies reported to spring training camp
            two weeks later. A reporter and photographer from the Miami Daily News-Record
            found Mantle at the Eagle-Picher motor pool and delivered a message from Yankee farm
            director Lee MacPhail: “Where are you?”

        Helping out the pump crew, came the reply, for $35 a week. The Yankees
            hadn’t sent him a train ticket, and Mantle wasn’t a bonus baby like
            Skowron ($25,000) and Kal Segrist ($50,000). His half brother, Ted Davis, used his Army
            discharge money to pay for Miss Johnson’s engagement ring. The photographer
            snapped a picture of the overall-clad prospect with the smudged grin leaning against a
            mining company truck. The next day, Tom Greenwade, who would forever be known as the
            scout who signed Mickey Mantle, showed up with his fare.

        By the time Mantle got off the train in Phoenix, the Yankees’ most
            heralded rookies—Bob Wiesler, Moose Skowron, Gil McDougald, Andy Carey, and Bob
            Cerv—were working on their baseball tans. They never forgot those early tastes
            and smells of the big time. For Al Pilarcik, an outfielder from Ohio, it was the scent
            of orange blossoms from the trees outside the team’s motel. For Wiesler, it was
            the standing rib roast that circulated through the dining room on a rolling cart. Every
            night, waiters would lift the platter’s heavy silver-plated hood and the kids
            would help themselves to a juicy slab of promise.

        The early reports on Mantle were measured in tone. He was being groomed,
            considered, studied. Neither he nor his employers expected him to play in the big
            leagues in 1951. Never had anyone in the Yankee system made the leap from Class C to the
            majors after only two years in professional baseball. And Jackie Jensen, the California
            golden boy, was also waiting in the wings for DiMaggio to exit stage right.

        But Stengel was watching, keeping a close eye on his new kid.
            “We’d go down through the lobby, Casey would always be sittin’
            there,” Nick Ferguson said. “And he never said anything, but he was
            eyeballin’ me like he knew I wasn’t a player, and what was I doin’
            there with Mickey?”

        Spring is a season of profusion, especially for baseball writers, the
            inevitable consequence of sending grown men to Florida and Arizona with empty notebooks,
            a per diem—and no wives. Red Smith rued the day he received a wire from Stanley
            Woodward, his editor at the New York Herald Tribune, ordering him to quit
            “godding up those ballplayers.” Nonetheless, in the spring of 1951, Mickey
            Mantle was elevated and beatified.

        In the thin Arizona air, his home runs soared and florid prose burst forth
            from fallow typewriters like desert wildflowers. Just a week after Mantle arrived in
            camp, Ben Epstein, the effusive beat writer for the New York Daily Mirror, wrote,
            “Thank the fates for Arizona’s ambrosial air. It’s practically
            necessary to fuel one’s lungs with the stuff if you want to stay in fashion and
            carry on about Mickey Mantle. Latest estimates hoisted the Yankee oakie doakie as the
            eventual successor to Joe DiMaggio.”

        Bad weather during the first days of camp—snow, even—forced
            the players indoors. Indolent scribes still had to churn out copy. Encomiums lit up the
            Western Union wires: “Rookie of the Eons,” “Magnificent
            Mantle,” “Mighty Mickey,” “Young Lochinvar,”
            “Commerce Comet,” “Oklahoma Kid,” “Colossal
            Kid,” “Wonder Boy,” “One-Man Platoon,” “The
            Future of Baseball.”

        Pete Sheehy, the clubhouse man and guardian of Yankee succession, assigned
            the lockers and the uniform numbers—the Yankees were the first team to do that.
            Sheehy had gone to work for the club when he was fifteen, summoned to his calling while
            waiting for the Stadium gates to open one day in 1927—and stayed until his death
            fifty-nine years later. The Yankee locker room is named after him. He was the
            institutional memory of the club, who divulged nothing. He fetched hot dogs and bicarb
            for The Babe and joe for Joe D.; he informed a historically challenged rookie that
            George Herman Ruth’s number 3 was not available, nor was Henry Louis
            Gehrig’s 4. As for 5, everyone knew 5 was still working on immortality. Sheehy
            gave Mantle 6. “The law of mathematical progression,” the Yankees’
            public relations man Red Patterson called it.

        Veterans reported on March 1. Archie Wilson, a pitcher returning from
            military service, arrived to find both beds in his assigned room taken. Archie’s
            widow, Sybil Wilson, recalled that as her husband put his things down on a roll-away,
            Mantle rose from his bed and said, “You’re not going to sleep on the
            cot.” He took it—Wilson was an Army vet and his senior.

        On March 2, Stengel announced that he was moving Mantle to the outfield. The
            next day, DiMaggio announced that the 1951 season would be his last. His throwing
            shoulder was sore, his left knee was swollen, and his pride was smarting. All those
            questions didn’t help, either. Louella Parsons, the dominatrix of Hollywood
            gossip, wanted to know about a possible reconciliation with his estranged wife, Dorothy.
            The baseball writers wanted the dope on the new kid. So DiMaggio threw them all a
            curve.

        His retirement was on the horizon, but the Yankees had no idea an
            announcement was coming that day. “What am I supposed to do, get a gun and make
            him play?” Stengel groused. Overnight, Mantle went from a good story to
                the story. “When they’d go into the hotel lobbies, all the
            newspaper people would flock to Mickey,” Sybil Wilson recalled. “He would
            get down behind Archie and squat down so they wouldn’t see him. He was so scared
            of them.”

        Tommy Henrich, Old Reliable, was assigned the task of turning him into an
            outfielder, teaching him how to gauge the angle of the ball off the bat; how to position
            his body to catch the ball on his back foot and get rid of it in one smooth motion; how
            to react to a drive hit straight at him. His arm was plenty strong—legend had it
            that minor league ballparks refused to sell tickets behind first base when Mantle was
            patrolling the infield or put chicken wire up to protect the spectators. Delbert
            Lovelace, a friend from sandlot ball back home, was on the receiving end of more than
            one errant heave: “One time he let the ball loose, and it looked like surely that
            ball was goin’ to drop into the dirt, and I put my glove down, and it hit me on
            the wrist above my glove.”

        The seams of the baseball were engraved in his flesh.

        In the outfield, Mantle couldn’t hurt anybody—except maybe
            himself. Out there, he could outrun his mistakes.

        When the New Yorkers opened their 1951 Cactus League season against the
            Cleveland Indians in Tucson, Mickey Mantle was the starting center fielder for the New
            York Yankees. He got three hits. The next day he was conked on the forehead by a line
            drive while trying to adjust his sunglasses; he had never worn them before. The
            Southwest sun was so intense that players slathered black shoe polish under their eyes
            to minimize the glare radiating off their cheeks. “Still couldn’t
            see,” said Al Rosen, the Indians’ third baseman.

        In the Indians’ dugout, Mantle’s blunder was greeted with
            sympathy and laughter. “Here comes a kid, and everybody is talking about how
            great he is,” Rosen said. “First thing, he gets hit with a fly ball.
            Everybody says, ‘Some kind of great.’ I never saw him drop another fly
            ball, by the way.”

        By the end of spring training, when Mantle threw out a runner at third who
            unwisely wandered off the bag on a fly ball to right, to complete a rare 9–5
            double play, Henrich declared his work done. “Best throw I’ve ever
            seen,” he said.

        Players size up other players. That spring, rookies and veterans alike
            stopped to watch when Stengel’s protégé took batting practice.
            “It was like he was hittin’ golf balls,” Yankee pitcher Tommy Byrne
            said.

        “Who in the heck is this kid?” wondered Yogi Berra.

        Mantle’s talents were unprecedented. Only four switch-hitters played
            regularly in the majors in 1951, and none of them ever hit more than eighteen home runs.
            “He has more speed than any slugger and more slug than any speedster—and
            nobody has ever had more of both of ’em together,” Stengel declared.
            “This kid ain’t logical. He’s too good. It’s very
            confusing.”

        Compounding Stengel’s befuddlement was the disconnect between
            Mantle’s power and his actual size. At only five feet eleven and maybe 185
            pounds, he wasn’t big at all. Yankee pitcher Eddie Lopat was first to observe,
            “That kid gets bigger the more clothes he takes off.”

        Potential is the most elastic of human qualities. By the time the Yankees
            boarded the train for California, the dispatches being wired back east were inflated
            with wonder and speculation: How much more might he grow? And if he filled out, what
            place in baseball history might he occupy?

        Stan Isaacs, writing for the Daily Compass, was the lone voice of
            reason, but he had the advantage of being in New York:

        
            Since the start of spring training, the typewriter keys out of
                the training camps have been pounding out one name to the people back home. No
                matter what paper you read, or what day, you’ll get Mickey Mantle, more
                Mickey Mantle and still more Mickey Mantle.

            Never in the history of baseball has the game known the wonder to equal
                this Yankee rookie. Every day there’s some other glorious phrase as the
                baseball writers outdo themselves in attempts to describe the antics of this wonder:
                “He’s faster than Cobb . . . he hits with power from both sides of the
                plate the way Frankie Frisch used to . . . he takes all the publicity in stride, an
                unspoiled kid . . . sure to go down as one of the real greats of
                baseball.”

        

        Mantle wasn’t in the starting lineup when the Yankees arrived in Los
            Angeles on Friday, March 16, to play the Hollywood Stars. The game was a sellout; across
            town the St. Louis Browns and the Chicago White Sox played in front of 235 fans,
            including their unhappy owners. (The Yankees would draw nearly 140,000 during their ten
            days in California, acccording to the Los Angeles Times.)

        The next morning, Nick Ferguson arrived bright and early to take his pal out
            to breakfast at a greasy spoon on Wilshire Boulevard. As Mantle inhaled box after tiny
            box of cornflakes, Ferguson thought back to the mornings he had spent at the
            Mantles’ home watching Mickey and his twin brothers eat big soup bowls full of
            cereal. That was one reason the family moved out of Commerce to Dr. Wormington’s
            farm east of town, where they could have some cows and enough milk for all those
            cornflakes. Mickey milked all nineteen of them before heading off to school.

        After breakfast, Mantle and Ferguson drove to Wrigley Field, the minor
            league park where Gary Cooper had once stood at home plate to deliver Lou
            Gehrig’s farewell speech in The Pride of the Yankees. Mantle hit a mammoth
            home run—“cannonading the pellet over the center field bleacher fence 412
            feet from home plate and another wall beyond,” according to The Arizona
                Republic.

        Gil McDougald, destined to become 1951’s Rookie of the Year, saw a
            scene often repeated by unwary center fielders. “Mickey hit a two-iron shot, and
            this guy come runnin’ over in center field thinkin’ he was gonna catch it.
            He leaps up, and that ball took off like an airplane over the fence. The center fielder
            was in a state of shock.”

        The next day, at Gilmore Stadium, Mantle went from first to third with such
            blinding speed it drew a collective gasp from the crowd of 13,000. After seeing Mantle
            in Los Angeles, Branch Rickey, the general manager of the Pittsburgh Pirates, wrote Dan
            Topping, “I hereby agree to pay any price (fill in the blank) for the purchase of
            Mickey Mantle. And please be reasonable.” Topping’s facetious
            reply: Ralph Kiner and a half mill. Frank Lane, the White Sox general manager, fumed at
            the Yankees’ dumb luck: “They got him for nothing. Nothing—do you
            hear? Why, for a prospect like that I’d bury him in thousand-dollar
            bills.”

        New York Daily News, March 19: “Mantle very well could be the
            key to the pennant.”

        New York Daily Mirror, March 20: “Now the Mickey Mantle
            madness has spread to the players. Yankees, old and young, openly debate the ability of
            Mantle, whose speed and power in six exhibition games forced the reporters to all but
            star him as a daily feature.”

        “Who is this Mickey Mantle who knocked my Yogi off the front
            page?” wondered Carmen Berra.

        The Bay Area was home to Jerry Coleman, Billy Martin, Jackie Jensen, Frank
            Crosetti, Charlie Silvera, and Gil McDougald. But it belonged to DiMaggio. At Seals
            Stadium, where the wind blew in from right field and the fog rolled in nightly off the
            bay, Mantle hit a 400-foot home run that cleared the right field wall. “You had
            nineteen or twenty homers in twenty years hit over the right field fence,”
            McDougald said. “Bounced up in the park across the street not far from where I
            lived,” Silvera said.

        On Saturday night, March 24, DiMaggio hosted a party at the family
            restaurant on Fisherman’s Wharf for teammates and writers. One impertinent diner
            inquired whether Joltin’ Joe would consider moving to left field to make room for
            Mantle in center. “There’s nobody taking center from me until I
            give it up,” DiMaggio replied.

        On March 26, the Yankees were back in Los Angeles to play the Trojans at
            USC—their last West Coast game. USC’s new coach, Rod Dedeaux, had played
            two games for Stengel when he managed the Brooklyn Dodgers. Dedeaux got a bigger bonus
            in 1935 than Mantle got from the Yankees. Three of Dedeaux’s former
            players—Hank Workman, Jim Brideweser, and Wally Hood—were Yankee rookies.
            He would continue to send talent to the majors for another thirty years: Tom Seaver,
            Mark McGwire, Randy Johnson, Fred Lynn, Dave Kingman, Bill Lee, and Ron Fairly, among
            others.

        The Yankees arrived on campus in time for an 11:30 A.M. luncheon at the University Commons, where, according to pitcher Dave
            Rankin, “sorority girls played bridge all day and hoped for the best.” By
            then snug Bovard Field was SRO. “Additional stands had been erected and the
            outfield roped off to accommodate any spillage of customers,” the Los Angeles
                Times reported—the crowd was later estimated at 3,000. Those unable to
            find seats could listen to a special broadcast on radio station KWKW.

        Cozy, palm-draped Bovard Field (318 feet down the right field line, 307 feet
            down the line in left) was tucked into a corner of the campus near the Physical
            Education building, which sat along the third base line. Beyond the right field fence
            lay a practice field where USC footballers were running spring drills. The
            impressionable Mantle importuned USC’s senior team manager to point out the
            gridiron stars. Wise guy Phil Rizzuto sent the Trojans’ eight-year-old batboy,
            Dedeaux’s son, Justin, to keep Mantle company on the bench—“Hey,
            rook, I got somebody here your age.”

        The temperature at game time was only 59 degrees, with a wind from the
            southeast at 6 miles per hour. Conditions were Southern California dry—it
            hadn’t rained in twenty days. The National Weather Service noted “some
            haze.” Smog had not yet entered the vocabulary. Tom Lovrich, the Trojans’
            ace, had already beaten the Pittsburgh Pirates and the Hollywood Stars that spring. A
            sidearming right-hander who threw a heavy, sinking fastball, he would go on to a
            respectable career in Triple A ball. When Mantle came to bat in the first inning,
            Lovrich didn’t even know that he was a switch-hitter. Dedeaux told him,
            “When in doubt, keep the ball low.”

        The count, in Lovrich’s memory, went to two balls and two strikes.
            His intention was to throw the next pitch low and away, trying to entice Mantle to chase
            something off the plate, which he did. The pitch couldn’t have been more than
            eight inches off the ground. “Our catcher, John Burkhead, kind of dove or fell to
            his side to block a wild pitch,” Lovrich said. “Mantle actually stepped
            out of the box and reached across the plate. How he reached it, we never knew. You knew
            the ball was hit. It had that sound. A pitcher’s unfavorite
            sound.”

        Dedeaux stood, mouth agape. “You heard the swish before
            you heard the sound of the bat as the ball disappeared into the day.”

        In a 1986 letter to baseball researcher Paul E. Susman, thanking him for his
            “unrelenting interest” in the matter, the Trojans’ center fielder
            Tom Riach described the play this way: “Riach ran just to the right of the 439
            foot sign at the fence. I jumped up on the fence (approximately 8 feet) and watched the
            ball cross the practice football field and short-hop the fence on the north side of the
            football field.”

        Among the football players preparing for the coming season on the adjacent
            field was Frank Gifford, who was also recruited by Dedeaux as a catcher. He watched the
            ball bisect the sky. “It went over the fence and into the middle of the football
            field where we were playing, which was probably another forty-five, fifty yards,”
            he said. “The ball came banging into the huddle. It bounced and hit my foot. I
            said, ‘Who the hell hit that?’ Somebody said, ‘Some kid named
            Mickey.’ We didn’t like baseball players. We thought they were gay. It was
            like, ‘Who are these freaks who would enter our domain?’ ”

        Gifford was the last man on the field to see the ball. “It was never
            retrieved,” Rod Dedeaux said. “We never saw it again.”

        Mantle was greeted in the dugout with hooting and hollering un-seemly for an
            exhibition game against a collegiate team. “They pounded him,” Justin
            Dedeaux said. “They knew they had seen something.”

        The batboy regarded Mantle’s discarded bludgeon with wonder:
            “What’s in this bat?”

        Another towering home run in the sixth landed on the porch of a house beyond
            the left field fence. In the seventh, a bases-clearing triple flew to the deepest part
            of center field. In the ninth inning he beat out an infield single on a common ground
            ball, well played by the shortstop, who, pitcher Dave Cesca said, “would have
            thrown out any normal human being.”

        “The greatest show in history,” Rod Dedeaux called it
            later.

        Ed Hookstratten, a relief pitcher not then on USC’s roster, recalls
            leading a search party out to the football field, looking for the spot where
            Mantle’s shot fell to the earth. “We walked it off,” Hookstratten
            said. “A shoe is a foot. We got over the fence in the football field and paced it
            from there. I bet the whole team went out. We were all curious. Six hundred, six-fifty,
            going toward seven hundred feet, absolutely.”

        Despite Gifford’s eyewitness testimony, reports circulated around
            campus that the ball had landed in a Methodist church behind the practice football
            field. Or over it. Or in a dentist’s office.

        Six decades later, Bovard Field remains sacred ground in Mantleology. Though
            the field is long gone, grown men equipped with 1951 Sanborn Insurance maps, Google
            Earth satellite imagery, and lots of free time still try to calculate the precise
            distance the ball flew when Mickey Mantle announced himself to the world. Estimates
            range from 551 to 660 feet, depending on whose diagrams, digital readouts, and
            trajectories you consult. Mantle himself claimed not to remember. Ralph Houk, the
            Yankees’ backup catcher and future manager, said, “I’ll say six
            hundred feet—and I lie a lot.”

        Years later, Dedeaux told me he doubted that any ball could have traveled
            600 feet—science be damned—given  the placement of the diamond among the buildings and athletic fields on
            campus. But to the day he died, Dedeaux swore he saw Mantle hit two 500-foot home runs
            on March 26, 1951, one left-handed, one right-handed.

        In the telling and retelling of the events of that day, memory calcified
            into fact and a myth was born. In the fine print of history, and the vaults of
            university film, where fact resides, a different version of Mantle’s second home
            run emerges. According to the box score, Dedeaux used only three pitchers that day;
            Cesca, the lefty, pitched only the ninth inning, which means that Mantle’s
            sixth-inning home run had to be an opposite field shot hit left-handed. Ben
            Epstein’s game story in the Mirror stated: “Mickey obtained all his
            extra-base shots batting left-handed.” The Los Angeles Herald-Examiner
            concurred. None of the profuse dispatches filed by New York writers mentioned a home run
            from each side of the plate, and none of the Trojans recalled it that way, either.

        Proof positive came from the USC School of Cinematic Arts in the form of a
            two-second film clip in the 1951 Trojan Review. There’s number six, Mickey
            Mantle, batting left-handed in the top of the sixth. His bat is a blur as he steps into
            the pitch. Front toe turned inward, back foot lifted off the ground, he follows the
            flight of the ball over the left field fence. Everyone is looking that way, the third
            base coach, ump, runner, and the news photog squatting along the base line; and all the
            fans clustered behind the chain-link fence in the shade of a eucalyptus tree near the
            first base dugout. The narrator is solemnly impressed: “Yankee flash, Mickey Mantle,
            bangs out his second home run to score a pair of teammates.”

        When the game ended, Mantle was hitting .432; DiMaggio was batting under
            .200, having left the field after two at-bats, a normal spring training accommodation
            for an aging, aching star. Fans besieged the press box, wanting to know the answer to
            Carmen Berra’s question: Who is this Mickey Mantle? Coeds swarmed the team
            bus. By the time the Yankees got back to Phoenix the next morning, autograph hounds were
            offering two of anybody else’s signature for one of Mantle’s.

        The press of expectations was upon the nineteen-year-old Mickey Mantle. Six
            days earlier, he had been mere background in a Hollywood flack’s snapshot, happy
            just to be in the picture. Now he had moved to stage center, where he would remain for
            the rest of his life. “It becomes doubtful that Casey Stengel will dare to let
            him out of his sight,” Arch Murray wrote in the New York Post.

        The future was manifest in the March 26 box score: Mantle, 5 AB, 4 H, 2 HR,
            1 3B, 1 1B, 7 RBI. More than a decade would pass before he drove in that many runs
            again. Houk and Berra looked at each other and said, “My God, whadda we got
            here?”

        Headline writers invoked classical mythology in an effort to convey the epic
            proportions of the day. “One for the Mantle,” the Los Angeles Times
            declared. “Yanks Dismantle Troy.”

        A half century later, Justin Dedeaux described the wonder of it all more
            simply: “This was the day the whole world opened up.”
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