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      Prologue

      
      
      September 21, 1973, Innings 1 and 2

      
      Claude Osteen stands calmly behind the Dodger Stadium pitchers’ mound, his gloved
         right hand raised, as he awaits third baseman Ron Cey’s easy toss. His warmup complete,
         the ball dutifully zipped around the infield, the veteran left-hander takes Cey’s
         throw and climbs back onto the mound, poised to make his 335th start as a Los Angeles
         Dodger. Stepping into the batter’s box is Pete Rose, the Cincinnati Reds’ leadoff
         man and the National League’s leading hitter, in search of hit number 223 of the season
         and number 2,145 of his brilliant 11-year career.
      

      
      Sixteen years earlier, Osteen and Rose had played high school baseball just 20 miles
         from each other in southern Ohio, Rose at Western Hills High in Cincinnati and Osteen
         at Reading High School in the northern suburbs. They’d since had plenty of battles
         as major leaguers, probably none of them bigger than tonight’s.
      

      
      September 21, 1973, is a typically warm, comfortable Friday night in Los Angeles.
         More than 46,000 people, relieved to be out of the local traffic and in the stadium,
         settle into their seats as Rose, a switch-hitter batting right-handed against Osteen,
         ducks into his exaggerated crouch and awaits the game’s first pitch. The fans are
         doing their best not to let the Dodgers’ September slump get them down. Surely this
         wasn’t the beginning of the end of the National League West pennant race, was it?
         After finishing second for three straight seasons, two of those behind the Reds, this
         was supposed be L.A.’s year. Youth and experience were blended throughout the lineup.
         The pitching was deeper than ever. Baseball Digest, the sport’s bible of the day, had picked them to finish first. This season, so it
         seemed, was the sweet spot.
      

      
      Back on the last day of June, the Dodgers had been cruising along with a six-and-a-half-game
         lead over the San Francisco Giants and an 11-game lead over fourth-place Cincinnati
         in the National League West. But there was a reason why the Reds, with their powerful
         lineup and underrated pitching, were the defending National League champs. Their midsummer
         hot streak had tightened things up with Los Angeles as the Giants fell back. Then
         an early September swoon by the Dodgers had turned the tables altogether. Now with
         the 1973 season approaching its final week, the Reds led the Dodgers by four and a
         half games. The Reds had nine games left to play and the Dodgers seven—possibly eight
         if the completion of an earlier suspended game in Atlanta became necessary. The Dodgers’
         shot at making up needed ground was right in front of them—a three-game head-to-head
         series on their home field. Realistically, if not mathematically, they needed a sweep.
         And who’s to say they couldn’t get it? After a brutal early September, the Dodgers
         had recently stirred back to life to win six of their past eight games. And they had
         three talented and battle-tested pitchers—Osteen, Don Sutton, and Tommy John—lined
         up to face the Reds this weekend.
      

      
      Far from being overpowering, Osteen thrives on keeping opposing hitters off balance
         with a mix of sinking fastballs, sliders, and changeups. Twice a 20-game winner in
         his career, he sports a 16–10 record and a 3.36 ERA heading into tonight’s game. He’s
         what baseball people later came to describe as a contact pitcher—typically giving
         up a lot of hits before worming his way out of trouble. But Osteen has little trouble
         at the onset tonight. Rose immediately sends an opposite-field fly ball to right fielder
         Willie Crawford, who handles it easily for the first out. Joe Morgan follows with
         a ground ball to shortstop Bill Russell, who throws him out at first. After Tony Perez
         reaches on an infield single, cleanup hitter Andy Kosco, a platoon player starting
         in right field and hitting unusually high in the order with the Reds’ slugging catcher,
         Johnny Bench, out serving a two-game suspension for bumping an umpire, hits another
         grounder to Russell, who again fires the ball to first baseman Bill Buckner to retire
         the side.
      

      
      On the mound for the Reds tonight is Jack Billingham, their lanky six-foot-four-inch
         right-hander who began the season number two in the starting rotation but who has
         since clearly emerged as the staff ace. Tall, lean, and armed with a sharp breaking
         ball that can be murder on righty hitters, Billingham has come into his own this year,
         his second in Cincinnati, as the National League’s top workhorse. Tonight’s start
         is his 38th of the season; he’ll wind up with league-leading totals of 40 starts and
         293 innings. Going for his 19th win tonight, Billingham faces a Dodger lineup armed
         with speed and four left-handed hitters capable of driving balls to the outfield gaps.
         And with Bench out tonight, Billingham will be throwing to Bill Plummer, a capable
         reserve catcher with a strong arm, but not quite as intimidating as Bench when it
         comes to keeping would-be base stealers in place.
      

      
      And sure enough, the Dodgers’ first speedster, leadoff man Davey Lopes, greets Billingham
         by lining a single through the infield. But Lopes, the Dodgers’ second baseman and
         the National League’s fifth-leading base-stealer, isn’t running as Billingham gets
         Buckner to pop out to third baseman Denis Menke. Lopes does reach second on a slow
         infield grounder by Willie Davis, the Dodgers’ number three hitter and veteran center
         fielder, who is thrown out by shortstop Darrel Chaney. When cleanup hitter Joe Ferguson
         also grounds out to Chaney, Lopes is left stranded. One full inning in the books and
         no score.
      

      
      Young outfielder George Foster, a September call-up from Triple-A Indianapolis making
         just his sixth major league start of the season, leads off the top of the second for
         the Reds and drills a shot down to third base. Cey manages to knock the ball down,
         but he has no play. Foster is on with a base hit. He moves up to second on a groundout
         by Menke but goes no farther as Plummer grounds out to short and Chaney strikes out.
         For the second straight inning, Osteen has worked around an infield single without
         damage.
      

      
      The Dodgers get something going in the bottom of the second. Billingham starts the
         inning by doing exactly what he doesn’t want to do—walking batters. First, the Dodgers’
         lefty-swinging right fielder, Willie Crawford, takes ball four and promptly steals
         second base off Plummer. Billingham follows by walking Cey, putting two men on. Up
         next is another left-handed hitter, Von Joshua, making a rare start in left field.
         The 25-year-old Joshua is one of many talented products of the Dodgers’ rich farm
         system, a former minor-league batting champion who won the regular left-field job
         in spring training. Then a broken right wrist two weeks into the season sidelined
         him for several weeks and rendered his playing time sporadic ever since. But tonight,
         with manager Walter Alston looking for an extra left-handed bat against Billingham,
         he’s in there.
      

      
      His first time up, Joshua doesn’t disappoint. He sends the L.A. crowd into an early
         roar when he squares up a Billingham offering on the outer part of the plate and drives
         it the other way over Rose’s head in left field. The ball goes over the wall on a
         bounce for a ground-rule double, scoring Crawford and sending Cey to third. One in,
         two on, and none out—the Dodgers already have Billingham on the ropes. Another couple
         of hits could chase him early. But when Russell bounces one to Menke at third, both
         Cey and Joshua get caught wandering too far off the bases. The ensuing rundown between
         Menke and Plummer results in Joshua getting tagged out while Cey returns safely to
         third and Russell reaches second. With one down and runners still at second and third,
         Osteen, a good hitting pitcher, grounds one to Chaney at short, who looks the runners
         back before gunning Osteen out at first. Billingham’s struggles continue as he issues
         his third walk of the inning, this time to Lopes. But with the bases loaded and two
         out, it’s Buckner who ends the rally when he looks at a called third strike. The Dodgers
         have a run and an early 1–0 lead.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      The Right Matchup 
at the Right Time
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Fans of old television sitcoms might remember a popular show of the 1970s called Chico and the Man. Set in East Los Angeles, the show starred Jack Albertson as Ed Brown (the man),
         a grumpy old white auto-repair shop owner, and Freddie Prinze as Chico, a young Hispanic
         who Brown reluctantly brings in as a business partner. Despite their ethnic and generational
         differences, the two manage to form a bond—except in one episode, when Chico tries
         unsuccessfully to convince Ed to join him and his friends for a night out after work.
         Ed prefers to stay in and watch the ballgame. “The Dodgers . . . and Cincinnati” (his emphasis), he tells Chico. Viewers of the time knew he had no reason to say
         more. A true Dodger fan of that era didn’t miss those games. And neither did a true
         Reds fan.
      

      
      Bring up the topic of baseball rivalries, and what comes to mind? Probably three sets
         of teams: Yankees–Red Sox, Cubs–Cardinals, and Dodgers–Giants, the last of which has
         a long history on both coasts. The Dodgers and the Reds? Not really. There’s no geographic
         proximity to bond the teams over the long haul. These days, Cincinnati and Los Angeles
         don’t even play in the same division. To the current young generation, the matchup
         is nothing special. But in the pre–wild card, four-division era of the 1970s, they
         were the division rivals that dominated on the field and produced the game’s highest-profile
         stars, pushing Major League Baseball toward a new era of record attendance, labor
         upheaval, free agency, postseason night games, and big television money. Both came
         together at the right time—just as baseball was making its way through a stretch of
         declining attendance, a sputtering Yankee dynasty, and a new group of strong teams—Oakland,
         Baltimore, and Pittsburgh—playing in disinterested markets and struggling to draw
         fans despite regular trips to the playoffs. The Dodgers and Reds had no such problems.
      

      
      “We would get into Cincinnati on a Sunday night and then have three straight sellouts
         for the series,” reflects Steve Garvey, the first baseman who broke into the Dodger
         lineup full-time in mid-1973 and shot all the way to National League MVP in 1974.
         “In L.A., the celebrities would really be out. The Dodgers–Giants rivalry was a little
         dormant then.”
      

      
      Both clubs averaged over 90 wins per year during the 1970s. One or the other played
         in the postseason in nine of the decade’s 10 seasons, including seven World Series.
         The only playoff miss came in 1971, when the San Francisco Giants nosed out the Dodgers
         in the National League West by one game. At the gate, both Cincinnati and L.A. were
         outdrawing the rest of the league by big margins.
      

      
      This was back before cable television was fragmenting viewing audiences, when baseball’s
         showcase events—All-Star Games, league playoffs, and World Series—were drawing much
         larger audiences than they are now. Perennial star players became fixtures in America’s
         living rooms. And no two rosters were supplying more of them. Bench, Rose, Garvey,
         Sutton, Morgan, Cey, Perez . . . the list of names was a veritable who’s who of baseball.
         If you were a baseball nut outside of Cincinnati or L.A. during this era, your fandom
         pretty much existed on two levels: following your own team day-to-day on a local television
         station, and periodically tuning into a national network to see Rose, Bench, Garvey,
         et al. playing in the All-Star Game and in the playoffs.
      

      
      During the five-year stretch from 1974 to 1978, at least 27 million fans tuned into
         the All-Star Game each season to see a minimum of five of the nine National League
         starters introduced from Cincinnati or Los Angeles. The rival players would sometimes
         take advantage of their one-day opportunity as teammates to tweak each other ahead
         of the season’s stretch run. During the 1974 game from Pittsburgh, NBC announcer Curt
         Gowdy reported on the air that Reds players had paraded around the N.L. clubhouse
         wearing “Big Red Machine” T-shirts—the nickname slapped onto the club by the press—specifically
         meant for Dodger eyes. He also relayed an observation of Pete Rose, his team trailing
         L.A. by five and a half games at the time, putting his arm around Dodger players and
         telling them, “You’ve got a good club, but we’re going to catch you.” Two seasons
         later, the All-Star Game scored a record 36.3 million viewers for ABC, which had just
         signed on to share national baseball coverage with NBC, baseball’s traditional network.
      

      
      “There’s a texture to all this,” says Bob Costas, the veteran NBC Sports broadcaster
         and noted lifelong baseball enthusiast, speaking not only of the talent but of the
         last era in which fans could regularly identify a star player with a particular team.
      

      
      During the six-year stretch from 1972 to 1977, a Red or a Dodger (usually a Red) took
         the National League Most Valuable Player Award in every season: Bench, Rose, Garvey,
         Morgan (twice), and Foster. Bench had also won the award in 1970, making it seven
         of eight MVPs from 1970 to 1977. Only four Dodgers or Reds have won the award since:
         Kirk Gibson (1988), Barry Larkin (1995), Joey Votto (2010), and Clayton Kershaw (2014).
      

      
      “These weren’t just great players, these were nationally recognizable faces of the
         game,” says Costas. “Garvey for a while was Mr. Baseball, kind of an archetype. You’ve
         got Johnny Bench, who from the late ’60s through ’76 or so was the greatest catcher
         of all time. You’ve got Joe Morgan, an all-time second baseman. And you’re got [managers]
         Sparky Anderson and Walter Alston followed by Tommy Lasorda, that familiarity and
         continuity to keep the rivalry going.”
      

      
      For opposing managers Anderson and Alston—Lasorda would later be elevated from his
         third base coaching position to succeed Alston in L.A. at the end of the 1976 season—the
         battles brought a certain role reversal. Though he was a native of South Dakota, Anderson,
         39 years old in 1973, had moved to Los Angeles as a young child and attended high
         school there. Alston, a generation older at 61 and celebrating his 20th season in
         the Dodger dugout, was an Ohio native who’d grown up in Venice, in the northern part
         of the state, and then in Darrtown, 40 miles from Cincinnati. Alston was living there
         in the late 1970s, not long after his retirement, when Jeff Weller, a Reds fan from
         Indiana who attended Ball State University and now does marketing and broadcasting
         for the school’s athletic program, came across him walking his dog through the neighborhood.
         “I got out of my car and introduced myself; he was super,” Weller says. “He was a
         Buckeye. If Walter Alston hadn’t been managing the Dodgers he would have been a Reds
         fan.”
      

      
      While “The Rivalry” is framed by the 1970s, it pretty much took off in 1972, when
         several of the Dodgers’ young farm products became fixtures on the big league club,
         and the Reds completed their ongoing roster overhaul from the late 1960s with a big
         trade that brought Morgan, Billingham, and center fielder supreme Cesar Geronimo from
         the Houston Astros. Already blessed with three superstars, Rose, Bench, and Perez,
         along with outstanding young shortstop Dave Concepcion, who mostly shared time at
         the position with Darrel Chaney before taking over full-time in 1974, Cincinnati already
         had a 1970 National League title in its back pocket. But by ’72 it was truly a club
         that could live up to its Big Red Machine moniker. The Rivalry didn’t flame out until
         after the 1981 season, when a few Machine players were still going strong in Cincinnati,
         and Los Angeles enjoyed the last of a record eight-plus years of its starting infield
         of Garvey, Lopes, Russell, and Cey.
      

      
      Those core groups of players led a decade’s worth of battles that helped push baseball
         into a new age. What began during the year of the first baseball strike, a 13-day
         dispute at the start of the 1972 season that resulted in players winning salary arbitration,
         ended right after the great strike of 1981, which cost baseball more than 50 days
         as players fought to keep intact a free agency system they had secured a few years
         earlier thanks mainly to the initiative of Dodger pitcher Andy Messersmith, a star
         who had successfully challenged baseball’s reserve clause. It was a tumultuous period
         that entirely reshaped the baseball business—and it was L.A. and Cincinnati driving
         the audience until a rejuvenated Yankee franchise picked up the baton during the latter
         part of the ’70s with three American League crowns and two World Series titles. The
         Bronx Bombers’ opponents in all three series from 1976 to 1978? The Reds or Dodgers.
         The Yankees’ six-game victory over the Dodgers in 1978 still stands as baseball’s
         highest-rated World Series ever, averaging 44.3 million viewers.
      

      
      The arch of the Reds–Dodgers rivalry peaked from 1973 to 1978, after the Dodgers had
         acquired both Tommy John and Andy Messersmith for their pitching rotation and promoted
         infielders Cey, Russell, Lopes, and Garvey to true everyday status, and before the
         Big Red Machine lost its leader, top showman, and most popular player, Pete Rose,
         to the Phillies.
      

      
      There was, of course, another major player on the national stage during the early
         to mid-’70s. The Oakland Athletics, a colorful bunch (literally—the A’s green-and-gold
         uniforms were the first true challenge to baseball’s traditional home whites and road
         grays) led by Reggie Jackson, Jim (Catfish) Hunter, Sal Bando, and Bert Campaneris,
         took three straight championships from 1972 to 1974. In fact they counted both the
         Reds and Dodgers among their World Series victims. The A’s were a great club that
         garnered plenty of attention in October. The problem was that during the season, not
         even their own fans seemed to care very much—Oakland averaged about 12,000 people
         per game during its mini-dynasty years. And only Jackson and perhaps Hunter could
         rival the top Cincinnati and Los Angeles stars for national recognition.
      

      
      Cincinnati’s more experienced club certainly gave them the edge over the younger Dodgers
         at the rivalry’s onset. While L.A. had raced out to an early division lead in 1972,
         the Reds made their move relatively quickly, taking over first place during the second
         week of June and ultimately going on to win the division by 10 and a half games. Those
         Reds defeated the Pittsburgh Pirates in a memorable National League Championship Series
         and then lost a tough seven-game World Series to the A’s.
      

      
      But Reds–Dodgers became a true classic the following year. The 1973 season saw both
         clubs at or near their single season peaks—there’s a valid case to be made that each
         team had the best regular season of its long history in 1973—resulting in the first
         season in which they battled each other in a tight, season-long race. The Big Red
         Machine, already the defending National League champ, was at its peak after adding
         Morgan to its star-studded lineup the previous year. At the same time, the fruit of
         the Dodgers’ draft and player development system had blossomed, producing a lineup
         overhaul in which talented youngsters Cey, Ferguson, Garvey, and Lopes had pushed
         out early ’70s incumbents like Maury Wills, Billy Grabarkewitz, and Wes Parker (fellow
         draft picks Bill Russell and Bill Buckner had already started seeing decent playing
         time just before 1973, though both became everyday players that year). The L.A. pitching
         staff, already the league leader in ERA in 1972, was bolstered even more by the addition
         of Messersmith. A solid but sub-90-win club had transformed into a legitimate co-power
         alongside the Reds. Their head-to-head battles would now be baseball’s headline regular
         season show. Heading into their final showdown in L.A. on September 21, Cincinnati’s
         slight edge in the standings reflected its slight edge in the season series, thanks
         in large part to a handful of razor-thin last-inning victories.
      

      
      That the Oakland A’s would emerge as the 1973 World Series champ doesn’t diminish
         the six months of dominance that both L.A. and Cincinnati displayed. Each team hit
         the 95-win mark despite playing 18 games against the other, and despite playing the
         bulk of its games within a tough division in which four of six teams turned in winning
         records.
      

      
      “The rivalry was the best in baseball; the road to the World Series went through the
         National League West,” says Cey, the Dodger third baseman who made it to six straight
         All-Star Games from 1974 to 1979. “Joe Morgan and I have talked about it, about how
         much fun it was and how it peaked your profession. We always had exciting regular
         season games. They had a little bit of an advantage, but we had a good time with it,
         18 games against them every year.”
      

      
      The year 1973 was a big one right from the start. It began with President Richard
         Nixon announcing an accord to end the Vietnam War, and the U.S. Supreme Court overturning
         state bans on abortion in the Roe v. Wade case. In April, a day before the baseball season began, the World Trade Center opened
         in New York. Before the season ended, Nixon was watching Congress hold its first hearings
         on his eventual undoing, the Watergate scandal, and then accepting the resignation
         of his vice president, Spiro Agnew, on an unrelated tax evasion charge dating back
         his days as the governor of Maryland.
      

      
      A lot happened in sports too. A group of investors led by George Steinbrenner bought
         the Yankees from CBS, just in time to preside over the team’s final season in the
         original Yankee Stadium before a major two-year remodeling project had the club sharing
         Shea Stadium with the Mets in 1974 and 1975. George Foreman knocked out Joe Frazier
         for the heavyweight title. Billie Jean King beat Bobby Riggs. The Miami Dolphins completed
         a 17–0 season with a win over the Washington Redskins in Super Bowl VII. The Dolphins
         still stand as pro football’s only undefeated champion since the 1970 NFL–AFL merger.
         O.J. Simpson of the Buffalo Bills set a single-season NFL record by rushing for 2,003
         yards. And Secretariat turned in his thoroughbred-racing year for the ages, winning
         the first Triple Crown in 25 years while setting course records in all three legs,
         the Kentucky Derby, Preakness, and Belmont Stakes (Secretariat’s Preakness time was
         a subject of dispute among multiple timers, but the Maryland Racing Commission ultimately
         upheld his record).
      

      
      On the baseball field, Willie Mays banged out his last career hit; George Brett and
         Dave Winfield each got his first. Hank Aaron hit his 700th career homer, becoming
         the first player in baseball history after Babe Ruth to reach the plateau. Nolan Ryan
         struck out 383 batters to set an all-time record for a season. A novice position dubbed
         the “designated hitter” made its first appearance. The Pittsburgh Pirates played their
         first season since 1954 without Roberto Clemente, who had been tragically killed in
         a plane crash on New Year’s Eve 1972 during a humanitarian mission to aid earthquake
         victims in Nicaragua.
      

      
      All the while, the 1973 Cincinnati Reds and Los Angeles Dodgers battled for the National
         League West championship in a race that effectively culminated in their three-game
         series that kicked off on that Friday night, September 21.
      

      
      How influential were these two teams on the future of American sports? A list of people
         at Dodger Stadium that night—most in uniform, some not—reads like a mother lode of
         source material for major sports stories that were to follow in the years to come.
         It includes baseball’s all-time hit king turned gambling pariah (Pete Rose), baseball’s
         first free agent (Andy Messersmith), and the original recipient of an industry-changing
         arm surgery that’s saved countless careers (Tommy John). It includes a manager who
         was the first to win the World Series in both leagues and who significantly expanded
         the role of relief pitching, now paramount in today’s game (Sparky Anderson). It includes
         the guy who arguably yielded baseball’s most famous home run (Al Downing, who gave
         up Hank Aaron’s record 715th career homer a few days after Jack Billingham served
         up number 714 to tie Babe Ruth), and the guy tied to what is maybe the most famous
         play in the history of the World Series (Bill Buckner). It includes the source of
         the most famous call in U.S. sports broadcasting history (Al “Do you believe in miracles?”
         Michaels, a Reds announcer in the early ’70s whose counterpart in the Dodger booth
         was fellow legend-in-the-making Vin Scully). And it includes the guy whose ill-fated
         1987 interview on ABC’s Nightline turned him into the national poster boy for the touchy subject of race relations
         in baseball (Dodger GM Al Campanis), his name referenced as a turning point ever since.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      The Pariah

      
         
         
      

      
      A Greek immigrant as a young child who grew up in New York, Al Campanis had been part
         of the Dodger organization for more than three decades as a player, scout, and executive.
         The 1973 season marked his sixth as GM. He’d earned the promotion from scouting director
         in 1968, a year that was pivotal—some might even say historic—to Dodger fortunes.
         The 1968 amateur draft had yielded the club several future stars who would make big
         impacts in the 1970s, including four who were in the September 21 starting lineup—Lopes,
         Cey, Buckner, and Ferguson. His shrewd trades for Al Downing, Andy Messersmith, and
         Tommy John from 1971 to 1973 rebuilt the Dodger pitching staff into the best in the
         game.
      

      
      During his 19-year run on the job, Campanis presided over numerous contenders that
         yielded four National League pennants and a World Series title in 1981 (the Dodgers
         also won the 1988 World Series a year after Campanis left with a club he essentially
         built). He was well liked and well respected throughout the Dodger organization and
         throughout baseball. Unfortunately, his ultimate legacy was to be wrapped more in
         controversy than in baseball savvy. By April 1987, when he was 70, Campanis seemed
         poised to continue in the job until he was ready to ride off into the sunset, whenever
         he might decide that would be. But April also happened to mark the 40th anniversary
         of the shattering of baseball’s color line by Campanis’s former minor league teammate,
         Jackie Robinson, who debuted with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. To mark the occasion,
         ABC News decided to dedicate its popular Nightline program on April 6 to a discussion of Robinson’s achievement and to the current state
         of minority hiring in baseball. They invited Campanis, as a longtime member of the
         Dodger family who had been a personal friend of Robinson, to appear. Much to his later
         chagrin, he accepted.
      

      
      Campanis spoke to Nightline host Ted Koppel remotely from an empty Astrodome in Houston, where the Dodgers had
         just lost their 1987 season opener to the Astros. He would later say that because
         of the travel and the late hour, he wasn’t feeling quite up to par. There was also
         chatter—never confirmed on the record—that he’d downed a couple of drinks before the
         interview. When Koppel posed a question about the paucity of black managers and executives
         around baseball, Campanis responded by saying that he believed many just did not have
         the “necessities” to qualify for such jobs.
      

      
      Uh oh. The word “necessities” was, of course, open to interpretation. Campanis later
         maintained that he was referring to a general lack of opportunity for minorities to
         hone skills at the minor league level, not any innate lack of intelligence or skills.
         But not everyone heard it that way. Reaction was swift and strong. Newspapers and
         television stations across the country quickly pounced on the story. Black community
         leaders immediately called for Campanis to be fired. Dodger owner Peter O’Malley,
         whose first reaction was to defend Campanis, quickly caved to the public pressure
         and did just that. Within 48 hours, Campanis’s long career with the Dodgers was over.
      

      
      Costas, who was watching the interview live, recalls his take: “I winced when I saw
         it, but I don’t think a fair-minded person would ascribe animus or blatant racism
         to Campanis. This was not an earlier version of Donald Sterling,” he says, referring
         to the former owner of the NBA’s Los Angeles Clippers who was forced out of the league
         in 2014 for racially charged remarks. Costas continues: “It doesn’t mean there wasn’t
         a racist condition in baseball, but I don’t think Campanis was trying to defend it
         as much as explain it.”
      

      
      Many people from the Dodger organization, including black and Latin players, would
         come to Campanis’s defense. Manny Mota, a Dominican, called him “the father of Latin
         baseball” for the way he treated Hispanic players in the Dodger system.[1]  
      

      
      Stories have long abounded of Campanis befriending Jackie Robinson when they were
         teammates with the Dodgers’ Triple-A club in Montreal, often dining with him while
         many other white teammates preferred not to.[2]   But thanks to the Nightline gaffe, Campanis became the lightning rod for the issue of race in baseball. Fair or
         not, he was typecast as the old white guy representing the establishment, the dinosaur
         whose ingrained way of thinking needed to go in favor of a fresh approach.
      

      
      In the years since, as the rate of minority hiring in baseball has ebbed and flowed,
         the rate of debate has ebbed and flowed as well. Long stretches go by where we seldom
         hear about race. When we do, the words we often hear kicking off the debate are invariably,
         “Ever since Al Campanis . . .”
      

      
       

      
      September 21, 1973, Inning 3

      
      Osteen breezes through the top of the third inning. Even though Billingham greets
            him by poking a single to right field, Osteen gets Rose to roll over on a grounder
            to short, where Russell fields it and starts a 6–4–3 double play. When Morgan follows
            with a foul popup to catcher Joe Ferguson, Osteen is out of the inning. The Dodgers
            go down nearly as quickly in the bottom of the third. Billingham whiffs Willie Davis
            to start the inning, and then gets Ferguson on a comebacker to the mound. His early
            wildness briefly persists as he walks Crawford with two down, already his fourth free
            pass of the game. But with Cey at the plate, Crawford takes off for second, trying
            for his second stolen base of the night. This time, Plummer’s throw to Morgan is in
            time to nail him, ending the inning.

      
       

      
      The night’s battle was almost old hat to Claude Osteen, who was no stranger to big
         games. “We knew all about the Big Red Machine,” he says now. “But they say good pitching
         beats good hitting, and we felt that way.” A Cincinnati kid himself by way of Tennessee,
         Osteen had signed his first pro deal with the Reds as a teenager back in 1957. He
         pitched his first 26 big-league games with them over parts of four seasons before
         he was swapped to the expansion Washington Senators in September of 1961. He went
         33–41 pitching for weak Washington teams through the 1964 season before he was suddenly
         dealt to Los Angeles for power-hitting outfielder Frank Howard, a hulking slugger
         who would go on to capture two American League home run titles. A wiry guy who stood
         5-foot-11 and weighed a mere 160 pounds, Osteen was nicknamed Gomer Pyle for his resemblance
         to actor Jim Nabors, who played Pyle on TV. Still just 25 when he joined the Dodgers,
         he suddenly found himself on the National League’s best pitching staff, number three
         in the starting rotation behind a pair of legends in the making, Sandy Koufax and
         Don Drysdale.
      

      
      
         A two-time National League MVP who hit home runs and gunned down baserunners with
               equal aplomb, Johnny Bench redefined the catcher position. (AP Photo)
            

         

      

      
      “Going from a last-place team to a contender, plus knowing you’re going to a staff
         with Drysdale and Koufax on it, I was very excited, on top of the world,” he says.
         “But I knew that no matter who is on the staff they can’t help me pitch that day.
         I got locked in.”
      

      
      It was a lesson Osteen would instill in his pitchers years later when he became a
         coach. His post-career run as a pitching coach lasted for more than two decades with
         several major league and minor league teams, including a stint with the Dodgers in
         1999 and 2000. What he sees lacking in the modern game: pitchers and fielders coordinating
         on scouting reports of the opposing hitters. Today’s teams routinely make use of sophisticated
         spray chart data showing where opponents tend to hit the ball, leading to frequent
         and sometimes dramatic defensive shifts. But it helps to have the pitcher in the fold
         too. What he throws—fastball, curveball, changeup—has a lot to do with where the ball
         winds up.
      

      
      “I think that’s part of the game that’s missing today,” Osteen says. “We knew where
         a guy stood in the batter’s box, whether he lunged forward or stayed back. If you
         made your pitch. you could predict what he would do with it, a 4–3 (groundout to second)
         or a 6–3 (groundout to short). I would coordinate all of that with my fielders. Today
         a pitcher might be aware of it before the game, but as the game progresses he’s not
         thinking about it. As the coaches move the infielders around, the pitcher doesn’t
         even notice.”
      

      
      Los Angeles captured the National League title in Osteen’s first season there, setting
         him up to win one of the biggest games in franchise history. The 1965 World Series
         against the Minnesota Twins began a bit off-kilter when Koufax, who is Jewish, refused
         to pitch the opening game because it fell on Yom Kippur. Drysdale took the ball for
         Game One in Minnesota and lost, and then Koufax lost Game Two. When the series shifted
         to L.A., it fell on Osteen to get the Dodgers back into it in what was essentially
         a must-win third game. He came through with a complete game five-hit shutout in a
         4–0 victory. The four tough right-handed hitters that packed the middle of the Minnesota
         order—Tony Oliva, Harmon Killebrew, Earl Battey, and Bob Allison—combined to go 1-for-13
         against him. Osteen lost Game Six, but the Dodgers took the series when Koufax shut
         out the Twins on two days’ rest in the seventh game. Osteen would go on to win 147
         games in nine seasons with the Dodgers, including 20-win seasons in 1969 and 1972.
         In three World Series starts in 1965 and 1966, he posted a 0.86 ERA in 21 innings.
      

      
      
         Steady Claude Osteen never pitched fewer than 236 innings in nine seasons with the
               Dodgers. (USA Today Sports)
            

         

      

      
      Osteen attacked National League hitters the same way he attacked the Twins’ big hitters
         in the ’65 series. Knowing he wasn’t going to overpower them, he concentrated on hitting
         his spots and relying on his defense. And once in a while, he’d play to their vanity.
         The Reds’ Johnny Bench was probably the closest thing to a Killebrew clone in the
         National League—the big, muscular, righty power hitter who generally sent left-handed
         pitchers running for cover. Osteen had a plan to flip the matchup to his advantage.
      

      
      “Bench had this pride thing where it was ‘no soft tossing lefty is going to go inside
         on me.’ He would hit a foul ball nine miles, which is how I’d get a strike on him.
         Fans down the left-field line were getting killed; to me it’s strike two.” Bench,
         for the record, hit just two homers off Osteen in 75 career plate appearances, with
         a .250 average.
      

      
       

      September 21, 1973, Inning 4

      
      Osteen isn’t facing Bench tonight, but he’s still up against a lineup that might be
            the toughest in the league. Still holding a 1–0 lead in this game he needs to win,
            Osteen’s pitching display in the top of the fourth inning essentially showcases his
            career in sample form—the opponent pecking away at his hittable stuff, only to come
            away frustrated after failing to break through. Perez leads off with his second infield
            single of the night, and then goes to second when Kosco rips a single to left. When
            Foster follows with another single to left—the third straight righty hitter to pull
            Osteen to that side—Cincinnati really looks to be in business. But as the slow-footed
            Perez rounds third, third base coach Alex Grammas, rather than play things conservatively
            with no outs, waves him home. Buckner comes up throwing from left field, and his strike
            to Ferguson gets Perez at the plate. To make matters worse for the Reds, neither runner
            moves up on Buckner’s throw home, leaving Kosco at second and Foster at first. They
            stay put when Menke flies to Davis in center for the second out. When Plummer grounds
            into a force play, Osteen is out of the inning. The hits are mounting for the Reds—three
            in the inning, six for the game—but they aren’t on the scoreboard.

      
      After Cey flies to center to open the home fourth, Joshua bangs out his second hit
            of the night, a single off Menke’s glove at third. Joshua is running as Billingham
            faces Russell, but Plummer, seemingly determined to make sure that the Reds don’t
            miss Bench’s defense tonight even as they miss his bat, nabs his second straight basestealer
            of the game by gunning down Joshua at second. Erasing Joshua proves to be a big help
            as Billingham throws ball four to Russell—making it five walks to his first 17 Dodger
            hitters. But again he escapes damage when Osteen ends the inning by grounding to Morgan
            at second base. Through four innings, the Dodgers still cling to a 1–0 lead.
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      Chapter 3

      Making Draft History 
and Medical History
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Willie Crawford’s solid bat and all-around athleticism were major weapons for the
         1973 Dodgers. The right fielder from nearby Fremont was only 26 when the season began.
         But along with the 33-year-old Davis in center field, he was already one of the old
         men in the Dodger lineup. Crawford had made his Dodger debut as an 18-year-old back
         in September of 1964. He got into a handful of games for the Dodgers’ 1965 and 1966
         pennant-winning teams, but he didn’t really see regular action until 1969. Then, as
         the heralded members of the Dodgers’ 1968 draft class were getting their big league
         feet wet in 1973, Crawford, in his steady way, was the team’s best player. Appearing
         in 145 games, he led the club with a .295 batting average and .396 on-base percentage
         while popping 14 homers. His 5.2 wins above replacement—an unheard of stat at the
         time but now widely accepted as an estimate of the number of wins a player is worth
         to a team each year, with on-base percentage one of the big drivers—led the team’s
         everyday players. Alston sometimes sat Crawford against lefty pitching, a practice
         that would only increase by the mid-’70s when the continued emergence of young catcher
         Steve Yeager pushed Ferguson into the outfield more often, where he generally platooned
         with Crawford. The Dodgers would eventually trade Crawford to St. Louis just before
         the 1976 season, and then follow up by dealing Ferguson there too at the June 15 trade
         deadline in return for Reggie Smith, the switch-hitting right fielder who quickly
         took to L.A. and became one the team’s top stars for the next five years. As good
         as the Smith deal turned out for the Dodgers, Crawford’s veteran presence earlier
         in the 1970s was critical to their ability to battle the Reds.
      

      
      Crawford was one of a handful of key holdovers from the 1960s, along with Davis, Sutton,
         Osteen, and Jim Brewer, who provided the foundation on which the Dodgers added a swath
         of young talent through the draft. After a run of success in the mid-’60s that produced
         three National League pennants and two world championships, L.A. had pretty much limped
         through the last three years of the decade following the sudden retirement of Koufax
         at age 30 because of an arthritic elbow. From 1967 to 1969, the Dodgers finished no
         better than fourth. By 1970, regulars like first baseman Wes Parker, catcher Tom Haller,
         and shortstop Maury Wills were all 30 or older. And with Don Drysdale joining Koufax
         in retirement after the 1969 season, the pitching was thin beyond Sutton and Osteen.
         Put simply, the Dodgers were in transition. And it was one they made the most of.
         The 1970s may have turned out to be a bridesmaid decade for the Dodgers, who always
         seemed to be either finishing second to the Reds or losing in the World Series. But
         sometimes the perceived indignity of the “can’t win the big one” tag can obscure the
         sustained excellence that gets you to the cusp of the big one so many times.
      

      
      Campanis was the Dodger scouting director under general manager Buzzie Bavasi in 1966
         when the team began its future makeover by drafting pitcher Charlie Hough, second
         baseman Ted Sizemore, and (then) outfielder Bill Russell, a rangy, athletic, six-foot-tall
         prospect from Pittsburg, Kansas. The following year brought Yeager, the outstanding
         defensive catcher who hailed from Reds country in Dayton, Ohio, nabbed by the Dodgers
         in the fourth round of the June 1967 draft.
      

      
      In mid-1968, Bavasi resigned to join the expansion San Diego Padres. After his immediate
         successor, Fresco Thompson, unfortunately developed cancer (he’d pass away by November),
         Campanis took over as GM. Even without Bavasi around, the model he’d helped build,
         one that emphasized scouting and player development, was up and running. This was
         a unique time in baseball. The amateur draft had just been implemented in 1965, a
         creation of the owners to cut down on big signing bonuses to top prospects and to
         guard against wealthier clubs cornering a disproportionate amount of amateur talent.[1]   Before there was a draft, teams competed for top amateurs by simply outbidding
         each other. Naturally, that system provided a big-market club like the Dodgers an
         advantage. Many of the stars that made up their strong teams of the 1950s and 1960s
         in New York and L.A.—from Duke Snider and Gil Hodges to Willie Davis and Sandy Koufax—were
         signed as amateur free agents. In the same vein, the recent Dodger teams of the free
         agency era have been built mostly on money, the difference being that most of it now
         goes to major league player salaries instead of minor league bonuses. But the post-draft,
         pre-free-agent period of the late 1960s and early 1970s made for a mostly level playing
         field. Your market size, and the revenue it produced, wasn’t particularly an advantage.
         Finding talent in the draft, and nurturing it throughout your minor league system,
         was paramount.
      

      
      The 1968 draft was arguably the deepest and most talent laden in baseball history.
         The long list of prominent major leaguers coming out in January or June of that year
         included Thurman Munson (drafted by the Yankees), Cecil Cooper (Red Sox), Gary Matthews
         (Giants), and Greg Luzinski (Phillies). It was the Dodgers, though, who hit it big.
         Most remembered are the five who became important regulars for them within a few years:
         Cey, Buckner, Garvey, Lopes, and Ferguson. But there were others who added organizational
         depth, including two athletic, flexible players who could play both the infield and
         the outfield, Bobby Valentine and Tom Paciorek. The Dodgers also came away with two
         future big-league pitchers, righty Doyle Alexander and lefty Geoff Zahn, who later
         fetched plenty of value on the trade market.
      

      
      While Paciorek and Valentine never became Dodger stars, they pretty much epitomized
         the organization’s philosophy: they were versatile. “There was a lot of desire for
         flexibility; they wanted guys to be able to play more than one position,” says Cey.
         “If there was a logjam, you could make it to the big leagues at another position.”
         That was certainly true of many Dodger draft picks of the 1960s. Buckner alternated
         between first base and the outfield. Lopes and Russell started out as outfielders
         before they became double-play partners in the middle infield. Ferguson was a catcher/outfielder
         who also spent some of his minor league time in the infield. And Garvey, originally
         a third basemen battling Cey on the organizational ladder, wound up dabbling a bit
         in the outfield before ultimately settling in at first base. Those prospects who gave
         the Dodgers so much talent in the pipeline also brought a challenge: how to manage
         and evaluate all the moving parts before making decisions on who played where.
      

      
      Much of the decision-making process began at an instructional camp that the team set
         up in Mesa, Arizona, run by Tom Lasorda, who would later manage many of the camp’s
         prospects with the Dodgers. “It was a fast-track camp,” says Cey. “The Dodgers were
         just very adept at running their farm system.”
      

      
      Garvey recalls the regimen, which focused on teaching from the ground up. “The first
         ten mornings of spring training were spent on fundamentals. The Dodgers taught you
         how to play the game . . . how to bunt, how to slide. For our group it made for about
         a 12-year golden era,” he says.
      

      
      Lasorda also managed the 1970 Spokane Indians, the Dodgers’ Triple-A team in the Pacific
         Coast League whose roster included Garvey, Lopes, Buckner, Valentine, Zahn, Russell,
         Hough, Alexander, Joshua, and Paciorek. Garvey, a superb all-around athlete who had
         played both baseball and football at Michigan State, calls the Indians “probably the
         best minor league team of all time. We won our division by 26 games and then swept
         the playoffs.”
      

      
      When it came to trading the excess fruit yielded by the Dodgers’ draft and development
         operation, Campanis and his crew seemed to push most of the right buttons. Sizemore
         made it up to the Dodgers in 1969 and took National League Rookie of the Year honors
         by hitting .271 and playing a strong second base. But after one more season, with
         Lee Lacy and Lopes both hovering in the minors, the Dodgers dealt Sizemore to St.
         Louis for slugger Dick Allen, who played mostly at third base for them in 1971. Allen
         had a nice year at the plate, hitting 23 homers with a .395 on-base percentage. But
         he was also known as a moody guy who didn’t exactly help  team chemistry, and his
         defense was weak. With both Cey and Garvey on the rise as third base prospects, L.A.
         flipped Allen after one season to the Chicago White Sox for Tommy John, who, despite
         later missing a season and a half with ligament damage to his elbow, gave the Dodgers
         a run as one of the league’s premier pitchers through the 1978 season.
      

      
      In the same month he made the Allen-for-John swap—December 1971—Campanis also dealt
         Alexander, who had broken in with the big club that year with a 6–6 record in 17 appearances.
         Alexander went to the Baltimore Orioles in a multiplayer trade that brought the Dodgers
         36-year-old Frank Robinson, who was entering the twilight of a Hall of Fame career,
         and veteran reliever Pete Richert, who had begun his career with the Dodgers back
         in 1962. Richert would give the Dodgers two solid years out of the bullpen in his
         return. Robinson put up a decent year for L.A. in 1972, hitting 19 home runs with
         a .353 on-base percentage in 405 plate appearances. After the season, Campanis packaged
         him in a deal with pitcher Bill Singer and Valentine, who was showing promise at the
         plate but having some trouble defensively in a utility role, to the Angels in a trade
         that brought Andy Messersmith to the Dodgers. Robinson went on to hit well in Anaheim
         for a couple of seasons, and Singer had an All-Star season there right after the trade,
         but the deal was certainly a grand one for the Dodgers. Messersmith, a talented and
         durable right-hander, would win 53 games for them over the next three seasons while
         averaging 288 innings a year.
      

      
      In what amounted to an exchange of some of their draft excess along with a few replaceable
         parts, the Dodgers were able to land two of baseball’s top pitchers in John and Messersmith.
         With Sutton and Osteen still in the fold, and Downing having arrived in a trade from
         the Milwaukee Brewers in 1971 for extra outfielder (and soon to be Cincinnati Red)
         Andy Kosco, Los Angeles had baseball’s best starting rotation for the first time since
         the Koufax-Drysdale glory days of the mid-’60s. A great staff had come together just
         as a host of talented draft picks from the late ’60s were populating the lineup. The
         Dodgers were no longer just a plucky, pseudo-challenger to the Reds in the N.L. West.
         They were a legitimate co-power.
      

      
      Tommy John and the Dodgers was an excellent marriage from the start. After battling
         through a 13–16 record for a mediocre White Sox team in 1971, he improved to 11–5
         with a 2.89 ERA for the Dodgers in 1972, on the way to a 40–15 record with a sub-3.00
         ERA over his first two and a half seasons in L.A. before a damaged elbow interrupted
         his career. The biggest gift John brought to the West Coast was the sinker he’d learned
         from Chicago pitching coach Ray Berres, whom he’d been working with since 1965. “When
         I first got to the White Sox, I barely knew what a sinker was. Ray taught me how to
         throw on a downhill plane, he said a sinker never got hit out of the ballpark,” John
         says. “Later our manager, Eddie Stanky, offered a new suit to anyone who got 20 ground-ball
         outs, pitched nine innings, and won. I got it when I beat Boston soon after.”
      

      
      
         Tommy John fought through a radical new surgery to win 87 games for the Dodgers and
               288 games in his major league career. (AP Photo)
            

         

      

      
      He’d wind up with 87 wins against 42 losses in Los Angeles before bolting for the
         Yankees as a free agent after the 1978 season. Part of his success was easily explainable—when
         a pitcher moves to a better team, his record usually improves. But John also credits
         the wisdom and the examples set by his fellow pitchers, whose individual successes
         bred a collective competition. When you pitched for the Dodgers, the bar was set higher.
         Osteen and Sutton had experienced it upon joining the team in the mid-’60s, when future
         Hall of Famers Koufax and Drysdale led the rotation.
      

      
      “When you get on a good staff, and I know this happened with the Braves when they
         had Smoltz, Maddux, and Glavine, there’s a friendly rivalry that develops,” John says.
         “When Sutton or Osteen goes out and pitches a three-hitter, you didn’t want to go
         out and give up eight runs.” John says that Osteen, a fellow lefty with a similar
         repertoire, became his biggest mentor. Even when he wasn’t throwing the sinker.
      

      
      “I watched Osteen the most. Once I saw him pitch against Pittsburgh, and he threw
         nothing but fastballs. I thought, ‘What’s going on here? Pittsburgh is a fastball-hitting
         team.’ But Claude said the more you threw the fastball, the more they think you’re
         trying to set them up for something else on the next pitch. So he just kept pounding
         fastball after fastball. The best pitch in baseball is the well-located fastball.”
      

      
      Already 30 years old and in his 10th full season in 1973, John was at a point normally
         seen as the career peak, with the downside becoming visible on the horizon, that age
         when a couple of miles per hour begin to disappear from the fastball, when the aches
         and pains after a start tend to last a bit longer. But John’s career turned out to
         be anything but normal. He was just getting started. The Terre Haute, Indiana, native
         with the drawn-out delivery that momentarily paused in midkick would go on to pick
         up 190 of his 288 career victories after turning 30. And 164 of those wins came after
         the Dodgers’ team physician, Dr. Frank Jobe, rescued him from a major elbow injury
         with an experimental procedure that saved not only John’s career but, over the coming
         years, the careers of hundreds of others as well.
      

      
      John had chronically suffered from soreness in his pitching elbow, dating all the
         way back to his teen years. But in those days, complaining about a sore arm was frowned
         upon. As long as the pain was manageable, you pressed on. But on July 17, 1974, in
         a game against the Montreal Expos at Dodger Stadium, John let a pitch go and felt
         a sudden shock of pain shoot out from the left elbow. He tried one more pitch, with
         the same result. A concerned Alston asked for time out and went to the mound, where
         John immediately told him he was done. He walked off the field, through the dugout,
         and into the clubhouse. It would be 21 months before he’d throw another major league
         pitch. X-rays showed nothing wrong with the bone, but Dr. Jobe’s examination confirmed
         damage to the ulnar collateral ligament, which, in simple terms, is the area that
         helps stabilize the elbow joint. Repeated stress on the ligament, such as the kind
         you get by throwing a baseball for a living, can cause deterioration.
      

      
      Dr. Jobe, a onetime army medic during World War II who had built a sports medicine
         practice in Los Angeles before formally joining the Dodgers in 1968, wasn’t optimistic.[2]   But he did have an idea for a longshot procedure that he’d previously tried on
         a handful of polio patients. It involved removing a piece of tendon from John’s right
         forearm and inserting it into the left elbow by drilling small holes in the bone,
         essentially creating a new ligament to hold the area together. The big question was
         whether it would hold long-term. Years later, Jobe would tell ESPN, “I wasn’t trying
         to invent a revolutionary surgery; I was just trying to fix his elbow so he could
         pitch.”[3]   John had the surgery in September, two months after he’d walked off the mound against
         Montreal.[4]  
      

      
      At the time, there was little in the way of a formal rehab program for John to follow.
         It was several months of rest followed by light throwing, gradually ramping up the
         velocity and distance. He sat out the next season but returned in April 1976 to throw
         five innings against the Braves in his first post-surgical start. John lost that game,
         but he still scored a big victory. He was back. The elbow had held, and it would continue
         to hold. He made 31 starts that year, going 10–10. He improved from there and never
         looked back, continuing to throw his sinker in the big leagues until he was 46. Dr.
         Jobe’s experimental surgery, of course, would come to be named after John. Of all
         the ensuing successes since then, it’s hard to find one that quite measures up to
         the original, at least in terms of post-surgical durability.
      

      
      “The most successful Tommy John surgery was the one done on Tommy John,” he says now.
         “I was out all of 1975, came back in 1976, and through 1989 I never missed a start.”
      

      
      As for the unwillingness on the part of baseball writers and the Veterans Committee
         to vote John into the Hall of Fame, he generally takes the high road, saying that
         he doesn’t see the need to worry about things he can’t control. Still, he says, “I
         felt like I was as good as anyone in baseball when I was out there.”
      

      
      These days, “Tommy John surgery” is about as common a baseball phrase as “strike three.”
         Hundreds of professional players, most of them pitchers, have had the procedure. None
         have started or won as many games as John did between 1976 and 1989, but medical advances
         have shortened the typical recovery time from approximately 18 months to as little
         as 12. While John’s elbow was immobilized in a splint for several months following
         the surgery, limiting his range of motion for a good while after it was removed, today’s
         pitchers start their light throwing a lot sooner. “They get the elbow moving right
         away. There’s been a recognition that we can do this,” says Dr. Spero Karas, an orthopedist
         who is director of the Sports Medicine Fellowship at Emory University and a team physician
         for the NFL’s Atlanta Falcons.
      

      
      Modern pitchers rehabbing from Tommy John—a list that includes some the game’s top
         young talent from recent years, including the Nationals’ Stephen Strasburg and the
         Mets’ Matt Harvey—follow a more holistic approach, a “kinetic chain,” as Dr. Karas
         calls it, than John did. It’s a process that emphasizes strengthening of core muscles
         in the abdomen and the glutes, a change that followed improvements in understanding
         the connectivity of the muscular system—that rehab need not focus exclusively on the
         arm.
      

      
      Karas believes that the real Tommy John epidemic, as he puts it, lies below the professional
         level, with high school and college athletes. No central database exists that measures
         the precise number of cases, but Karas says it far exceeds the number of pros getting
         the surgery. Many young athletes and their parents, he thinks, believe in an overly
         rosy picture of the procedure. While success rates are high—generally above 80 percent—that
         figure derives from the percentage of Tommy John patients who return to their prior
         level of performance for at least one year. How many continue at that level for, say,
         five years? “We’ve never looked at that,” Karas says. “The bar for what measures success
         is quite low.” He does note that success rates for professionals are even higher,
         which makes sense—when you represent a big investment on the part of a pro franchise,
         you tend to get the top surgeons and the best rehab help available.
      

      
      Why so many Tommy John cases in recent years? Karas believes you can chalk it up to
         the era of sports specialization. Elite young athletes chasing college scholarships
         now tend to concentrate on one sport. Today’s star high school baseball player is
         less likely to be catching passes on a football field during the fall than his father
         was. It’s even more extreme with pitching, that specialty within a specialty. “You’ve
         got many more reps on that arm now,” Karas says.
      

      
      Retired Atlanta Braves great John Smoltz, himself a veteran of the Tommy John knife,
         addressed the issue during his Hall of Fame induction speech in July 2015. “They compete
         too hard too early,” Smoltz told the throng at Cooperstown, New York. “Please, let’s
         take care of those future arms.”
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      Chapter 4

      Building the Machine

      
         
         
      

      
      While the Dodgers were following a blueprint of drafting everyday players and trading
         for pitchers, the Reds’ makeover during the early 1970s was driven by something altogether
         different—a new ballpark. The team’s star holdovers from the ’60s—Rose, Perez, and
         Bench—had broken in when the Reds played at Crosley Field, their natural-grass home
         since 1912. But times were changing. The growing popularity of professional football,
         together with urban politicians looking to battle recent decay with jobs through public
         works, was leading to myriad stadium projects in cities across the country. Aging
         traditional baseball parks were being replaced by modern, multisport stadiums. Several
         of them, including Cincinnati’s Riverfront Stadium, were adorned with artificial turf,
         which had made its debut in Houston’s new Astrodome in 1966 (hence the term “AstroTurf,”
         which became a registered trademark for its maker, Monsanto)[1]   and was cheaper and easier to maintain than grass. The new turf made for a faster
         track, putting more emphasis on speed and athleticism. The Reds could hit, but they
         needed to get quicker. General manager Bob Howsam, who’d been hired away from the
         Cardinals in 1967, went to work.[2]  
      

      
      He certainly had plenty to build on. Cincinnati had probably been one of baseball’s
         more underrated teams of the 1960s, overshadowed by the more successful Cardinals
         and Dodgers, who combined to win six consecutive league pennants from 1963 to 1968.
         The Reds, after winning the 1961 National League pennant and losing the World Series
         to the Yankees, didn’t see the postseason for the rest of the decade. But despite
         flying a bit under the radar, they were solid. Led by their big-hitting outfielders
         Frank Robinson (through 1965) and Vada Pinson, and with Rose joining the fold as a
         hustling 21-year-old rookie in 1963, the Reds put up winning records eight of 10 years
         during the decade. Perez, a Cuban native signed as an 18-year-old in 1960, made his
         big-league debut in 1964, got his first extended playing time in 1965, and became
         an All-Star at third base in 1967. Bench, a high school catcher from Oklahoma selected
         in the second round of baseball’s inaugural 1965 draft, made his Reds debut at age
         19 in August 1967. He took over as the regular catcher in 1968, winning a Gold Glove
         and hitting .275 with 15 homers, good enough to take the N.L. Rookie of the Year Award.
      

      
      Howsam was a former navy pilot and veteran sports executive who had played roles in
         the founding of the American Football League, which came to eventually merge with
         the National Football League in 1970, and baseball’s Continental League, which never
         quite got off the ground but succeeded in pushing MLB to expand in the early 1960s.
         Howsam was generally given a free hand to run the ball club, especially after minority
         owner Lou Nippert, a local wealthy heir to the Procter & Gamble fortune, took majority
         control in 1973.
      

      
      While Howsam was fortunate enough to step into the Reds’ GM job with three superstars
         already on board, the additional parts he assembled shot the club from contender to
         juggernaut. He signed Concepcion, an athletic, talented shortstop, as a 19-year-old
         amateur free agent out of Venezuela in 1967. The 1969 draft brought Ross Grimsley
         and Don Gullett, two talented left-handed pitchers who would move up to the big leagues
         quickly. Both were first-round picks, Grimsley in January and Gullett in June. Howsam
         then hit it lucky in the 29th round of the June ’69 draft when he nabbed Ken Griffey,
         a line-drive hitter with speed who would make three future All-Star teams.
      

      
      The trades were coming quickly too. After the 1968 season, Howsam dealt 30-year-old
         Vada Pinson, one of the National League’s better hitters of the 1960s, to St. Louis
         for relief pitcher Wayne Granger and center fielder Bobby Tolan, a speedy contact
         hitter who could steal bases and cover ground in the outfield. Tolan, who had been
         a high school teammate of the Dodgers’ Crawford in Fremont, California, hit over .300
         for the Reds in 1969 and 1970. Then, after tearing up his ankle in a winter pickup
         basketball game, he missed the entire 1971 season. But he came back with a solid year
         in 1972, hitting .283 with 42 steals. His production faded suddenly in 1973, coinciding
         with a brief suspension from the club for what Howsam termed a “refusal to participate
         in regular batting and fielding practice and for a general lack of interest.”[3]   Basically, a bad attitude, the club thought. With the emergence of Griffey in the
         outfield, Howsam would eventually deal Tolan to San Diego in 1974 for pitcher Clay
         Kirby, who did a solid job in their starting rotation that year. Meantime, Granger
         gave the Reds solid relief work in 1969, ’70, and ’71, leading the N.L. in appearances
         in two of those three years. By 1972, Howsam, seeing that he had a mostly right-handed
         bullpen, swapped Granger to Minnesota for lefty Tom Hall, who excelled as a reliever
         and spot starter in 1972 and 1973 before slipping in ’74. Pinson, as it turned out,
         left his better days behind him in Cincinnati. Playing seven more seasons with four
         clubs after the trade, he reached 20 homers only once and never hit higher than .286.
         So in exchange for a fading Pinson, Howsam wound up securing three good years from
         Tolan, three from Granger, two from Hall, and one from Kirby between 1969 and 1974.
      

      
      Perhaps the most startling move of all came after the 1969 season when Howsam fired
         his respected veteran manager, Dave Bristol, and replaced him with the unknown, 35-year-old
         George “Sparky” Anderson, a longtime minor league player and manager who had one season
         on his resume as a major league player with the 1959 Phillies and one as a major league
         third base coach with the 1969 Padres. But while Anderson was largely unknown at the
         time, Howsam had been impressed with him during his tenure managing in the Cardinals
         organization when Howsam was there.[4]   And so he took the plunge. Anderson was generally said to be deferential to his
         star players and a bit aloof toward the others. He wasn’t known for communicating
         with his pitchers much, leaving that in the hands of pitching coach Larry Shepard.
         That style didn’t endear him to everyone. But of course he won. Anderson led the Reds
         to 102 wins and the National League pennant in his first season, on the way to five
         playoff appearances and two titles during his nine-year run from 1970 to 1978.
      

      
      Howsam bolstered the pitching some more in 1970 when he dealt hard-hitting but mercurial
         outfielder Alex Johnson, who’d hit .315 and driven in 88 runs for the 1969 Reds, to
         the California Angels for reliever Pedro Borbon and starter Jim McGlothlin. Borbon
         may have been more mercurial than Johnson was. His eccentricities over the years included
         a pet rooster and the biting of Pittsburgh pitcher Daryl Peterson during a brawl with
         the Pirates.[5]   Ed Quinn, a longtime Reds fan and onetime minor league umpire, was recently enjoying
         a pregame cocktail with his wife Jan at the Holy Grail, a popular watering hole near
         Great American Ball Park. He recalled his one experience with Borbon: “One summer
         I rented Borbon my house; what I remember is that he tore the place up,” Quinn says.
      

      
      But Borbon became a rock in the Reds’ bullpen, appearing in at least 62 games every
         year between 1972 and 1978. He and Hall proved to be valuable add-ons to a bullpen
         that Howsam had begun revamping in 1968, when he acquired Clay Carroll from the Atlanta
         Braves for starter Milt Pappas. It was a deal that, while hardly a blockbuster, seemed
         to highlight the notion that someone, somewhere, was smiling on the Reds around this
         time. Pappas had been the player whom the Reds had infamously acquired from Baltimore
         for Frank Robinson after the 1965 season. Pappas was a solid pitcher, but of course
         Robinson was one of the greatest players of all time. The Reds’ owner/GM at the time,
         Bill DeWitt, had swung the trade believing that Robinson, at 30, was moving past his
         prime.[6]   Robinson quickly smashed that prognosis to bits by winning the American League
         Triple Crown in 1966 and leading the Orioles to the world championship. He went on
         to excel in Baltimore for another five years, leading the club to three more A.L.
         pennants and a World Series victory over the 1970 Reds.
      

      
      But by ultimately securing Carroll for Pappas, the Reds had at least squeezed a small
         glass of lemonade out of their lemon of a deal. Playing under Anderson, a manager
         who liked to work his bullpen a lot, Carroll, who lasted with the Reds for eight years,
         teamed with Borbon and Hall to form the crux of a workhorse relief corps that was
         vital to Anderson’s style. Borbon (531 games) and Carroll (486 games) still stand
         at numbers one and three, respectively, on the Reds’ all-time appearances list. By
         1975, when a 39-year-old Robinson was nearing the end of the line with a .237 average
         as a player-manager in Cleveland, Carroll tossed two crucial shutout innings for Cincinnati
         late in Game Seven of the World Series to preserve a 3–3 tie with the Red Sox. In
         what turned out to be his final game as a Red, Carroll wound up as the winning pitcher
         when Cincinnati scored in the ninth for a 4–3 win.
      

      
      Add it all up, and the three big-hitting Cincinnati outfielders spanning most of the
         1960s (Robinson, Pinson, Johnson) essentially became their vaunted bullpen trio for
         a vital chunk of the 1970s (Carroll, Hall, Borbon). Player for player, the tradeoffs
         didn’t particularly look good. But within the context of the other moves that built
         the Big Red Machine—not bad at all.
      

      
      And the biggest move was still to come. Despite a National League flag in 1970, a
         season divided between Crosley Field and Riverfront Stadium, the Reds had been blown
         out in the World Series by Baltimore and then sank to 79–83 in 1971, their first full
         season in the new park. With their home run total shrinking drastically, from 191
         in 1970 to 138 in 1971, the Reds fell from third in the league in scoring (775 runs)
         to ninth (586 runs). Bench dropped from 45 homers to 27, Perez from 40 to 25. Lee
         May, Cincinnati’s powerful first baseman known fondly as “The Big Bopper,” didn’t
         seem fazed by Riverfront. He blasted 39 home runs in ’71, five more than he’d hit
         the previous year at Crosley Field. Nonetheless, a shakeup was in order. Howsam wanted
         to adjust to the AstroTurf, and he wanted to do it quickly.
      

      
      
         The great Joe Morgan reached base at a .415 clip during his eight years in Cincinnati
               while averaging 19 homers and 50 steals a year. (Tony Tomsic / USA Today Sports)
            

         

      

      
      On November 29, 1971—three days before the Dodgers nabbed Tommy John—Howsam traded
         May, second baseman Tommy Helms, and utility man Jimmy Stewart to the Houston Astros
         for Morgan, Billingham, Geronimo, Menke, and outfielder Ed Armbrister. Reds fans were
         a bit confused at first. May was one of the league’s top power hitters. Helms was
         a steady second baseman and a former N.L. Rookie of the Year. Sure, Morgan was a good
         player who had been an All-Star twice in six full seasons in Houston, but he’d never
         hit better than .285 or exceeded 15 homers in a season. Geronimo, though a smooth
         young outfielder with a powerful arm, had only 169 big-league games under his belt.
         Billingham had gone 29–32 over the previous three years; by 1971 he seemed to be peaking
         as an adequate middle-of-the-rotation starter on a good Houston staff that featured
         Don Wilson, Larry Dierker, and Ken Forsch.
      

      
      Jeff Weller, the Reds fan from Ball State, was a high school junior in Richmond, Indiana,
         an hour’s drive from Cincinnati, at the time of the trade. “I thought we might be
         making a lateral move at second base,” he says of the Helms-Morgan comparison. “And
         Lee May was hugely popular.” As for Billingham, Geronimo, and Armbrister: “We didn’t
         even know who they were.”
      

      
      Billingham wasn’t a dominant pitcher, but he was effective and durable, a guy who
         would bring stability to the rotation. He went 12–12 in his first season in Cincinnati,
         a record that belied his solid 3.18 ERA and team-leading 217 innings. He’d go on to
         win 19 games in each of the next two seasons. “I became a better pitcher in Cincinnati
         because I had runs,” he quips now. Geronimo played mostly in right field in 1972 but
         would soon begin a run of four Gold Glove seasons in center.
      

      
      And then there was Morgan. His superior speed and defense were obvious enough. But
         his so-so batting averages in Houston tended to obscure one of his more valuable assets:
         he walked a lot. In the pre-sabermetric era, on-base percentage was generally given
         short shrift by fans and press alike. But there’s little doubt it was the key to the
         Reds’ resurgence in 1972. Morgan, hitting number two in the batting order, led the
         N.L. with a .417 OBP while stealing 58 bases. Rose, the leadoff man, was ninth in
         the league in OBP at .382. With Rose and Morgan setting the table, the Reds’ team
         on-base percentage shot up to .330 from .300 in 1971. Bench took his second National
         League MVP Award in ’72, most likely on the strength of his headline-grabbing 40 home
         runs and 125 RBIs, both of which led the league. Less noticed at the time: by decorating
         his .270 batting average with 100 walks, Bench put up a .379 on-base percentage, a
         career high. So despite another drop in team home runs in ’72, from 138 to 124, the
         Reds increased their scoring by 121 runs, finishing second in the league with 707.
         The numbers would be similar in 1973: 137 homers yielded 741 runs, almost as many
         as they scored with their 191 homers back in 1970. The team had transformed into the
         living embodiment of what Oakland’s “Moneyball” GM Billy Beane came to preach three
         decades later: getting on base usually trumps everything.
      

      
      The Reds’ fast-track turf model was up and running. “They didn’t need to hit the ball
         over the fence, they just needed to hit it into the gap,” says Weller. Of course,
         even top talent needs time to come together. With Geronimo coming over from Houston
         and Tolan coming back from injury in 1972, Cincinnati’s reconfigured lineup had two
         new outfielders. In the infield, Morgan was replacing Helms at second while Menke
         was taking over at third for Perez, who shifted to first to replace the departed May.
         That left Rose in left field, Concepcion at short, and Bench behind the plate as the
         only familiar faces returning to their old spots. The jelling process was set back
         a bit by a player strike that took the first week of the season. Plus, trades sometimes
         have a way of splitting up friendships, leading to an adjustment period. “Lee May
         and Tony Perez were best friends, and Pete Rose and Tommy Helms were best friends,”
         Billingham recalls. “We were a very new club in ’72. At the start we weren’t really
         a team yet.”
      

      
      Cincinnati did flounder a bit during the first month, losing 13 of their first 21.
         Weller remembers the day they ignited a hot streak behind Hall, one of the team’s
         less heralded acquisitions that year. “I remember going to a doubleheader on Mother’s
         Day (May 14) against the Cardinals,” he says. “The Reds had won on Friday, won on
         Saturday, and then won the first game Sunday. In the second game, Tom Hall pitches
         a three-hit shutout to complete the sweep, it turned the season around.” The four-game
         romp over St. Louis kicked off a 26–6 run that got the Reds to 34–19 by mid-June,
         two and a half games ahead of the Dodgers. They never really looked back, cruising
         to the 1972 division title and then pulling out a tough N.L.C.S. against Pittsburgh
         before falling a game short against the A’s in the World Series. They’d bring back
         pretty much the identical team in 1973. The one notable addition was rookie Dan Driessen,
         a strong left-handed hitting prospect who made it up from Indianapolis by early June
         to spell Menke at third base.
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      Chapter 5

      It Begins

      
         
         
      

      
      As Billingham and Osteen battled during the early innings on September 21, 1973, a
         pair of skilled, hardworking, local announcers called the action for fans in Cincinnati
         and Los Angeles from Dodger Stadium’s press row. In the home broadcast booth: Vin
         Scully. In the visitors’ booth: Al Michaels. It’s doubtful that people making the
         rounds of the stadium media area that night realized they were crossing paths with
         two future giants of the sports broadcasting world.
      

      
      Scully might have already been called something of a giant at that point in his career,
         having begun broadcasting Dodger games as a 22-year-old back in 1950, when the team
         played at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn. But his days as a regular national network voice
         were still a couple of years away. Michaels, 28 years old in 1973 and 17 years’ Scully’s
         junior, was in his third and final season broadcasting Reds’ games, long enough to
         witness the team’s first full season at Riverfront Stadium, the Reds’ sparkling new
         park that replaced Crosley Field in mid-1970, and to see the team develop into the
         full-bore Big Red Machine.
      

      
      Both were New Yorkers, Scully from the Bronx, Michaels from Brooklyn. Michaels’ early
         childhood years overlapped with Scully’s time calling Brooklyn Dodger games. Then,
         as karma would have it, Michaels moved with his family from Brooklyn to Los Angeles
         in 1958, the same year that Scully and the Dodgers did.[1]   After kick-starting his career in the 1960s doing minor league baseball and various
         college and high school sports, Michaels landed the Reds’ gig in 1971, when he was
         26. After three seasons, he moved on to the San Francisco Giants, and, soon after,
         to national prominence at ABC Sports. The immediate impression that many listeners
         had of Michaels in his younger days: he sounded very much like Scully. The midrange
         pitch, the drawing out of each perfectly enunciated word—it was a genuine challenge
         to tell the two apart for a while. Michaels addressed the observation in the Los Angeles Daily News in November 2014: “When I’m starting out at Arizona State and trying to figure out
         how to do this, you hear the voices in your ear and obviously Vinny was primary at
         that point. Early on in my career, I’m sure I sounded a lot like Vinny. I sounded
         somewhat like him by the time I got to Cincinnati. Jim Palmer once told me that he
         remembers watching the 1972 World Series on NBC and he said, ‘Wow, is that Vin Scully
         doing the game?’ And it was me. I’m sure I carried it for quite some time. But with
         experience, you develop, I don’t want to say my own style, but a way of broadcasting.
         And it’s been so long now that I don’t think I sound like anybody.”[2]  
      

      
      Michaels worked part of the 1972 World Series with veteran Curt Gowdy on NBC—the network’s
         custom at the time was to have one member of the local announcing team join the booth
         for his team’s home games. No one knew it at the time, but the Gowdy-Michaels team
         proved to be one of the great crossover moments in sports broadcasting history. As
         NBC’s lead man, Gowdy was the premier play-by-play voice in the country for Major
         League Baseball and for the NFL for much of the 1960s and 1970s. When there was a
         big event—All-Star Game, playoffs, World Series, Super Bowl—you expected to hear him
         anchoring the soundtrack. Michaels, of course, would become that type of familiar
         voice in the not-too-distant future.
      

      
      Scully, meanwhile, just wound down his 67-year career in the Dodger booth in 2016,
         calling his final game at age 88. Most listeners will tell you that he’d lost little
         since his heyday. Like Michaels in 1972, Scully teamed with Gowdy in the World Series
         booth in 1974, when the Dodgers, like the ’72 Reds, lost to the Oakland A’s. Also
         like Michaels, he went on to a strong run of national prominence. Though known as
         a baseball man, Scully did his share of branching out. In addition to some golf and
         tennis, he called NFL games for CBS from 1975 to 1982. His final assignment there
         was the January 1982 NFC Championship Game that famously featured “The Catch” by San
         Francisco 49ers’ receiver Dwight Clark from quarterback Joe Montana, a last-minute
         touchdown to beat the Dallas Cowboys and propel the Niners into the Super Bowl.
      

      
      A year later Scully joined NBC, where he became the network’s lead baseball voice—Gowdy’s
         old job—from 1983 to 1989. His stretch there coincided with NBC and ABC trading coverage
         of the World Series in alternate years, which translated to Scully and Michaels taking
         turns as the Fall Classic’s lead announcer.
      

      
      Along the way, Scully had the memorable (if not happy) experience of calling the famous
         error by his former Dodger player Buckner in the 10th inning of Game Six of the 1986
         World Series for the Boston Red Sox in their loss to the Mets (“Little roller up along
         first . . . behind the bag! It gets through Buckner . . . here comes Knight and the
         Mets win it!”). Two years later, in the last World Series televised by NBC, Scully
         was back at Dodger Stadium for another Dodgers–A’s series, 14 years after the one
         he’d worked with Gowdy. The 1988 series went better for L.A., a winner in five games.
         Scully’s final World Series on NBC included his call of Kirk Gibson’s memorable pinch-hit
         homer off Dennis Eckersley with two out in the ninth inning to win Game One and send
         the Dodgers on their way (“High fly ball into right field . . . she is . . . gone!”).
         Scully had that knack for dramatic simplicity. He kept quiet after the blast landed
         in the seats, letting the pictures tell the story as Gibson pumped his arm twice after
         rounding second and then crossed the plate into a mob of excited teammates. Scully
         had also been at the NBC mike in 1984 for Gibson’s big World Series homer as a Detroit
         Tiger, when he connected off San Diego Padres’ reliever Goose Gossage to put away
         Game Five and clinch the 1984 title for the Tigers. That Scully was able to bow out
         of his NBC World Series work in 1988 on a Gibson redux moment at Dodger Stadium seemed
         fitting.
      

      
      Scully has always benefited from a local audience that’s not only big to begin with,
         but often grows toward the end of a Dodger home game to include not only those listening
         at home or at the beach but the paying customers as well. Los Angeles fans are well
         known for ducking out early, a practice that has sometimes earned them a reputation
         as blasé, content to catch a few innings before heading out to catch a few waves.
         But David Adelman, an L.A. attorney who’s been rooting for the team since the 1960s,
         says that he and his fellow baseball lovers get a bum rap. “It really is all about
         the traffic, no one wants to devote seven hours to a game,” he says of Southern California’s
         infamous freeway congestion. As proof that fans are still intent to know what’s happening
         in the game as they trek through the Dodger Stadium parking lot in the eighth inning,
         Adelman says all you need to do is keep your ears open. “Everyone has Vin Scully on
         in the car listening to the end of the game,” Adelman says. “If you ask people who
         their favorite Dodger is, most would say Vin Scully.”
      

      
      In 1989, Michaels too revisited an old local stomping ground, San Francisco, for the
         Bay Area World Series between the A’s and Giants. In addition to calling Oakland’s
         four-game sweep for ABC, Michaels showed his newsman bona fides by reporting to a
         national audience the details of a sudden earthquake that shook Candlestick Park just
         before the scheduled start of Game Three.
      

      
      Michaels, who has called the action at eight World Series’, nine Super Bowls, and
         five Olympic Games among his litany of major events, continues to soldier on, working
         Sunday Night Football as NBC’s play-by-play man. Scully, widely considered the ultimate baseball voice
         of his generation (or really, of multiple generations), was honored in 2016 by the
         Los Angeles City Council, which paid its respects by voting to rename Elysian Park
         Avenue, a local road leading to Dodger Stadium, Vin Scully Avenue.
      

       

      Michaels and Scully were just a couple of local baseball announcers doing their jobs
         when they settled in to call their respective opening days of the 1973 season, Michaels
         at Cincinnati’s Riverfront Stadium on April 5, Scully in San Diego the following day.
         Michaels didn’t need to check his schedule because the Reds always opened at home.
         For many years, Major League Baseball bestowed upon them the honor of opening each
         season on their home field, a day before everyone else. Baseball historians generally
         chalk up the honor as a nod to Cincinnati’s distinction as the first city to field
         an all-professional baseball team—the 1869 Red Stockings. Baseball seasons routinely
         kicked off in Cincinnati each year until the increasing influence of television, particularly
         ESPN’s Sunday Night Baseball, put an end to the tradition in the 1990s.
      

      
      Opening day was, and still is, a very big deal in Cincinnati. It’s essentially a local
         holiday—schools and businesses report high absentee rates, and sometimes close altogether.
         A parade roams through the city with former Reds players serving as grand marshals.
         Fans without tickets party in downtown Fountain Square all day long. As the Reds set
         about defending their National League championship, manager Sparky Anderson gave the
         ball to his 22-year-old hard-throwing left-hander, Don Gullett, already a three-year
         veteran, for opening day honors against the San Francisco Giants. Opposing him: veteran
         Juan Marichal, one of baseball’s dominant pitchers of the 1960s who was now close
         to winding down his Hall of Fame career at age 35.
      

      
      With more than 51,000 fans packing Riverfront, Gullett started off well, dueling Marichal
         in a 1–1 game through six innings and driving in the Reds’ only run with a second-inning
         sacrifice fly. But Gullett tired in the top of the seventh, issuing two walks to start
         the inning, including one to Marichal. A couple of hits later, San Francisco had three
         runs across the plate. Anderson then turned to rubber-armed righty reliever Pedro
         Borbon, who had appeared in 62 games for the Reds in 1972. But despite Borbon’s two
         scoreless innings of relief, the Reds couldn’t rally against Marichal, who scattered
         seven hits in a 4–1 win. It was his 223rd career victory and 236th career complete
         game. The Reds lost their opener.
      

      
      After an off day, they would also lose their next game to the Giants, 7–5, when reliever
         Clay Carroll, who had led the National League with 37 saves in 1972, coughed up two
         11th-inning runs after the Reds had rallied to erase a 5–0 deficit to take Billingham
         off the hook. They’d get their first victory on Sunday, April 8, when 23-year-old
         left-hander Ross Grimsley, a first-round draft pick in 1969 who had broken into the
         Cincinnati rotation in 1971, pitched into the ninth inning to beat the Giants 3–1.
      

      
      The day in between the Reds’ first two games, Friday, April 6, was opening day for
         most everyone else. In San Diego, Dodger manager Walter Alston, as expected, went
         with his 28-year-old ace, Don Sutton, to start against the Padres. A right-hander
         with good control and a wide assortment of pitches that included an occasional screwball,
         Sutton was coming off an outstanding 1972 season that saw him go 19–9 with a 2.08
         ERA over 272 innings. The Dodger lineup included one spot that might surprise all
         but the most astute team trivia buffs. Hitting in the leadoff spot and playing second
         base wasn’t Davey Lopes but Lee Lacy, a second-year player four days shy of his 25th
         birthday. Drafted in the second round in 1969 out of Laney College in Oakland, the
         same school that produced Von Joshua, Lacy had been a career infielder in the minor
         leagues. That had given him a leg up on Lopes, a converted outfielder. Things would
         change soon enough, but coming out of spring training in 1973, Lacy had the job as
         the Dodgers headed to San Diego to open the season.
      

      
      The schedule seemed to provide L.A. with a pretty nice season-opening draw. The Padres,
         formed in 1969 as part of baseball’s four-team expansion, were giving the early ’60s
         New York Mets a run for their money in franchise futility. They had finished last
         in the N.L. West in each of their first four seasons, averaging 101 losses per year.
         The club’s 1973 opening day lineup was virtually the same one that had produced a
         .227 team batting average and the fewest runs in the league in 1972. The Padres’ one
         big power threat, first baseman Nate Colbert, did smash 38 home runs and drive in
         111 runs in ’72. But there wasn’t much else. The team provided mostly easy pickings
         for their neighbors to the north: the Dodgers were 49–23 against San Diego since 1969.
      

      
      Perhaps the best thing to emerge from the early Padres was the managerial career of
         Don Zimmer, who had been promoted from his third base coaching position early in 1972
         to replace Preston Gomez and then suffered through a 114–190 record during his nearly
         two full years in San Diego. Nicknamed Popeye for his stocky build and cherubic face,
         Zimmer was a Cincinnati native who had played at Western Hills High in the 1940s,
         a decade before Pete Rose. His 12-year major league playing career included stints
         with both the Dodgers and Reds. He also had the distinction of being an original Met,
         appearing in 14 games for their 1962 expansion club—the one that lost a record 120
         games—before the team mercifully dealt him to his hometown Reds, where he started
         47 games in the infield for a 1962 team that won 98 games and narrowly lost out on
         a second consecutive National League pennant. That Zimmer was eventually able to climb
         above .500 as a big-league manager after such a rough start—he ultimately went 885–858
         with four teams—probably says something about his baseball acumen. After leaving the
         Padres, he continued on in the game for over four decades as a manager, coach, and
         advisor, working with the Tampa Bay Rays right up until his death at age 83 in 2014.
      

      
      But Zimmer could only do so much from the dugout. In the opener, Sutton had little
         trouble with the Padres for most of the day. He allowed just a run on six hits through
         the first seven innings, striking out seven. The problem was that the Dodgers weren’t
         doing much against Padre starter Clay Kirby. Lacy reached base just once in five trips
         to the plate from the leadoff spot. L.A.’s only run through eight innings came on
         a fifth-inning RBI single by veteran left fielder Manny Mota. Sutton wound up suffering
         a fate similar to that of Gullett the previous day in Cincinnati, tiring late in a
         1–1 game. After giving up an RBI single to Leron Lee that gave San Diego the lead
         in the bottom of the eighth, Sutton was yanked in favor of righty reliever George
         Culver, who promptly allowed two more runs, thanks in part to an error by Russell
         at shortstop. Joe Ferguson, the Dodgers’ big catcher with power from the right side,
         homered off Kirby in the ninth, but it wasn’t enough. The Padres took it 4–2.
      

      
      All the way across the country, a bit of baseball history was made that day at Boston’s
         Fenway Park. Ron Blomberg of the Yankees became the first major league designated
         hitter when he stepped up against Red Sox ace Luis Tiant in the top of the first inning.
         The American League had adopted the DH rule before the season as an experiment aimed
         at adding more offense. Blomberg picked up the first DH run batted in when he drew
         a bases-loaded walk from Tiant as part of a three-run first inning. Not that the rally
         ultimately did the Yankees much good, as the Red Sox stormed back to win in a rout,
         15–5. Despite a lot of debate about the DH rule over the years, it remains the same
         now as it did then—a staple in the American League, unused in the National League.
      

      
      One other notable nugget to emerge from Opening Day 1973: it showcased the tail end
         of a glorious era of starting pitching, one that began to ebb a few years later thanks
         to the gradually expanding role of bullpens, a change that most baseball observers
         trace to Sparky Anderson and the Reds. The list of first-game starters is beyond impressive.
         It includes 10 future Hall of Famers. In addition to Marichal in Cincinnati and Sutton
         in San Diego, Tom Seaver battled Steve Carlton in New York in a 3–0 Mets’ win over
         the Phillies. Bob Gibson of St. Louis got a no-decision in the Cardinals’ 7–5 loss
         at Pittsburgh. The Angels’ Nolan Ryan beat the Royals in Anaheim 3–2. Bert Blyleven
         and the Twins defeated Catfish Hunter and the A’s 8–3, and the Cubs’ Ferguson Jenkins
         pitched eight strong innings at Wrigley Field in Chicago in a 3–2 win over Montreal.
         In Cleveland, the Indians’ Gaylord Perry beat the Detroit Tigers 2–1.
      

      
      Ten years later, six future Hall of Famers would open their clubs’ seasons. That doesn’t
         seem to be such a dramatic drop from 10 until you consider that four of the six who
         opened the 1983 season—Sutton, Perry, Seaver, and Carlton—were repeats from 1973 who
         were still going strong even as they’d moved past their prime years. By 1993, the
         number of Opening Day starters who would eventually make it to Cooperstown had dwindled
         to two—Atlanta’s Greg Maddux and Seattle’s Randy Johnson.
      

      
      The Reds and Dodgers didn’t have to wait long beyond opening day for their first head-to-head
         clash. It came less than a week into the season, two games at Dodger Stadium on April
         11 and 12, the Dodgers’ first two home games of the year. Coming in, neither team
         was exactly rolling. Cincinnati had split its first four games against the Giants
         and Braves. Los Angeles was struggling even more in the opening week, losing four
         of five to the Padres and Astros. The bullpen was becoming an early problem for the
         Dodgers. Now one turn through its vaunted rotation, the team had gotten strong performances
         from all five starters—Sutton, Messersmith, John, Osteen, and Downing. But relievers
         had already lost three games in the late innings. After Culver had failed to clean
         up Sutton’s eighth-inning mess in the opener, Jim Brewer, the veteran screwball pitcher,
         gave up a ninth-inning pinch-hit homer to the Padres’ Jerry Morales to lose game two.
         In Houston, another relief pitcher the Dodgers were counting on for the season, knuckleballer
         Charlie Hough, allowed three eighth-inning runs to waste a good start by Osteen in
         a 4–1 loss. The next day, after Downing allowed just four hits over six innings, Brewer
         blew a 3–2 lead in the 10th by giving up a homer to Lee May, the power-hitting first
         baseman beginning his second season in Houston following the big trade from the Reds.
         Culver then lost the game in the bottom of the 12th when he surrendered a two-out
         double to Houston relief pitcher Jim Crawford, batting for himself because the Astros
         were running short of relievers.
      

      
      The anticipation over the first Reds–Dodgers meeting of the year may well have marked
         one of those moments when people step back and ponder an ongoing question: Do sports
         really have any meaning beyond the game? Fans, after all, can be prone to projecting
         their own likes, dislikes, tastes, and cultures onto their teams. Games become metaphors
         for bigger things, like the U.S. Olympic hockey team’s famous upset of the Soviet
         Union in 1980, called on television by Al Michaels. Did the game help propel the West
         to victory in the Cold War? No, but it seemed to. With the U.S. economy skidding and
         hostages holed up in Iran, people wanted to feel good about being American, and the
         U.S. victory over the Evil Empire felt like a confirmation. Everyone remembers Michaels’s
         “Do you believe in miracles?” line as the game ended. But what he said two hours or
         so earlier during the pregame opening was probably more prescient: “In a political
         or nationalistic sense I’m sure this game is being viewed with varying perspectives.
         But manifestly, it is a hockey game. The United States and the Soviet Union on a sheet
         of ice in Lake Placid, New York.”[3]   The basic translation: it’s sports. Let’s not get carried away.
      

      
      As domestic culture clashes went, Cincinnati and Los Angeles certainly represented
         one of the more obvious ones. Especially in the divided early 1970s, when the Vietnam
         campus protest era was just beginning to give way to Watergate and women’s liberation
         as the issues of the day. To many fans, Reds versus Dodgers meant midwestern salt
         of the earth versus Hollywood glam. The squares against the hippies. A franchise true
         to its roots versus one that abandoned its East Coast home to chase riches and sunshine
         out west.
      

      
      Donny Van Hess is a Reds fan from Loveland, Ohio, about 20 miles northeast of Cincinnati.
         One spring night in 2014 he was having a beer with his girlfriend Lisa at Crave, the
         bar on Joe Nuxhall Way that touches the spot where Riverfront Stadium once stood.
         Just down the block, the Reds were playing Tampa Bay at Great American Ball Park,
         their home since 2003. Donny and Lisa had left the game early because, he said, “the
         beers are nine dollars.” Van Hess describes himself as a former Little League shortstop
         who naturally had worn number 13 in honor of longtime fan favorite Dave Concepcion.
         He recalls having a friend who was so upset when the number was taken that he quit
         the team. As to the Dodger rivalry of the day, Van Hess pretty much sums up the local
         attitude: “L.A. represented the opposite of Cincinnati. It was the Hollywood scene,
         the liberal scene. There was nothing better than beating the pants off of them.”
      

      
      Van Hess remembers taking a particular dislike to Garvey and Lopes, the players he
         thought of as Hollywood pretty boys. Garvey in particular had that movie star air
         about him. However, Van Hess says he always had a soft spot for Cey, whom Cincinnati
         fans saw as a no-fuss, blue-collar-type player. “I always liked Ron Cey,” he says.
         “He was one guy who would have fit in well with the Reds.”
      

      
      The players couldn’t help but notice the atmosphere. Especially with the way the conservative-minded
         Reds forbade long hair, mustaches, and beards. Still, to professionals, surrounding
         noise is always secondary. You’re there to play baseball. “L.A. was bigger market,
         bigger media, but when we went in there we felt we had a job to do,” says Billingham.
         His road roommate, Grimsley, recalls coming up to the Reds in 1971 just as The Rivalry
         was developing. “Just getting there and listening to the guys, you knew there was
         something between the two teams, a big desire to beat them more than any other team,”
         he says. “The players were kind of even in a way. They had Cey and Garvey, we had
         Bench and Perez.” But the red versus blue battles, he makes clear, mostly stayed within
         the white lines. Grimsley, after all, was something of a rebel himself, as the baseball
         world discovered after he later landed in Baltimore, where he took full advantage
         of his team’s blessing to grow his hair as long he wanted so long as he pitched well.
         No, you wanted to beat the Dodgers because they were after the same brass ring you
         were. Grimsley expresses the Reds’ view very succinctly: “When you played the Dodgers
         you wanted to kick their ass.”
      

      
      And in their first trip into Dodger Stadium in 1973, that’s pretty much what the Reds
         did. The first game matched the teams’ opening-day starters, Gullett and Sutton. Cincinnati
         wasted no time, jumping right out in the top of the first on an infield single by
         Rose, an opposite-field triple to left by Morgan, and a sacrifice fly by right fielder
         and number-three hitter Bobby Tolan. After three batters, the Reds had two runs. They
         added two more in the fourth on back-to-back homers by Perez and Geronimo. The Reds
         got nothing more, but the lead stood up as Gullet scattered six hits, five of them
         singles, pitching into the ninth, without walking a batter. Relievers Borbon and Tom
         Hall nailed down the final two outs as the Reds got the win 4–1.
      

      
      The next night brought more of the same. The top of the Reds’ order struck again,
         taking a 2–1 lead against Andy Messersmith in the top of the third on a Rose walk,
         a Morgan double, and a Tolan single that scored Rose. Morgan eventually came in on
         a Bench double-play grounder. A Rose double and Morgan single brought another run
         in the fifth. The Dodgers missed their chance at a big inning against Billingham in
         the bottom of the sixth when Cey came up with two on and none out, his team trailing
         3–1, and bounced one back to the mound. Billingham stabbed the ball, turned, and fired
         to second to start a 1–6–3 double play. Bill Russell followed with a single to center
         to score a run, but the inning ended when Messersmith, allowed to bat for himself
         despite having allowed three runs, seven hits, and three walks through six innings,
         grounded out. In the ninth, with Messersmith still in there, Rose singled, stole second,
         and came in on a single by Bench. Billingham, despite allowing nine hits and four
         walks, kept it in the ballpark and stranded nine Dodger runners as he went the distance.
         He retired Buckner on a ground ball to Morgan at second for the final out and a 5–2
         victory. It was Cincinnati’s fourth straight win following their two opening losses
         to the Giants.
      

      
      The Dodgers, struggling out of the gate, dropped to 1–6. They’d mostly sputter along
         during the first couple of weeks, losing 11 of their first 18 while averaging just
         under three runs a game. Lacy, hitting .231, was dropped from the leadoff spot on
         April 18. That was the day that the Reds, having shot out to a 9–3 start, lost in
         San Diego to fall half a game behind the even-faster-starting Giants. Aside from holding
         the lead by a percentage point for one day in late May, they wouldn’t see first place
         again for a good long time.
      

      
      On April 22 in Los Angeles, in the finale of a four-game series against San Francisco,
         Alston sat Lacy down and started Davey Lopes at second base. He batted eighth that
         day, going 1-for-3 in a 4–2 loss, as the Giants took three of four in L.A. Lopes would
         stay near the bottom of the order in his first seven games, finally debuting in the
         leadoff spot on May 2 at Dodger Stadium in a win over the Cubs. Lopes did provide
         some spark, going 9-for-27 in those first eight starts, with the Dodgers winning five
         of them to even their record at 12–12.
      

      
      But they were looking up at the Giants, who were off and running thanks to big performances
         from their three talented young outfielders, Bobby Bonds, Garry Maddox, and Gary Matthews,
         along with first baseman Willie McCovey, the still-dangerous veteran who was on his
         way to 29 homers and a .420 on-base percentage at age 35. By the end of the day on
         May 2, San Francisco sat on a 19–7 record, three games ahead of the Reds and Astros
         and six ahead of the Dodgers.
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      Chapter 6

      The Three Kings

      
         
         
      

      
      On Saturday, May 5, 1973, more than 134,000 people packed their way into Churchill
         Downs, the famed racetrack in Louisville, Kentucky, for the 99th running of the Kentucky
         Derby. They saw a piece of history unfold in front of them, as three-year-old Secretariat,
         manned by jockey Ron Turcotte, won the race by two and a half lengths with a record
         time of 1:59 2/5. It was the first sub-two-minute performance in Derby history. No
         horse has matched his time since.[1]  
      

      
      For horse-racing fans in Cincinnati, just 100 miles up Interstate 71 from Louisville,
         witnessing the historic performance on television probably provided some solace after
         the Reds’ 8–6 loss in Montreal that afternoon. The Expos knocked Gullet around for
         six runs, and then scored two off Carroll in the bottom of the eighth for the final
         margin. The Reds were now 15–10.
      

      
      Pitching a scoreless two-thirds of an inning to finish the seventh, in between the
         rocky outings of Gullett and Carroll, was journeyman reliever Ed Sprague, who would
         be dealt to St. Louis in July. Sprague had debuted in the majors with the Oakland
         A’s in April 1968, eight months after his son, Ed Jr., was born. The younger Ed Sprague
         would go on to star at Stanford on his way to being drafted in the first round by
         the Toronto Blue Jays in 1988. He’d make it up to the majors by 1991, in time to earn
         two World Series rings as a Blue Jays infielder in 1992 and 1993. He wound up hitting
         .247 with 152 homers during an 11-year career.
      

      
      Sprague Jr. was one of seven future big-leaguers sired by members of the 1973 Reds
         or Dodgers. Others included Perez’s son Eduardo, who went on to become a big-league
         hitting coach and then to dish out baseball analysis on ESPN; Rose’s son Pete Jr.
         (14 at-bats with Cincinnati in 1997); Borbon’s son Pedro Jr.; and two of Mota’s sons,
         Andy and Jose. And that list doesn’t include the products of other players who were
         part of The Rivalry just before or after the 1973 season: Bump Wills was a major league
         second baseman from 1977 to 1982 and the son of Dodger shortstop Maury Wills. Brian
         McRae, an outfielder with five teams in the 1990s, is the son of Reds outfielder Hal
         McRae. Both the senior Wills and senior McRae left The Rivalry after the 1972 season,
         when Wills retired and McRae was traded to Kansas City. There’s also infielder Ivan
         DeJesus Jr., who played in L.A. in 2011 and 2012 and then in Cincinnati in 2015 and
         2016, whose dad played for the Dodgers from 1974 to 1976.
      

      
      Many of those big-league careers from the younger generation turned out to be brief—Sprague
         or McRae probably would have gone down as the best of the lot had the Reds not eventually
         called up Ken Griffey, their 23-year-old sweet-swinging outfielder from Donora, Pennsylvania,
         in August of 1973. His son Ken Jr. was already three years old when Griffey made his
         debut with a 2-for-4 day against the Cardinals. Griffey Sr. would soon become a major
         cog in the Big Red Machine, hitting over .300 for them five times between 1975 and
         1981. He lasted in the majors for 19 seasons, long enough to play with his son in
         Seattle in 1990 and 1991. The two made history as the first father-son duo to play
         together in the big leagues, and then took the distinction even further when they
         blasted back-to-back homers in a September 1990 game against the Angels at Anaheim
         Stadium, a half hour down the freeway from Dodger Stadium.
      

      
      Griffey Jr., of course, would go on to become arguably the greatest player of his
         generation, smashing 630 homers—sixth on the all-time list—and winning 10 Gold Gloves
         in center field in 22 seasons for the Mariners, Reds, and (very briefly) White Sox.
         In 2016, he was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame with the highest percentage of
         the vote in baseball history, 99.3 percent. How does the elder Griffey feel about
         seeing his excellent career dwarfed by his own son? “It’s a tribute to how hard I
         worked,” he laughs now. “I threw him BP [batting practice] every day.”
      

      
      The Dodgers were celebrating Derby Day in Los Angeles with an 11–3 thrashing of the
         Cardinals, a win that moved them over .500 for the first time at 14–13. Tommy John
         went the distance on a seven-hitter, his signature sinker inducing 15 ground-ball
         outs. The offensive star was Crawford, who led a 14-hit attack by hitting his first
         homer of the year and going 4-for-5 with four RBIs.
      

      
      On May 9 the Reds improved to 18–11 when Johnny Bench slugged three home runs off
         fellow future Hall of Famer Steve Carlton at Philadelphia’s Veterans Stadium in a
         9–7 win over the Phillies. Gullett was knocked out in the third after serving up home
         runs to Willie Montanez and Bill Robinson, but Bench bailed him out with seven RBIs.
         The Dodgers won at home that day over Pittsburgh 8–5, despite a rocky outing by Osteen,
         who surrendered 13 hits before he was pulled with one out in the seventh. A two-run
         double by Crawford and a big pinch-hit two-run triple by Garvey keyed the offense.
         With their 16th victory in 24 games since their 1–6 start, the Dodgers were now 17–14.
      

      
      Los Angeles fans were dealt a disappointment the following day when the Lakers, gunning
         for their second straight NBA title, went down to the New York Knicks in the fifth
         game of the 1972–1973 finals. The Knicks’ closeout win at the L.A. Forum marked the
         end of an era for Laker basketball: it was the last NBA game for Wilt Chamberlain,
         who retired as the league’s all-time leading scorer and rebounder (more than four
         decades later, he’s still the NBA’s number one career rebounder and number five career
         scorer). Chamberlain’s fellow superstar Jerry West, who had joined the Lakers in 1960,
         the team’s first year in L.A. after moving from Minneapolis, would follow him into
         retirement a year later.
      

      
      Luckily for the locals, there would be plenty of baseball excitement to turn to the
         following week. On Tuesday night, May 15, the Angels’ Nolan Ryan gave the fans a sneak
         peek at what lay in store for the rest of his career when he threw the first of his
         record seven career no-hitters, striking out 12 as he blanked the Royals in Kansas
         City 3–0. One of the hardest throwers to ever play the game, Ryan had come to Anaheim
         the previous year in a trade with the Mets for infielder Jim Fregosi. Few figured
         the deal as one-sided in California’s favor at the time, given Ryan’s wildness during
         his Mets days and Fregosi’s career track record that included six All-Star appearances.
         But with Ryan maturing and Fregosi fading at almost the moment they switched uniforms,
         the trade is remembered as one of baseball’s all-time swindles. Ryan would go on to
         lead the American League in strikeouts in seven of his eight years with the Angels
         while throwing four of his no-hitters. Two of them came in 1973, the year he struck
         out 383 batters to break Sandy Koufax’s single-season record by one (doing it in the
         season in which the American League unveiled the designated hitter, no less). Unlike
         the Dodgers, the Angels didn’t win much during the 1970s. But Ryan at least gave them
         a drawing card to compete for fans. Attendance rose as the team improved toward the
         end of the decade, peaking at 2.5 million in 1979, when they finally made the playoffs
         in Ryan’s last season there. His manager with the 1979 A.L. West champs: Jim Fregosi.
      

      
      On the same night that Ryan was overpowering the Royals, the Dodgers were opening
         their first series of the year in Cincinnati. For the second time this season, they’d
         be facing Gullett, fresh off his rough outing against the Phillies.
      

      
      The Reds had drafted Gullett out of Lynn, Kentucky, located 115 miles from Riverfront
         Stadium, where he’d been a multisport star at McKell High School.[2]   After all of 11 minor league games at Class-A Sioux Falls, South Dakota, he was
         up throwing bullets for the Reds in 1970 as a 19-year-old reliever, striking out 76
         hitters and allowing just 54 hits in 78 innings. He could also swing the bat and run
         the bases better than a lot of pitchers. “He was probably as good an athlete as I’d
         seen,” says Billingham. Anderson hadn’t hesitated to use the teenage Gullett three
         times in the 1970 World Series against the Orioles, where he allowed one earned run
         in six innings of work. He became primarily a starter the next year and went 16–6
         with a 2.65 ERA. With a quick, herky-jerky motion and a powerful left arm, Gullett
         could dominate hitters when his control was on. That was the catch—Gullett’s big fastball
         sometimes had a tendency to drift up and out of the strike zone. He’d walked 44 batters
         in his 78 innings that first season, or five for every nine innings. He’d soon cut
         down on the walks to ultimately average 3.2 per nine innings for his career—respectable,
         but higher than his elite National League peers like Sutton, John, Seaver, Carlton,
         and Jenkins, probably the biggest reason he never quite joined that kind of exclusive
         company. Still, with his stuff and with the power of the Big Red Machine lineup behind
         him, Gullett would put up a resounding 91–44 record in his seven seasons in Cincinnati.
      

      
      On this night, control wasn’t a big issue for Gullett, who danced around two walks
         and six hits in six and one-third innings in a 4–1 win, the Reds’ third of the season
         over the Dodgers without a loss. The lone Dodger run came on a sixth-inning RBI single
         by Cey, who had two singles and a walk in his three plate appearances against Gullett.
         Perez supplied most of the Cincinnati offense with a solo homer in the fourth and
         a two-run shot in the sixth. Osteen allowed just three hits in his six innings, but
         the two homers by Perez dropped him to 3–3.
      

      
      The next night brought the wildest game of the season series—so far. It also brought
         the Dodgers their first victory. They jumped on Grimsley for three in the top of the
         first, the key blast coming off the bat of Cey, who drilled a double between Tolan
         and Rose in left-center field to score two runs. The big hit may have disappointed
         Grimsley, but it probably didn’t surprise him. He often had trouble with the Dodgers’
         5-foot-10 stocky third baseman, who hit .318 against him lifetime. Grimsley seems
         to remember the battles clearly: “Cey killed me. I couldn’t get the little shit out.”
      

      
      A solo home run by Yeager made it 4–0 Dodgers in the fourth. But with Downing working
         on a shutout in the bottom of the fifth, rain came. The delay was 77 minutes, typically
         long enough for a manager to call for a fresh pitcher rather than send his starter
         back out with his rhythm interrupted by a long layoff. But Alston decided to let Downing
         continue. He quickly wished he hadn’t. When the game resumed with two on and none
         out in the home fifth, Downing allowed a walk and a single to his first two hitters,
         scoring a run. A Rose force out and a Morgan single scored two more, bringing Cincinnati
         to within one. Alston replaced Downing with Culver, who squelched the rally by getting
         Bench to ground to Russell for a double play (Culver, who had spent two years with
         the Reds, once tossed a no-hitter for them against the Phillies in 1968, Bench’s rookie
         season).
      

      
      The Dodgers clung to a 4–3 lead after five innings, and they still led 5–4 in the
         bottom of the ninth when the Reds rallied against Brewer to tie it on a Bench RBI
         single. Tom Hall took over for the Reds in extra innings. He pitched a scoreless 10th,
         but the Dodgers got to him for three in the 11th on back-to-back homers by Ferguson
         and Cey. With Hough pitching in the bottom of the 11th, the Reds kept the pressure
         on as Chaney walked and Morgan knocked him home with a double. But Hough finally nailed
         it down by retiring Bench on a grounder to third and Perez on a fly ball to left.
         The Dodgers hung on for an 8–6 win despite hitting into four double plays, thanks
         to four hits and four RBIs from Cey, plus another four hits from Ferguson and three
         from Lopes.
      

      
      The rubber game of the series was a Thursday matinee at Riverfront. Because the Reds
         lacked established, full-time starting pitchers beyond the big three of Billingham,
         Gullett, and Grimsley, Anderson decided to start Carroll, normally a reliever. Carroll
         answered the call, dueling Sutton through five innings of a scoreless game. He then
         turned it over to Hall, who kept L.A. off the scoreboard for three more innings. Meantime,
         Sutton was dealing for the Dodgers, mixing his pitches and keeping the Cincinnati
         hitters off stride all day as he allowed just three hits through seven shutout innings,
         retiring 15 in a row at one point.
      

      
      In the bottom of the eighth, Rose managed to work Sutton for a one-out walk. He hustled
         to third on a two-out base hit to left by Larry Stahl, a backup outfielder getting
         a spot start in center to spell Geronimo. With the go-ahead run on third, what did
         Bench do? He dropped a bunt down the third-base line. A surprised Cey couldn’t charge
         in fast enough to field the ball in time to get Bench at first or Rose at the plate.
         The cleanup-hitting catcher had fooled everyone with the unexpected, and the Reds
         had a 1–0 lead heading to the ninth.
      

      
      But the Dodgers weren’t done. Borbon, called on by Anderson to close out the game,
         didn’t have it this time. Ferguson greeted him by drilling a single up the middle,
         and then Crawford pulled a single to right. With Yeager running for Ferguson, Cey
         sacrificed the runners to second and third. After an intentional walk to Russell,
         Garvey hit for Sutton and knocked in the tying run on a groundout to second. Lopes
         then followed with a big base hit to center that scored Crawford and Russell, putting
         the Dodgers ahead 3–1.
      

      
      Alston brought in Brewer to pitch the bottom of the ninth. But he had immediate trouble,
         walking the first two batters. Alston quickly yanked him and brought in Richert, who
         bailed out Brewer by retiring three in a row. The final out came on a fly to left
         field by Plummer, hitting for Borbon. When Paciorek squeezed it, the Dodgers were
         on their way to Atlanta with two of three in the books at Riverfront. They’d pulled
         into a virtual tie with the Reds for second place, three and a half games behind the
         Giants.
      

      
      The Dodgers won a couple of games in Atlanta, though they blew a chance to do more.
         After Messersmith pitched them to a 3–2 win in the series opener, L.A. charged out
         to a 6–1 lead the following day. But the Braves rallied in the bottom of the eighth.
         With two out and no one on base, Atlanta strung together two singles and a walk against
         John, who had allowed only five hits through the first seven innings. Culver came
         in and allowed a run-scoring hit to Braves’ second basemen Davey Johnson. Alston immediately
         turned to Richert, who promptly hit first baseman Mike Lum with a pitch and then served
         up a pinch-hit three-run double to Dick Dietz. The Braves’ five-run inning tied the
         score. The Dodgers took the lead back with a run in the top of the 12th, but Hough
         gave it back in the bottom half when he plunked Johnson with two down and then watched
         Lum pull a knuckleball down the right-field line to score Johnson from first to tie
         the game 7–7. Twice in the late innings, the Dodgers had coughed up a lead on a hit
         batsman followed by a double. Then with Lopes on second base with one out in the top
         of the 13th, the skies opened up, causing a sudden rain delay. The umpires eventually
         called the game, which was suspended and to be made up only if the pennant race necessitated
         it.
      

      
      The Dodgers lost another late lead the next day in the first game of a Sunday doubleheader.
         Culver, nursing a 2–1 lead in relief of Osteen, gave up a game-tying homer to Johnson
         in the bottom of the ninth, and then a game-winning single to Hank Aaron in the bottom
         of the 10th. L.A. came back in the nightcap 8–3, as Ferguson and Cey both homered
         in support of Downing, who went all the way on a three-hitter. The Dodgers got out
         of Atlanta with two wins, one loss, and a suspended tie, but with a sense that they
         could have won four straight.
      

      
      During the same weekend, the Reds were taking three of four from the Padres, who had
         followed the Dodgers into Riverfront. Sometimes over the course of the schedule you
         manage to find that occasional game which encapsulates a club perfectly, one that
         showcases the superior firepower it’s truly armed with, the type of firepower that
         comes along once in a generation, if that. For Cincinnati, Saturday, May 19, was one
         of those games. As the Reds cruised to a 10–4 pasting of San Diego, Rose banged out
         two doubles and a triple and scored three runs. Bench blasted his 10th home run of
         the year and drove in five runs. Morgan actually got no hits at all—the box score
         shows him officially going 0-for-0.
      

      
      That’s because in four trips to the plate, Morgan walked three times and drove in
         a run with a sacrifice fly. He was in the middle of nearly every Cincinnati rally,
         helping to pad Bench’s RBI total. After walking in the first inning, he induced Padre
         pitcher Mike Corkins into an errant pickoff throw and wound up on third base, from
         where he’d score on a Bench groundout. Then, in the fourth inning, the Padres decided
         to walk Morgan intentionally with runners on second and third, which set up Bench’s
         two-run single. In the sixth, he walked in front of Bench’s homer, though he didn’t
         score that time because Anderson decided to give him the rest of the afternoon off
         and pinch-run Chaney, who finished out the game at second base.
      

      
      It was only one game, but it was a game that showed the world what it was like to
         have three of the greatest everyday players of all time, all in their prime, in one
         lineup, at the same time. Comb through baseball history and try to find a team that
         ever had three such players—you won’t. Secretariat may have moved “like a tremendous
         machine,” as the track announcer at the Belmont Stakes would famously call three weeks
         later. But he could have just as easily been describing the Big Red Machine.
      

      
      There was also the big fourth wheel, Perez, who wasn’t quite on the same level as
         Morgan, Bench, or Rose but who was beloved by the locals for his steady, reliable
         production and his penchant for getting big hits. “Perez was really the glue. The
         championships stopped when he was traded,” says Mike LoPresti, a veteran baseball
         writer from USA Today who back then covered the Reds for a Richmond, Indiana, newspaper. Perez naturally
         benefited from hitting in the middle of a lineup that was perennially at or near the
         top the league in on-base percentage. Still, he dutifully drove those runners home
         year after year. For 11 straight seasons from 1967 to 1977 (the last one coming after
         leaving Cincinnati), he drove in at least 90 runs. He hit the 20-homer, 100-RBI mark
         for the Reds six times, including three straight between 1973 and 1975. Perez ultimately
         averaged 22 homers and 96 RBIs per year over a 22-year Hall of Fame career.
      

      
      Cincinnati’s big guns brought quite a study in contrasts in personalities and styles.
         Rose the scrappy, overachieving local; Morgan the dynamic talent from Oakland; Bench
         the muscular slugger from the Midwestern plains; and Perez the quiet Cuban who spoke
         halting English, when he spoke at all. Reds fans couldn’t have been blamed for taking
         his presence and consistency for granted.
      

      
      “You’d go into the clubhouse,” says LoPresti. “There’s Bench at a corner locker holding
         court. Morgan and Rose lockered next to each other, getting on each other’s case.
         Rose remembered everything; events would stick in his brain. Morgan, the future TV
         analyst, would be breaking down the game. Perez would just sort of be there, which
         is how he was in the lineup.”
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      Chapter 7

      Greatness Recognized and Greatness Snubbed

      
         
         
      

      
      It was Joe Morgan, more than anyone else, who made the Big Red Machine go. A very
         good player in his Houston days, there’s no question that the trade to Cincinnati,
         where he fit snuggly into a lineup behind Rose and in front of Bench and Perez, helped
         push him to another level. The diminutive second baseman—Morgan stood 5-foot-7—could
         run, play defense, and hit to all fields. And he developed more power as his career
         progressed. A lefty hitter with a great eye—or perhaps it was his chronic habit of
         flapping his left arm in the batter’s box as he awaited a pitch that distracted opposing
         pitchers—Morgan’s penchant for drawing walks always kept his on-base percentage healthy
         even in years when his batting average was down, as often happened before and after
         his prime in Cincinnati.
      

      
      During his prime, he both walked and hit with a vengeance. Morgan’s on-base percentage
         easily eclipsed .400 in each of his first six years in Cincinnati, peaking at an almost
         ridiculous .466 in 1975 when he hit .327 with 132 walks. Morgan’s 47.6 wins above
         replacement (9.5 per year) from 1972 to 1976 was one of the best five-year runs by
         a player in MLB history, exactly equal to the best five-year stretches of Ty Cobb
         from 1909 to 1913 and Mickey Mantle from 1954 to 1958. Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio, and
         Stan Musial never had five such years in succession. Neither did Hank Aaron, Mike
         Schmidt, or Alex Rodriguez (who admitted to some extra chemical help during part of
         his career). The only modern star from the steroid era who did a bit better was Barry
         Bonds, who put up a 51.2 WAR (wins above replacement) from 2000 to 2004. Otherwise,
         only Babe Ruth, Willie Mays, Honus Wagner, and Rogers Hornsby, who all accumulated
         WAR totals in the high 40s or low 50s during their best five straight years, edge
         out Morgan among everyday players (Ted Williams also bested Morgan slightly in his
         five best consecutive seasons, though his run was interrupted by three years of military
         service).
      

      
      Morgan ultimately finished his 22-year career with 268 home runs, sixth all-time among
         second basemen. The only peer from his era to come relatively close was the historically
         underrated Bobby Grich, who hit 224. Matching the power was the speed: Morgan’s 689
         career stolen bases rank number 11 all-time. Just as important, he made them count—Morgan
         was successful on 81 percent of his steal attempts.
      

      
      “Joe was the best I’d ever seen, he could do it all,” says Billingham. “His only weakness
         was his arm.”
      

      
      Bench, chosen by the Reds with the 36th pick of the inaugural 1965 draft, hailed from
         Binger, Oklahoma, a small town located about an hour’s drive southwest from Oklahoma
         City. He stood 6-foot-1 and weighed 200 pounds, big for his time. Both strong and
         agile, he had soft hands and a rocket arm, and he could hit the ball a mile. Along
         with fellow Oklahoman Mickey Mantle (and perhaps Harmon Killebrew), Johnny Bench was
         probably the most Norman Rockwellesque baseball player ever.
      

      
      You could call the Reds both smart and lucky to have nabbed Bench as a second-round
         pick. Their first pick in 1965 was outfielder Bernie Carbo, who would play for their
         1970 pennant-winning team and then later hit a huge home run against them for the
         Red Sox in the 1975 World Series. Carbo’s three-run blast in the bottom of the eighth
         inning of Game Six tied the score 6–6, setting up Carlton Fisk’s eventual game winner
         in the bottom of the 12th to knot the series at three games apiece. The Fisk homer,
         on which an NBC camera famously caught a reaction shot of him waving his arms as if
         to implore the ball to stay fair, is the enduring memory of the 1975 World Series.
         Yet Carbo’s shot to bring Boston back from the dead four innings earlier was certainly
         more important. And of course, the Reds wound up winning the series anyway by taking
         Game Seven. Bench, apparently a bit perturbed that Fisk’s big moment seemed to overshadow
         the Reds’ championship, has sarcastically referred to the ’75 series as one that Boston
         won “three games to four.”
      

      
      One spot ahead of Bench in 1965, the Baltimore Orioles took a catcher from Dartmouth
         College named Dick Horton, who never got past Single-A ball in three pro seasons.
         All totaled, seven catchers were taken ahead of Bench that year, just one of whom
         made any real impression in the majors. That was Ray Fosse, drafted number seven overall
         by Cleveland. After making it to two All-Star Games with the Indians, Fosse was traded
         to Oakland, where he played on a pair of championship teams. Fosse’s career, many
         say, wasn’t as good as it could have been after he was famously bowled over at the
         plate in the 1970 All-Star Game by Rose at Riverfront Stadium, resulting in a separated
         shoulder (in another little twist, Fosse was a native of Marion, Illinois, where Rose
         briefly served prison time years later for failure to report some income from card
         shows on his taxes).
      

      
      One more caveat from the 1965 draft: The first selection, meaning the very first player
         ever drafted in professional baseball, was Arizona State outfielder Rick Monday by
         the Kansas City A’s. The pick would actually become quite significant to the Reds
         and Dodgers during their ’70s-era rivalry. In 1972, the A’s, by then in Oakland, traded
         Monday to the Chicago Cubs for left-handed starter Ken Holtzman. After establishing
         himself as one of the National League’s better players during his five years in Chicago,
         Monday was swapped to the Dodgers for Bill Buckner before the 1977 season and wound
         up playing in three World Series with them. The trade seemed fitting—Monday had already
         endeared himself to the L.A. fans as a visiting player with the Cubs in April 1976
         when he stymied a couple of protestors who’d managed to reach the Dodger Stadium outfield
         during the game and tried to set fire to an American flag, only to have Monday snatch
         it away before they could complete the stunt. Monday would eventually club one of
         the biggest home runs in Dodger history in 1981, a two-out, ninth-inning solo shot
         off Montreal’s Steve Rogers to win the fifth and deciding game of the National League
         Championship Series and send L.A. to the World Series.
      

      
      Holtzman, meanwhile, joined Catfish Hunter and Vida Blue to form an outstanding front
         three in the A’s starting rotation. Not only did Holtzman win 77 games during his
         four years in Oakland, helping the club to three titles, he was murder on both Cincinnati
         and L.A. in the World Series. Holtzman started the first and fourth games of the 1972
         series against the Reds and allowed a combined three runs in 12 and two-thirds innings
         as the A’s took both games. His numbers were almost identical against the Dodgers
         in the 1974 World Series—totals of three runs in 12 innings in the first and fourth
         games, also Oakland victories. Overall, Holtzman’s 1.82 ERA in those four series starts
         put a big dent in the Reds’ and Dodgers’ title hopes in those years.
      

      
      Bench would go on to dominate in short order. First and foremost was the durability
         he displayed at such a physically demanding position. In his Rookie-of-the-Year season
         of 1968, the 20-year-old Bench was behind the plate for 154 games. He caught at least
         139 games in each of his first four years, until Anderson finally decided to cut back
         a bit in 1972 by shifting him to a corner outfield or infield spot a bit more often
         to preserve his knees. Bench led the N.L. in home runs and RBIs in 1970 and 1972,
         capturing the National League MVP Award in both years. He wound up with 389 homers
         in just over 16 seasons, all with the Reds. Bench hit 327 of those homers as a catcher,
         the most ever hit at the position when he retired in 1983. Since then, only Mike Piazza
         and Carlton Fisk have surpassed him. For a decade’s worth of offensive and defensive
         dominance, no catcher in history touches Bench from the late ’60s to the late ’70s.
         A winner of 10 Gold Gloves, he threw out 44 percent of would-be basestealers during
         his career, peaking at well over 50 percent in his best seasons. Bench’s Hall of Fame
         plaque in Cooperstown reads: “Redefined standards by which catchers are measured.”
      

      
      The original Big Red Machine hero, of course, was Rose. He was the fan favorite, the
         local boy from Western Hills High who’d made it with the hometown team back in 1963,
         debuting six days before his 22nd birthday. Rose had less natural talent than Morgan
         or Bench, but he made himself into a great player though enthusiasm, hustle, and a
         complete dedication to the game. He was cocky, and he played with a constant swagger,
         but he backed it up. Opponents, including the Dodgers, liked and respected him. “Pete
         Rose stood out, he was the catalyst, and the epitome of the professional ballplayer,”
         says Garvey.
      

      
      In baseball, players tend to get branded easily. Some are seen as team guys who want
         to win, others as selfish stat hounds looking out for their own numbers. Fans and
         press in New York in recent years have generally lauded the Yankees’ recently retired
         shortstop Derek Jeter as a “winner” while partly dismissing Alex Rodriguez as self-centered
         and stat-hungry. Maybe there’s some truth to these kinds of observations, but it’s
         generally not that simple. To think that Jeter would have been happy to put up average
         stats as long as his team won, or that Rodriguez is content to lose a game as long
         as he bangs out two or three hits, doesn’t make much sense. It’s probably safe to
         say that most players on any given day want to have a good game and get a win. Rose was never shy about his devotion to both. He wanted to beat you,
         and he wanted that batting title. He wanted to finish first and get those 200 hits.
         He didn’t see a conflict in aligning his goals with the team’s, and why would he?
         When Rose was producing, the Reds were usually winning.
      

      
      Says Garvey: “Rose and I had this thing where in some years we might both be going
         for 200 hits. He’d come up to me before the game and say, ‘I got two last night, I’m
         ahead of you,’ things like that. Everyone got a kick out of Pete.” From a team standpoint,
         John remembers reading newspaper accounts of Rose’s claims of his club’s superiority
         over Los Angeles, which usually entailed a prediction of first place in the N.L. West.
         “I have a sister who lived in Cincinnati,” says John. “She’d sometimes send me clips
         about the rivalry, something Pete said or something Sparky said. Pete was really the
         only player over there who would pop off, but of course he could do it. He was one
         of the greatest players of all time.”
      

      
      The pugnacious Rose captured National League batting crowns in 1968, ’69, and ’73.
         He hit .303 lifetime with a .375 on-base percentage. And of course there’s the all-time
         record 4,256 hits. And he did it playing all over the field—second base, right field,
         left field, third base, and first base. When he broke Ty Cobb’s career record with
         a single for hit number 4,192 against San Diego in September 1985, there was his buddy
         Tommy Helms in the Reds’ first base coaching box to greet him. On his other side was
         Garvey, by then the Padres’ first baseman. Nothing but smiles all around. After a
         24-year big-league career that ended in 1986, Rose had played in more games, come
         to the plate more times, and amassed more hits than any player in MLB history.
      

      
      “Pete is the poster child for ‘you can make it if you try,’” says his friend Jeff
         Ruby, a Cincinnati businessman who counted Rose and Bench among his early investors
         in a local steakhouse that eventually branched out to several eateries. “The Charlie
         Hustle moniker, the headfirst slides. . . . He’s the most revered athlete ever to
         come out of here.”
      

      
      Rose’s dark side has been chronicled extensively over the years. His competitive streak
         led to a fondness for gambling—horses, football, basketball, and, unfortunately, while
         he was managing the Reds in the 1980s, baseball. That was against the rules. In 1989,
         he agreed to a deal with commissioner A. Bartlett Giamatti that called for a lifetime
         ban from the game. Not only could he not work in baseball, he became ineligible for
         the Hall of Fame when the hall’s directors decided to follow up baseball’s banishment
         by not allowing him on their ballot. Naturally Rose had cut the deal with the hope
         that that the “lifetime ban” would one day be rescinded. But all these years later,
         it hasn’t happened. Not even since his public admission of baseball betting in 2004.
         In recent years, as he’s made his living doing appearances and signing his name, Rose
         has taken on a more humble public persona, expressing an understanding of baseball’s
         position. His hope, no doubt, is that a switch from cocky to contrite will win over
         baseball’s top brass.
      

      
      The passage of many years and the 2015 change in the commissioner’s office from Bud
         Selig to Rob Manfred did lead to some public movement in Rose’s favor. Baseball writer
         Joel Sherman of the New York Post summed it up in a February 2015 column when he argued that the lengthy ban that Rose
         has already served is enough of a deterrent for any future manager or player who might
         think about betting on baseball. Sherman wrote: “No one thinking of stepping on the
         third rail of the game—wagering on it—is going to look at Rose’s case and think: See,
         he got away with it.”
      

      
      
         How great was the Big Red Machine lineup? Its third-best player behind Joe Morgan
               and Johnny Bench was all-time hit king Pete Rose. (Ken Stewart / Zuma Press / Icon
               Sportswire)
            

         

      

      
      Manfred, having assumed office in January 2015, showed some hints of wiggle room by
         allowing Rose to participate in that year’s All-Star Game festivities in Cincinnati.
         A few months after taking office, he told CNBC that he would “take a full and fresh
         look” at Rose’s case, and that “the passage of time changes the situation somewhat.”
         Alas, no such luck. By December 2015, Manfred denied Rose’s latest application for
         reinstatement, citing a lack of evidence that the former Red great had “reconfigured
         his life,” which most take to mean quit gambling, a lifestyle change that baseball
         is apparently looking for before it allows Rose back in uniform or patrolling a front
         office. Rose didn’t have much reaction beyond quietly accepting the decision and settling
         for an induction into the Reds Hall of Fame during the summer of 2016.
      

      
      “It’s eating at him, but he won’t admit it,” says Ruby.

      
      Ruby still laments what he sees as his own failure to help Rose out of his jam back
         in 1989. The damaging evidence against Rose had come from Paul Janszen, a Cincinnati
         west sider whom Rose met through a mutual acquaintance from a local gym and later
         placed bets through.[1]   And, Janszen claimed, Rose also came to owe him more than $30,000. “Janszen said
         Pete owed him this $30,000 and said he’s got these betting slips showing that Pete
         bet on baseball,” says Ruby. The question was whether or not to call Janszen’s bluff.
         “The slips would mostly show things like Chicago–Detroit or Cleveland–Minnesota, where
         it was tough to tell if it was baseball or the NFL,” he says. “I was just going to
         give Janszen the $30,000 but Reuven Katz [the attorney Ruby shared with Rose] convinced
         me not to, because I could have been charged with obstruction. It still bothers me
         that I didn’t do it. The whole thing could have gone away.”
      

      
      Instead, Rose has been paying the price for his misdeeds ever since. People still
         debate his situation fiercely. Some see no reason to reinstate him—the rules are the
         rules, and Rose broke them. To others, 28 years and counting is more than enough punishment
         for a guy whose biggest sin may have been betting on his team to win. It’s wrong,
         but it’s not as if Rose was accused of throwing ballgames—this isn’t 1919 White Sox
         territory. “It didn’t take this long to forgive Japan,” Ruby says.
      

      
      The fiasco wound up straining Rose’s relationship with Bench, which was never particularly
         close to begin with. With his 1989 Hall of Fame induction partly overshadowed by the
         news of his old teammate’s troubles, Bench has never been publicly supportive of a
         Rose reinstatement. “Johnny is a straight guy who follows the rules,” says Ruby, who
         is close to both of them. “Pete has since apologized to Johnny for what he did, extending
         an olive branch.”
      

      
      Rose’s old rival, Garvey, thinks there’s a sensible middle ground. “I think he ought
         to be on the Hall of Fame ballot, and probably voted in. I’m not sure he should be
         working in baseball,” Garvey says. “In our society when you make a mistake you pay
         your penalty and you move on.”
      

      
       

      How to put the careers of Morgan, Bench, and Rose, along with others from The Rivalry,
         into historical perspective? Given the way statistical norms change from one era to
         another—a 40-home-run season in the pitching-friendly 1970s is more impressive than
         one in the offensively fueled 1990s, for example—wins above replacement is as good
         a measure as any for comparing a player’s stats against his peers during his time.
      

      
      
         In addition to winning 324 games in his career, Don Sutton finished in the National
               League’s top 10 in WHIP (fewest walks and hits allowed per inning) in nine of 10 years
               from 1971 to 1980. (The Rucker Archive / Icon Sportswire)
            

         

      

      
      Calculating a player’s WAR means adding up all the pertinent statistics that lead
         to creating or saving runs and ultimately translating those runs into shares of wins.
         Offensively, on-base percentage and slugging percentage, historically downplayed,
         carry a lot of weight, as they’ve been shown to be very valuable in creating runs.
         Speed is calculated not only by stolen bases but by how often a player takes an extra
         base or avoids double-play groundballs. For fielding, a player’s range is factored
         in along with his fielding percentage, based on the percentage of balls he gets to
         in his area during the season.
      

      
      For pitchers, WAR ignores won-lost records and focuses largely on the factors a pitcher
         can control—how many innings he works and how effective he is at keeping opposing
         hitters off the bases and off the scoreboard. The quality of the gloves behind him
         is also factored in—a pitcher with strong defensive support is bound to do better
         than one who doesn’t, whether or not he pitches any better.
      

      
      The stats are ultimately divvied up and adjusted to reflect the different norms of
         different ballparks and the league averages during each season.
      

      
      Boiling it all down, WAR is simply an attempt to quantify the kinds of things that
         fans have been observing and talking about casually for years. Taking some of the
         traditional “intangibles” and making them tangible. For much of the 1970s, the Reds’
         Concepcion had something of a rivalry going with Philadelphia’s Larry Bowa over who
         was the league’s best defensive shortstop. Concepcion often made more errors, but
         Reds fans, who so often saw him reach grounders behind second base or bounce one-hop
         throws off the turf to nail baserunners at first from deep in the hole, would argue
         for their guy based on his superior range. As it turns out, the advanced stats back
         them up. In 1976, for example, Concepcion made 27 errors to Bowa’s 17, but still edged
         him in defensive WAR 2.1 to 1.8. The writers of the time, through their observations
         of the intangibles that were later supported by WAR, awarded the Gold Glove at shortstop
         to Concepcion.
      

      
      The WAR stat probably isn’t perfect—no stat is—but its logic is sound. And given that
         the all-time leaders in career WAR are Babe Ruth, Cy Young, Walter Johnson, Willie
         Mays, and Ty Cobb (along with Barry Bonds, whose numbers are in dispute thanks to
         PED suspicion), the results certainly make sense.
      

      
      Is it right to assess a player’s career simply by the total WAR he accumulated from
         beginning to end? Perhaps not. Hall of Fame voters, understandably, are often leery
         of players they call “compilers.” That is, those who accumulate impressive career
         totals but who weren’t necessarily dominant in many individual seasons. A good example:
         Harold Baines, a strong hitter in the American League for much of the 1980s and ’90s,
         raked 384 homers and 2,866 hits in his career. But with no 30-homer or 200-hit seasons,
         Baines never got more than 6 percent of the Hall of Fame vote. The opposite of the
         compiler is the flash in the pan. Hall voters are also not keen on players with a
         few big seasons followed by a significant fade. If they were, Roger Maris and Don
         Mattingly would have made it.
      

      
      A great player, most would probably agree, is the one who comes out looking great
         when dominance and longevity are balanced. So in using WAR, why not take the career
         total and average it against the portion that the player derived from his 10 best
         seasons, that “decade of dominance” Hall voters like to see? Emphasize his peak, but
         reward him for those solid “tack on” seasons too. Example: Babe Ruth, baseball’s greatest
         player, accumulated a WAR of 183.6 in 22 seasons (8.3 per year), with 115.4 of it
         coming in his 10 best seasons (11.5 per year). Combining Ruth’s two headline numbers—his
         183.6 raw total with his 115.4 peak—yields an average of 149.5. That’s the highest
         total ever registered when it comes to breaking down a player’s best years within
         his full career by WAR.
      

      
      What does the standard Hall of Famer look like? Check the historical context: There
         are currently 217 players in the Baseball Hall of Fame.[2]   If you go down the list and average each player’s career WAR against his 10-season
         peak WAR, you’ll wind up with a median figure of 59.3—the number that divides the
         upper half of the Cooperstown inductees from the lower half. On that basis, former
         Tigers’ and Phillies’ pitcher Jim Bunning (59.3 on the nose), a three-time strikeout
         king who later became a U.S. Senator, stands as the poster boy for a “typical” Hall
         of Famer by averaging 3.5 wins above replacement over a 17-year career and 5.8 wins
         during his 10-year peak.
      

      
      Led by Ruth, only the top 16 of the 217-player field score above 100 when converging
         career WAR and peak WAR, and only the top 24 come in above 90. That includes Morgan
         (91.2), who ranks number 23 all-time among players eligible for the Hall of Fame,
         the highest of any player from The Rivalry. Morgan rates fourth all-time among second
         basemen, behind Rogers Hornsby, Eddie Collins, and Nap Lajoie. Given that none of
         those three played beyond the mid-1930s, Morgan stands as the best second baseman
         of the past 80 years.
      

      
      Bench (68.3) ranks tops all-time among catchers, who tend to have shorter career peaks
         than infielders or outfielders thanks to the physical demands of the position (Gary
         Carter and Yogi Berra fall just a few points behind Bench on the all-time catcher
         list). Rose (71.3), who played in the outfield more than any other position, rates
         a hair behind Joe DiMaggio and 16th among outfielders. By that measure, Rose was a
         better player than 47 of the 62 outfielders currently enshrined.
      

      
      The numbers certainly confirm the dominance of Morgan, Bench, and Rose—all three rate
         among the top 65 players of all time. Further down is Perez (49.8), who nonetheless
         makes it into the all-time top 200, legitimate Hall of Fame range. He was voted into
         the hall in 2000, his ninth year of eligibility, joining Bench and Morgan.
      

      
      The Rivalry player who comes in very close to the Hall of Fame median is Sutton (56.2),
         the only Dodger from the era to make it to Cooperstown. Sutton sits right around the
         middle of the Hall of Fame pack, comparable among pitchers to Bunning, Hal Newhouser,
         and Don Drysdale.
      

      
      No doubt Sutton got the nod based not so much on voters’ advanced metric analyses
         but on the strength of a simple, magic number. By surpassing the 300-win threshold—Sutton
         would finish his long career with 324 victories to tie Nolan Ryan at number 14 all-time—he
         hit that round mark that voters like. John, who came close to the plateau but missed
         with 288 wins, has not been so honored. He peaked at 31.7 percent of the Hall of Fame
         vote, less than half the 75 percent needed. John has generally been socked with the
         “compiler” label, as voters chalk up his impressive win total to his longevity (it’s
         interesting that “compiling” generally seems to be okay once a round number like 300
         wins or 3,000 hits is reached). But the advanced numbers say John (52.3) should be
         in, his career ranking not far behind Sutton’s and ahead of several Hall of Fame pitchers,
         including Whitey Ford, Burleigh Grimes, and Red Ruffing.
      

      
      The Dodgers’ lineup, meanwhile, didn’t have anyone of the caliber of Morgan, Bench,
         or Rose. What it did have: a lot of very good players, including a few whose careers
         were historically underrated and who have been pretty much hosed by Hall of Fame voters.
         Davis, their centerfielder from the early 1960s through 1973, used his speed to take
         a lot of extra bases (138 triples, 398 steals) and to play above-average defense at
         a key position. He also managed over 2,500 career hits. Davis (55.3), a four-plus-win
         player seven times, looks better than Willie Stargell, Kirby Puckett, Zack Wheat,
         Ralph Kiner, and Enos Slaughter, among other Hall of Fame outfielders.
      

      
      Then there’s Cey (50.6), whose penchant for drawing walks wasn’t fully appreciated
         during his time. With the focus undoubtedly on his .261 career batting average instead
         of his .354 on-base percentage, Cey, like Davis, got almost no Hall support. But in
         addition to his ability to get on base, Cey ripped 316 homers playing in a relatively
         light-power era, and the advanced defensive stats show that he was a strong third
         baseman. The benefit of sabermetric hindsight shows Cey’s career to be virtually identical
         to Perez’s. So why no Cooperstown love for “The Penguin”? By hitting in the middle
         of a Dodger lineup that rarely put up the kind of on-base percentages that Perez’s
         Cincinnati clubs did, Cey wound up with just two 100-RBI seasons compared to Perez’s
         seven. No doubt that kept voters cool toward his candidacy, along with the pedestrian
         batting average. But stripping away those extraneous factors that a player can’t control—such
         as how often his teammates get on base—makes a good case for putting Cey’s bust on
         the wall at Cooperstown alongside Perez’s.
      

      
      That there were seven future Hall of Famers in uniform at Dodger Stadium on September
         21, 1973, is impressive enough. Three of the seven—Anderson, Alston, and Lasorda—got
         in as managers. No surprise there. All three rank in the top nine in career victories,
         combining for nine titles and almost 6,000 wins. But if Rose had avoided the gambling
         demons, and if the voters had looked at the careers of a few Dodgers a bit more analytically,
         the Hall of Fame total of the two rosters could well have been 11, including eight
         players. And that doesn’t include Tom Seaver’s stint with Cincinnati a bit later,
         or two more Dodger outfielders who joined The Rivalry at various times after 1973:
         Jim Wynn (56.2), a power hitter and a walk machine with a .366 career on-base percentage,
         and Reggie Smith (59.7), who had an identical .366 OBP along with 314 homers. By the
         advanced numbers, Smith, a seven-time All-Star, was a bit better than Dave Winfield
         and Andre Dawson and nearly the equal of Tony Gwynn, Hall of Famers all.
      

      
      The numbers aren’t as kind to the two players who seem to be most often mentioned
         as hall snubs, Garvey (37.3) and Concepcion (38.4). As smooth a shortstop as Concepcion
         played, he simply wasn’t a big-time offensive player. In Garvey’s favor—he proved
         to be one of baseball’s great ironmen, once playing in 1,207 consecutive games from
         1975 to 1983, the fourth-longest streak in MLB history. That probably helps to explain
         why he did get decent Hall of Fame support, peaking at 42 percent of ballots one year.
         Statistically, though, Garvey falls short—an impressive peak for a handful of seasons,
         but ultimately not a lot of big years. The same is largely true of George Foster (43.6),
         who dominated offensively between the mid-’70s and early ’80s but who didn’t show
         nearly as much in the years before or after.
      

      
      Of course, Foster, Garvey, and Concepcion were still terrific players, even if not
         Hall of Fame material. The same is true of several others who played in the Dodgers–Reds
         battles of the 1970s—Gullett, Griffey, Buckner, Lopes, Messersmith, Osteen, Crawford,
         and Dusty Baker, to name some the biggest. With that kind of talent supplementing
         a slew of Hall of Fame–caliber players and three Hall of Fame managers, you’ve got
         a rivalry for the ages—a rivalry that ought to be remembered more than it is.
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      Chapter 8

      Monsters of the Mound

      
         
         
      

      
      September 21, 1973, Inning 5

      
      Darrel Chaney leads off the top of the fifth inning for Cincinnati and grounds one
            into the shortstop–third base hole that Russell fields but can’t make a play on. It’s
            already the fifth infield single of the night, as both Osteen and Billingham continue
            to keep the ball down. Billingham advances Chaney into scoring position with a sacrifice
            bunt, which Osteen grabs and throws to the second baseman Lopes covering first. When
            Rose launches a deep fly ball to Crawford in right, Chaney tags up and moves to third.
            Up comes Morgan with a chance to drive home the tying run. But Osteen keeps it out
            of Morgan’s wheelhouse. The lefty-versus-lefty matchup results in a high popup to
            the left side of the infield, which Russell handles for the last out. The Reds have
            stranded their fifth baserunner of the night and their third in scoring position.

      
      As Billingham warms up for the bottom of the fifth, behind by a run but still very
            much in this game that could pretty much dash the Dodgers’ pennant hopes, part of
            him is probably smiling. This was the team, after all, that had let him go for nothing
            four years earlier.

       

      An Orlando, Florida, native who had originally signed with Los Angeles as an 18-year-old
         in 1961, Billingham had languished in the Dodger minor league system for years as
         Koufax, Drysdale, Sutton, and Osteen led the big-league staff. Billingham didn’t make
         it to the majors until 1968, when he was 25. He did very well as a reliever that year,
         going 3–0 with a 2.14 ERA in 50 games. Yet the Dodgers left him unprotected in that
         year’s expansion draft, where he was nabbed by the Montreal Expos. Then in a bit of
         an unusual move, Billingham landed in Houston just as the 1969 season was getting
         started, without having thrown a regular-season pitch for the Expos. The move was
         tied to a deal from three months earlier, when the Expos had traded first baseman
         Donn Clendenon to the Astros for outfielder Rusty Staub. The deal hit a snag when
         Clendenon decided that he didn’t want to play in Houston and refused to report. To
         complete the deal, the Expos sent Billingham to Houston in Clendenon’s place. By June
         they dealt Clendenon to the Mets in the midst of what became New York’s surprise championship
         season. He wound up as the MVP of the 1969 World Series when he hit three home runs
         in the Mets’ five-game upset of the Orioles.
      

      
      The move south agreed with Billingham, who saw a chance to join a solid pitching staff.
         “I’d had a miserable spring in ’69, and I really wasn’t a Gene Mauch type of guy,”
         he says of the Expos’ task-master manager. Billingham seemed to be settling in by
         his third season in Houston in 1971, when he became a full-time starter and tossed
         228 innings, the second most on the staff, with a 3.39 ERA. But then came the big
         trade.
      

      
      “I was kind of disappointed until I heard it was Cincinnati,” he says. “I thought
         Houston was an up-and-coming team, but when I heard Cincinnati I was very happy. I
         had played for [Reds’ coach] George Scherger in Salisbury, North Carolina, and I really
         respected him. After the trade, Sparky called me and said, ‘George Scherger told me
         about you. We’re going to see if you live up to it.’”
      

      
      Like Billingham, Anderson had once played in the Dodger system. In his first year
         of pro ball in 1953, Anderson was a 19-year-old infielder at Class-C Santa Barbara,
         where Scherger was a 32-year-old player-manager. Scherger became something of a mentor
         to his young teammate, taking him under his wing and showing him the ropes. Anderson
         was grateful enough to vow that if he ever got a major league managing job, he’d hire
         Scherger as a coach. He made good on the promise when he got to Cincinnati in 1970.
         Now the three ex-Dodger prospects—Anderson, Scherger, and Billingham—were part of
         the club that had become the biggest thorn in the Dodgers’ side.
      

      
      Says Billingham: “Sparky loved beating the Dodgers.” Despite his quiet, polite demeanor,
         Billingham didn’t lack for inner confidence. Recalling the L.A. lineup of the time,
         he says that “Garvey was tough on my curveball, but otherwise there was no one on
         that team I really worried about.” The only Dodger who occasionally got under his
         skin was Cey. “I remember that once he hit a fly ball to left that was caught at the
         wall, and then he came running by the mound muttering that I was lucky.”
      

      
       

      
      September 21, 1973, Innings 5 and 6

      
      Billingham continues to do his part toward beating the Dodgers as the game moves along.
            He begins the bottom of the fifth by getting Lopes to pop up to Perez at first base.
            Buckner then slaps one the other way for a single to left, giving L.A. a baserunner
            with the middle of the order coming up. But when Davis hits a hopper down the first-base
            line, Perez gloves it right next to the bag, giving him time to step on the base to
            retire Davis and then throw down to second, where Chaney applies the tag on Buckner
            for a double play. Billingham has now allowed nine baserunners in his five innings,
            but with the help of Plummer nabbing two Dodger runners trying to steal and now a
            double play, he still trails just 1–0.

      
      Perez leads off the top of the sixth by lining a base hit to center off Osteen, his
            third straight hit of the game. But Kosco quickly erases him on a grounder to short
            that Russell turns into a double play, the Dodgers’ second of the night. Up comes
            Foster, who, like Perez, is looking for his third consecutive hit. Despite having
            played most of the season in Triple-A, Foster has found his late-season stroke since
            being recalled. Just last night, he’d smashed two home runs in San Francisco off of
            Giants’ left-hander Ron Bryant, a 23-game winner, giving him three homers in just
            22 big-league at-bats leading up to the Dodger series. With two more hits tonight,
            Foster is clearly in one of those grooves, the kind where the baseball looks like
            a grapefruit on nearly every pitch. He has a chance here to tie up the game with one
            swing. And he nearly does it, jumping on an Osteen pitch and sending the ball deep
            to left center, where neither Davis nor Joshua can run it down. The ball doesn’t quite
            make it to the fence on the fly, so Foster settles for a double. It’s the seventh
            consecutive time he’s reached base over the past two nights. He’s left stranded at
            second, though, as Osteen, continuing to keep Russell busy, gets Menke to ground to
            short. The frustration keeps mounting for the Reds against Osteen: nine hits, no runs.

      
      Billingham takes his next turn dancing in and out of trouble in the bottom of the
            sixth. After Ferguson grounds out, Crawford, following his two earlier walks, laces
            a double between Foster and Kosco in right-center. He can only advance as far as third
            when Cey follows with a hard single to left. This is the type of spot where Anderson,
            not known for giving his starters a lot of rope, might be inclined to make a move.
            But Billingham is Anderson’s horse, and he lets him continue. Knowing that his turn
            at bat is due in the top of the seventh, making this likely to be his last inning,
            Billingham bears down and strikes out both Joshua and Russell to end the inning. Heading
            to the seventh, the Reds are still down just 1–0.

       

      The called third strike that Billingham threw to Russell to end the bottom of the
         sixth finished off his 277th inning of the 1973 season. The inning that Osteen had
         completed in the top half was number 233, a total that would have led the majors in
         2015. But in 1973, he would have needed another five complete games to catch Billingham
         and the Phillies’ Steve Carlton, who were battling neck and neck for the league lead.
         Osteen barely finished in the top three on his own team, behind Sutton and Messersmith
         and just 18 innings ahead of John. Those numbers don’t minimize Osteen’s contribution
         as much as they highlight the depth and talent of the L.A. rotation.
      

      
      
         Jack Billingham became a rock in the Reds’ rotation after coming over with Joe Morgan
               in a 1972 trade with Houston, twice winning 19 games and tossing over 200 innings
               in four straight seasons, 1972–1975. (Malcolm Emmons / USA Today Sports)
            

         

      

      
      It was the era of the workhorse starter. Today’s standard game plan that revolves
         around a six-inning starting pitcher and a handful of late-game bullpen specialists
         hadn’t been conceived yet. Relief pitchers mainly existed to extinguish late rallies,
         or to take over if the starter was having an off day or needed to be removed for a
         pinch-hitter. Otherwise, the goal was to go nine.
      

      
      John remembers: “I was the seventh-inning specialist, the eighth-inning specialist,
         and the ninth-inning specialist. Your starter was your best pitcher.” With the designated-hitter
         rule taking hold in the American League in 1973, A.L. pitchers had one fewer reason
         to come out of games. That would explain why the pitchers with the nine highest innings
         totals that year—from the 359 thrown by White Sox knuckleballer Wilbur Wood to the
         296 by Orioles’ ace Jim Palmer—all came from that league. Still, the National League,
         with 16 pitchers logging at least 240 innings, had its share of workhorses.
      

      
      Says Downing: “Alston believed in leaving you in until you couldn’t go anymore. Really
         the whole league was like that, the game was different.”
      

      
      But even against the backdrop of the era, the Dodgers’ starting pitching was pretty
         extraordinary. Around the league, 200-plus-inning workloads were typically limited
         to the front-line pitchers. Most teams had two or three such starters and divided
         the workload at the back end of the rotation among several others. But four of the
         Dodgers’ five 1973 starters—Sutton, Messersmith, Osteen, and John—topped the 200-inning
         mark. The only one who didn’t, Downing, finished with 193. Those five regulars, despite
         the heavy load, stayed healthy and productive all year, combining to start 158 of
         the team’s 162 games. Never mind the disabled list—the Los Angeles rotation barely
         missed a turn. The five consummate pros ultimately went on to win a combined 1,061
         major league games, toss 195 shutouts, and strike out 10,695 hitters. None of them
         threw tremendously hard. None had flashy styles or personalities. It was all about
         focus, preparedness, and inner competitiveness, according to Downing. “We had intense
         guys in a quiet way. Messersmith was one of the most intense guys I ever saw,” he
         says.
      

      
      
         Steve Garvey shot from part-time player to N.L. MVP in 1974. His career included six
               200-hit seasons and a .294 lifetime average. (The Image Works)
            

         

      

      
      The Dodgers’ 1973 rotation became the first in 16 years to feature five pitchers throwing
         at least 193 innings, and just the third since the 1920s. They also did something
         that no previous team had done: they led Major League Baseball in earned average at
         the same time. The Dodgers’ 3.00 staff ERA in 1973 was more than half a run per game
         lower than the MLB average of 3.74 and the National League average of 3.66. Really,
         what’s quantity without quality? There were in fact two other N.L. clubs—the Giants
         and Astros—that boasted four 200-inning starters that year. But neither had a fifth
         starter that came close to Downing’s innings, and neither staff could match the Dodgers
         in performance. Houston finished eighth in the National League with a 3.75 ERA, while
         San Francisco was ninth at 3.79.
      

      
      Four years later, in 1977, the Dodgers would do it again, despite having turned over
         three-fifths of their rotation by then. It had been during John’s absence from the
         Dodger rotation in 1975 that Campanis was able to reach back to his fabled 1968 draft
         class for another nifty move. In May he swapped Geoff Zahn, who had made it up to
         the Dodgers for 45 games over parts of three seasons, to the Chicago Cubs for Burt
         Hooton, a 6-foot-1, 210-pound right-hander out of the University of Texas. Hooton,
         tagged with the facetious nickname “Happy” in honor of the constant blank stare on
         his face, would win 18 games for L.A. in 1975. John would return the following year,
         but with Messersmith departing to Atlanta as a free agent, Hooton’s importance as
         a stabilizing force in the rotation continued. He’d play a big role on the Dodgers’
         back-to-back National League pennant-winning teams of 1977 and 1978, going 31–17 with
         a 2.66 ERA over those two seasons. Hooton would go on to win 151 big league games,
         112 of them with Los Angeles.
      

      
      With Messersmith and Osteen gone by 1977, and Downing winding down his career in the
         bullpen, it was Hooton, along with homegrown products Rick Rhoden and Doug Rau, who
         joined holdovers Sutton and John in the rotation. Much like the 1973 staff, those
         five combined to start 158 of 162 games, with none of them tossing fewer than 212
         innings. The staff also posted a league-best 3.22 ERA.
      

      
      The Dodger staffs of 1973 and 1977 stand as the only two since 1900 to lead the majors
         in ERA while featuring five pitchers with at least 193 innings (a few other teams
         came very close—the 1907 Chicago Cubs, a couple of Brooklyn Robins teams in the 1920s,
         and one modern club, the 2005 St. Louis Cardinals).
      

      
      You could say that the Dodgers were the first franchise to master the five-man starting
         rotation, which was just coming into vogue in the early to mid-1970s after many years
         of the four-man rotation as the norm. During the 1970s and ’80s—after the five-man
         rotation became standard and before bullpens became as big as they are today—Los Angeles
         was the league’s dominant pitching franchise. The team ranked number one or number
         two in the National League in staff ERA in 16 of the 18 seasons between 1972 and 1989,
         as the baseball operation developed and churned out the likes of Dave Stewart, Bob
         Welch, Rick Sutcliffe, Fernando Valenzuela, and Orel Hershiser, who built on their
         predecessors’ achievements. They swapped Rhoden to Pittsburgh in 1979 for veteran
         lefty Jerry Reuss, who gave L.A. two 18-win seasons in the early 1980s. Some, like
         Sutcliffe and Stewart, wound up having their biggest years elsewhere. But the Dodgers
         always had enough depth to finish at or near the top of the league in pitching.
      

      
      For all the strong L.A. staffs during the 1970s and ’80s, it’s the 1973 group that,
         looking back, had an extra-special quality to it. That year marked the only full season
         as rotation mates for John and Messersmith before they were separated by injury and
         free agency. Sutton, the ace and future Hall of Famer, was 28 and at his peak. And
         two of baseball’s better left-handed pitchers for much of the previous decade, Osteen
         and Downing, were enjoying their final season as productive, full-time Dodger starters.
         It was a pretty rare year in baseball history—when five accomplished pitchers whose
         careers overlapped for a chunk of time between 1957 and 1989 all did their thing in
         the same rotation.
      

      
      Even though the Dodgers often played second fiddle to Cincinnati during the peak Big
         Red Machine days, their pitching-first focus proved to have legs, keeping them afloat
         as contenders for the long haul. They’d follow their three N.L. West titles of the
         1970s with four more in the 1980s, missing out by one game in two other years. In
         five of those seven playoff seasons, they made it to the World Series.
      

      
      The Reds, by contrast, were built around offense. They did manage to complement their
         big lineup with solid, deep pitching during the first half of the 1970s (Cincinnati
         ranked in the N.L.’s top five in ERA each year from 1972 to 1976). But their pitching
         would fall off notably later in the ’70s and for most of the 1980s, to the point where
         it couldn’t compensate for a weakened post-Machine offense. Even when the Reds’ offense
         began clicking again a bit later in the 1980s behind the bats of Eric Davis, Kal Daniels,
         Barry Larkin, and a rejuvenated Dave Parker—a Cincinnati high school product whose
         early pro success with the Pirates had been fading before he signed with his hometown
         team in 1984—mediocre pitching kept them out of the playoffs. Things suddenly—and
         briefly—fell into place again in 1990, when young, emerging ace Jose Rijo and the
         hard-throwing “Nasty Boys” bullpen trio of Rob Dibble, Randy Myers, and Norm Charlton
         temporarily revitalized Cincinnati’s pitching. Result: they won the World Series,
         their only title since the Big Red Machine days. But the Reds dropped off notably
         in 1991 and only saw the playoffs one more time for the rest of the decade.
      

      
      The Dodgers continued to put out strong pitching staffs for much of the 1990s and
         2000s, helped by the periodic success of an international operation that produced
         pitchers Hideo Nomo (signed from Japan), Ismael Valdez (Mexico), and Chan-Ho Park
         (South Korea). Impactful free agent signees Kevin Brown in 1999 and Zack Greinke in
         2012 also helped for brief periods. But the club has never lined up an array of accomplished
         starters the way it did during the days of Sutton, John, and the rest. The Dodgers
         did sign future Hall of Famer Pedro Martinez as a Dominican teenager in 1988, the
         year after Campanis left, but they ultimately underestimated his potential and shipped
         him off to Montreal before his career really got going (Campanis had signed Pedro’s
         older brother Ramon Martinez in 1984, which could well have been the reason that Pedro
         came to be on their radar a few years later. Ramon Martinez won 20 games for L.A.
         in 1990, though nagging injuries prevented him from ever recapturing his best year).
         The more modern version of the team never really produced a lasting, big-time pitcher
         until Clayton Kershaw, drafted as a Texas high schooler in 2006, debuted for the Dodgers
         in 2008. With three Cy Young Awards already under his belt, Kershaw is the first true
         stud pitcher to be drafted and developed by Los Angeles since Hershiser, who came
         up in 1983.
      

      
      In this transient free agent era, it’s hard to imagine the Dodgers, or any club, putting
         together the same kind of pitching staff they did in the ’70s, at least not for more
         than a brief period. That’s especially true given the way todays pitchers seem to
         go down with injuries so frequently. In 2015, L.A. lost its talented number-three
         starter, Korean lefty Hyun-jin Ryu, to a shoulder injury, a big blow to the rotation
         depth behind the one-two punch of Kershaw and Greinke. It was the second time that
         Ryu, 28 years old when he got hurt, had to battle through injuries. As a teenager
         in South Korea in 2004, he’d had Tommy John surgery.[1]  
      

       

      The Dodgers’ left-handed, number-three starter in 1973, John himself, was involved
         in one of the team’s more bizarre games just before Memorial Day weekend. On Thursday
         night, May 24, he was nursing a 3–1 seventh-inning lead over Tom Seaver and the Mets
         at Dodger Stadium. But the Mets managed a run against John in the seventh and then
         another against Richert in the eighth, tying the score. A routine game was about to
         get crazy. Despite a lot of baserunners, neither team would score over the next 10
         innings. Hough entered the game in the top of the 11th and kept the Mets at bay with
         five shutout innings. But the Mets were getting six scoreless innings from George
         Stone, a seldom-used reliever who would use this game as a springboard into a strong
         season in the starting rotation, to keep the game going. In the top of the 16th, Alston
         turned to Doug Rau, his 6-foot-2 left-hander drafted three years earlier out of Texas
         A&M. Rau would eventually become a regular starter for the Dodgers, but as a rookie
         in 1973 he was the long man out of the bullpen. Rau kept the Mets off the board for
         three more innings, but by his fourth inning of work, the top of the 19th, he finally
         tired. The Mets rallied for four in the inning to win 7–3. After enduring a game that
         featured 41 hits and six errors over more than five and a half hours, all the Dodgers
         had was a loss.
      

      
      But the grueling game didn’t leave the Dodgers any worse for wear. They took the next
         three games from the Mets and then swept three from the Phillies. A victory over Montreal
         on June 1 stretched their winning streak to seven games, bringing them to 31–19 and
         just half a game behind the Giants. The streak included four complete-game victories
         by the rotation, one apiece by Messersmith and Osteen and two by Sutton, who improved
         to 7–3. Ferguson reached base 14 times in 31 trips to the plate during the winning
         streak while driving in 10 runs. Crawford, who got it all started in the second game
         of the Mets series with a grand slam off lefty Jon Matlack in a 6–4 win, drove home
         nine runs in the seven games.
      

      
      Cincinnati, meanwhile, was slumping, losing seven of nine to the Cubs, Cardinals,
         and Pirates. The Reds were shut out three times during that stretch, including a three-hitter
         by Chicago’s Ferguson Jenkins at Riverfront on May 27. The offense was dragging a
         bit—Rose went 6-for-29 over the nine games, while Tolan went 3-for-25. During one
         three-game stretch, Anderson shook up the lineup by moving Concepcion into the leadoff
         spot and hitting Rose third, between Morgan and Bench. It didn’t help: Concepcion
         went 3-for-13 and Rose went 1-for-12 as Cincinnati dropped two of the three. A bright
         spot during the losing streak came on Memorial Day, May 28, when Hall came out of
         the bullpen to start the seventh inning of a 5–5 game against the Cubs and tossed
         three scoreless innings. He picked up his fifth victory of the year when Morgan ripped
         a single in the bottom of the ninth off Chicago reliever Bob Locker to drive in the
         winning run.
      

      
      Hall’s ability to work frequently and throw multiple innings fit Anderson’s system
         like a glove. A native of North Carolina who went to high school and junior college
         in Southern California, the left-hander had a hard fastball and a nasty slider that
         broke down and in on righty hitters. Nicknamed “The Blade” for his thin build—Hall
         carried just 150 pounds on his six-foot frame—he averaged nearly a strikeout per inning
         over a 10-year career, with a lifetime record of 52–33 and a 3.27 ERA. He was a key
         reliever-starter on four playoff teams in five seasons, the 1969 and ’70 Twins and
         the 1972 and ’73 Reds. Hall burst onto the scene in his first year in Cincinnati with
         a 10–1 record and a 2.61 ERA in 1972, striking out 134 and allowing just 77 hits in
         124 innings. He was almost as good in 1973, winning eight games while allowing 74
         hits and striking out 96 in 103 innings.
      

      
      Hall’s time to shine on the national stage had come during the 1972 National League
         Championship Series against the Pirates. After the Reds dropped the first game, Hall
         relieved a struggling Billingham in the fifth inning of Game Two and allowed just
         one run the rest of the way to earn the win in a 5–3 victory that tied the series.
         Then, with Cincinnati in trouble in the fifth and deciding game, trailing 3–2 after
         five innings, Hall took over in the sixth and threw three straight shutout innings,
         allowing just one hit, to keep his team within one. The highlight of that outing came
         with one out and a runner on second in the top of the eighth, when he intentionally
         walked Roberto Clemente in what turned out to be Clemente’s final major league plate
         appearance. Hall got out of the jam by whiffing the dangerous Willie Stargell and
         then retiring Manny Sanguillen on a grounder.
      

      
      Hall might have stayed in longer had Anderson not pinch-hit for him in the bottom
         of the eighth. Carroll wound up with the win by pitching a scoreless ninth and then
         watching the Reds rally in the bottom half, an ending that still rings as one of the
         most compelling in team history. Leading off the last of the ninth, Bench electrified
         the Riverfront crowd when he greeted Pirates’ relief ace Dave Giusti with an opposite-field
         home run over the right-field fence to tie the score 3–3. Perez followed with a base
         hit, with Anderson sending Foster in to pinch-run. When Menke followed with another
         single, Foster moved to second and Pittsburgh manager Bill Virdon replaced Giusti
         with Bob Moose, a starting pitcher who had relieved just once all season. Moose got
         Geronimo to fly to right field—with Foster tagging up and taking third—and then got
         a big second out when Chaney popped up to short. But with pinch-hitter Hal McRae at
         the plate, Moose let go a 1–1 pitch way low and outside that skipped past Sanguillen
         for a wild pitch. Foster darted home with the winning run, and the Reds were National
         League champs. Memories of big sporting events tend to focus on the climactic final
         moments. Bench, with his big homer to start the bottom of ninth, was the hero. Moose,
         his solid season overshadowed by the wild pitch, was the goat. But without Hall’s
         big effort against one of baseball’s top lineups to keep the score 3–2 into the late
         innings, none of it would have mattered.
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      Chapter 9

      Packing Them In

      
         
         
      

      
      After their seven losses in nine games around 1973’s Memorial Day week, the Reds briefly
         righted themselves with three straight wins, a mini-streak that culminated with a
         dramatic three-run homer by Bench to cap a four-run 10th-inning rally that beat the
         Mets 6–5 on June 5. But at 30–23, the team still hadn’t quite hit its stride. The
         thin starting rotation beyond the front three was already starting to tax the bullpen:
         through 53 games, Borbon had made 29 appearances, Hall 21. Carroll had made three
         starts in addition to his 13 relief outings, as Anderson scrambled to make do at the
         back end of the rotation. After starting off well, the Reds had been a .500 team over
         the past month. And they were two weeks away from beginning a stretch of 19 straight
         games against divisional opponents, including eight against the Dodgers.
      

      
      There was no way to predict how the upcoming Reds–Dodgers clashes would turn out on
         the field. But one thing was virtually certain: they would be great for business.
         What the two clubs could usually count on when they got together—and, for the most
         part, even when they played at home separately—was a big crowd. That was something
         few other teams in baseball could count on at the time. Attendance across the major
         leagues had begun slipping during the late 1960s, led downward by the bursting of
         the Yankee dynasty and the rise of the NFL in the race for fan attention. MLB attendance
         had declined in three straight seasons at the end of the decade, from an average of
         1.26 million per team in 1966 to 1.13 million in 1969 (baseball expanded by four teams
         in 1969, which naturally increased overall attendance, but the per-team average still
         fell).
      

      
      Then in 1970, a reversal, led by just a handful of teams, began. Attendance rose for
         three of the next four years (a brief strike hurting the gate a bit in 1972), topping
         30 million for the first time in 1973. The initial catalysts were the New York Mets,
         who were drawing big crowds to Shea Stadium in the wake of their sudden, feel-good
         championship in 1969. The Mets led all of baseball in attendance for the first three
         years of the 1970s, drawing over two million fans each season. Right after that, though,
         two franchises effectively carried baseball over the next few years: the Cincinnati
         Reds and the Los Angeles Dodgers. The two N.L. West powers ranked numbers one and
         two at the gate in every season from 1973 to 1975, and by wide margins. Both hit the
         two million mark in all three years, something no other club did even once. Resurgent
         Yankees and Phillies clubs would eventually join them in 1976.
      

      
      In 1973, 22 of the 24 big-league clubs combined to average fewer than 1.2 million
         fans apiece, barely more than half what the Dodgers and Reds were drawing. Seven teams,
         including the Giants, who had a good year, failed to reach the million mark. (San
         Francisco’s Candlestick Park, with its cold and wind, wasn’t the most fan-friendly
         venue, but that hadn’t stopped the Giants from easily surpassing a million fans each
         year for most of the ’60s. Apparently Willie Mays’s drawing-card power was sorely
         missed after the Giants dealt him in mid-1972.)
      

      
      The other powers in baseball at the time—Oakland, Baltimore, and Pittsburgh—weren’t
         making much noise at the gate. The A’s, who failed to draw a million fans in any of
         their first five years after moving from Kansas City in 1968, just hit a million in
         1973, the year after their first title. But despite taking a second straight championship
         that season, they sank back to a measly 845,000 fans in 1974. After winning yet another
         title that year, Oakland just scratched out a million fans as defending three-peat
         champions in 1975. The Orioles, meanwhile, barely topped a million fans in each of
         their three straight pennant-winning years of 1969 to 1971, and then fell under the
         million mark in each of the next three years of 1972 to 1974, even as they won two
         more A.L. East crowns. The Pirates did better, drawing between 1.1 million and 1.5
         million each season from 1971 to 1975, when they won four N.L. East titles and a World
         Series. But they had still mostly just kept pace with the league average, a disappointment
         for a team that won so much. In short, baseball’s stronger teams didn’t play in its
         stronger baseball towns.
      

      
      Except for those in Cincinnati and Los Angeles. As the decade moved along, the Dodgers
         became the first team to surpass the three-million mark when they drew 3.3 million
         fans in 1978. The Reds never drew three million, but they stayed above two million
         in every season between 1973 and 1980. By the end of the decade, MLB had boosted attendance
         by 47 percent to an average of 1.67 million per team in 1979 from the 1.13 million
         in 1969. Along the way, the decade brought the first night World Series games, expansion
         teams in Seattle and Toronto, and a boost in national TV money as ABC joined NBC to
         give baseball two network partners. All the while, the growing clout of the players
         union under Marvin Miller that ultimately brought free agency in 1976 would assure
         the players a bigger slice of baseball’s growing pie.
      

      
      Don’t thank the Dodgers and Reds exclusively for pushing baseball’s growth, of course.
         But thank them a lot. Both clubs’ paid turnstile counts were roughly double the MLB
         average during most of the 1970s. They provided more star power to national audiences
         through All-Star Games, playoffs, and World Series than anyone else. And it probably
         wasn’t coincidental that the four-year deal that baseball signed with ABC in 1976
         came right on the heels of the classic 1975 Cincinnati–Boston World Series.
      

      
      Baseball had begun experimenting with night World Series games in 1971 and within
         a couple of years had settled into a schedule of televising the three mid-week series
         games in prime time, while leaving the weekend games during the day. The final two
         games of the 1975 series were scheduled for Saturday and Sunday afternoon, but three
         days of rain in Boston pushed them to Tuesday and Wednesday night. The two thrillers
         that concluded the series—the Red Sox’s famous Game Six win on the Carbo and Fisk
         homers and then the Reds’ last-inning win in Game Seven, wound up being played to
         prime-time audiences. The climactic seventh game drew over 51 million viewers, about
         10 million more than the Reds’ World Series Game Seven three years earlier against
         the A’s, played on a Sunday afternoon.[1]   By the following year ABC was on board, having taken over Monday Night Baseball from NBC, which continued airing its Saturday afternoon Game of the Week. The two networks were soon sharing the postseason schedule, flip-flopping the league
         playoffs and World Series each year. A new era, one that would lead to baseball games
         beamed on a multitude of over-the-air and cable networks, was underway.
      

       

      The Reds continued to slump through the second week of June. Six more games against
         Chicago and St. Louis brought five losses, with the starting pitchers getting lit
         up almost every time out. Carroll made another start on June 8 at Wrigley and lasted
         only into the fourth inning of a 6–5 loss. Then in a three-game sweep at Riverfront
         at the hands of the Cardinals, the Reds allowed at least eight runs in all three games,
         with Gullett, Grimsley, and Billingham all getting shelled early. The rotation needed
         some shoring up, and Howsam came through.
      

      
      On June 12, he swapped spare outfielder Gene Locklear, along with a minor leaguer
         and some cash, to the Padres for left-handed starter Fred Norman, a 30-year-old journeyman
         with a 1–7 record in 1973 and a grand total of 20 career victories over parts of nine
         major league seasons. Locklear was a good hitting prospect in Cincinnati’s chain.
         His .325 batting average at Triple-A Indianapolis the previous year had won him a
         spot on the 1973 major league roster. But with the Reds’ outfield crowded, Locklear
         had started just two games. Limited mostly to pinch-hitting duty, he’d managed five
         singles in 26 at-bats.
      

      
      Norman was the epitome of the soft-tossing lefty, a Claude Osteen without the pedigree.
         A little guy who stood 5-foot-8 and weighed 155 pounds, the Reds were already his
         sixth big-league team. One of his former teams was the Dodgers, who had waived him
         in 1970 after he’d posted a 5.23 ERA in 62 relief innings. But one thing that Norman’s
         repertoire included was a screwball, a pitch that he had been steadily honing over
         the years. By 1972 he’d become a reliable starting pitcher, surpassing 200 innings
         for the first time in his career and putting up a respectable 3.44 ERA. He finished
         9–11 on an awful Padres team. Norman hadn’t been quite as good in early 1973, with
         a 4.26 ERA over the first two months. But he was averaging close to seven innings
         per start and keeping his club in ballgames. No doubt Norman’s 1–7 record had more
         to do with his team than anything else—the Padres were 20–40 at the time of the trade.
         And not only would Norman have more run support in Cincinnati, he’d have a much better
         defense behind him: the Reds were first in the National League in fielding percentage
         in 1973, while the Padres were last (advanced fielding metrics show nearly as wide
         a disparity).
      

      
      Howsam was hoping that Norman would be that reliable fourth starter to solidify the
         rotation. And in his first outing he not only met expectations, he blew right through
         them. At Riverfront Stadium on June 15, with the Reds at 31–28 and threatening to
         slip back to .500, Norman went out and threw a complete-game five-hit shutout at the
         Pirates in a 6–0 victory. Pittsburgh beat Gullett the next day, but the Reds then
         reeled off four straight wins, including a second consecutive shutout by Norman, who
         three-hit the Giants in San Francisco on June 19. Clearly Norman was taking advantage
         of the new, superior defense he’d been blessed with. He’d struck out only one batter
         in each of his first two Cincinnati starts, yet there he was working on an 18-inning
         scoreless streak. The San Francisco game was a bright spot for the Reds for another
         reason: Rose broke through the career 2,000-hit plateau in vintage fashion, banging
         out three singles and a double in support of Norman. At the time, only 126 players
         in big-league history had amassed that many hits. Who knew that Rose, recently turned
         32, wasn’t even halfway through his career total?
      

      
      The Giants snapped the Reds’ modest four-game streak with a 7–1 win in the series
         finale on June 21, knocking Billingham out in a six-run fifth. That left Cincinnati
         at 36–30 as they got set to head down the coast for four games in Los Angeles.
      

      
      Meantime, the early to middle part of June looked to be a daunting stretch for the
         Dodgers. They headed east for a grueling road swing of 12 games in 13 days through
         Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, and Montreal. But L.A. came through with some of
         its best baseball of the season, taking two of three in each city for an 8–4 trip.
         The last win before heading home was an extra-inning 3–2 squeaker in Montreal on June
         17 in which Brewer wormed his way out of a bases-loaded, one-out jam in the bottom
         of the 12th by getting a double-play grounder against Expos’ catcher John Boccabella
         to end the game. That victory, combined with the Giants’ loss in Philadelphia, pushed
         the Dodgers into first place by half a game in the N.L. West. They’d hold that perch
         for quite a while.
      

      
      The Dodgers had a nice trip, though a couple of their losses did bring some interesting
         adventures—perhaps not all that interesting at the time, necessarily, but interesting
         to look back on now. In a rare stinker on June 13, they were blown out 16–3 in Philadelphia,
         with John getting pounded early. Alston, as managers often do in one-sided games,
         began substituting midway through to give his bench players some work. In the fourth
         inning, he inserted Garvey into Davis’s spot in the lineup, playing first base. Tom
         Paciorek, that day’s starter at first, shifted to center field to replace Davis. For
         the first time ever, Los Angeles lined up an infield of Garvey, Lopes, Russell, and
         Cey, the group that would go on to play together for more than eight seasons, the
         longest-running infield in baseball history. The very first Phillies batter in the
         bottom of the fourth, a rookie with a .210 batting average named Mike Schmidt, hit
         a grounder to third. He was thrown out on a routine play, Cey to Garvey, the first
         of many, many such plays to come. The quartet’s first day on the job was short lived,
         however, as Alston kept the assembly line going during the blowout. After he pinch-hit
         Lee Lacy for Manny Mota in the top of the seventh, he left Lacy in the game at second
         and bumped Lopes to center and Paciorek over to Mota’s spot in left. Hence, the first
         appearance of the later-to-be-iconic infield lasted all of three innings.
      

      
      Four days earlier—Saturday, June 9—more than 69,000 people had packed New York’s Belmont
         Park to see Secretariat make sports history.[2]   It wasn’t just the first-place finish, one that gave horse racing its first Triple
         Crown winner since Citation in 1948. It was the way he did it, pulling away from the
         pack in almost surreal fashion to win the Belmont Stakes by 31 lengths and break the
         mile-and-a-half track record by more than two seconds. The chill-inducing clips of
         Secretariat’s Belmont performance that day continue to live on—they’ve drawn millions
         of views on YouTube in recent years.
      

      
      On the same afternoon, just a few miles from Belmont Park, more than 47,000 fans saw
         the Dodgers play the Mets at Shea Stadium. Al Downing started and pitched decently
         for L.A., allowing four hits and three runs in six innings, though he was outdueled
         by Jon Matlack in a 4–2 loss. In the third inning, Downing, pitching in the same borough
         of Queens where he had lived for several years while playing for the Yankees in the
         1960s, served up the first home run of the 1973 season for Willie Mays. It was the
         655th career homer for the 42-year-old Mays, the legendary center fielder whom the
         Mets had obtained from the Giants the previous year. The trade made for a nice story
         for Mays, who was able to go out in the city where he’d begun his major league career
         in 1951, when the Giants played in New York.
      

      
      It was ten months later—April 8, 1974—when Downing would become famous for another
         home run pitch. The one that Mays’s most talented peer, Henry Aaron, blasted into
         the left-field bullpen in Atlanta’s Fulton County Stadium for career homer number
         715, breaking Babe Ruth’s 39-year record. It was Buckner who climbed the left-field
         wall in a last-ditch effort to snag Aaron’s shot, but it was well over his head.
      

      
      You can actually go all the way back to Downing’s big-league debut to find the historical
         quirks that dot his career. He had broken in as a hard-throwing 20-year-old with the
         1961 Yankees, one of the greatest teams of all time, which featured Roger Maris’s
         single-season record 61 home runs, a record also previously held by Ruth.
      

      
      There’s also October 1974—six months after the famous gopher ball to Aaron—when Downing
         would oppose Catfish Hunter in Game Three of the 1974 World Series, a 3–2 Oakland
         A’s win over the Dodgers that put them ahead two games to one. For Hunter, who had
         just completed his fourth straight 20-win season, the game turned out to be his last
         in an Oakland uniform. With the A’s going on to wrap up the series in five games,
         he didn’t start again. That winter, after an arbitrator ruled that Oakland owner Charles
         Finley had violated Hunter’s contract, Hunter was set free and signed with the Yankees.
         This was the greatest pitcher in Oakland A’s history, whose departure proved to be
         the first step in the dismantling of a mini-dynasty over the next two years. And it
         happened that it was Downing who shared the mound with Hunter on his final night in
         green and gold.
      

      
      Roger Maris, Hank Aaron, Catfish Hunter, Secretariat—whether as significant participant
         or footnote, Downing’s face seemed to have a knack for showing up at big moments.
         Call him baseball’s Forrest Gump. It seems almost inappropriate that Downing just
         missed being on hand for yet another big 20th-century baseball moment—Reggie Jackson’s
         three-homer game for the Yankees against the Dodgers in the clinching Game Six of
         the 1977 World Series. Jackson’s memorable night tied the series record for home runs
         in a single game and broke the record for most in a full series with five, a mark
         later tied by the Phillies’ Chase Utley in 2009. Downing missed being in uniform that
         night by three months, having been released by L.A. in July at age 36, his career
         over.
      

      
      But to remember Downing primarily in conjunction with a few big events, most of all
         for the record-breaking home run pitch to Aaron in front of a Monday night national
         television audience, is to do a disservice to the memory of his career, which was
         impressive by any measure. Born and raised in Trenton, New Jersey, Downing endured
         the bad luck of his physical peak coinciding with the Yankees’ decline into mediocrity
         in the mid-’60s. He later overcame a major injury that sapped the power from his left
         arm, persevering with a willingness to slide back and forth between starting and relieving
         whenever he was asked to. He lasted in the big leagues for 17 seasons, finishing with
         a career record of 123–107 and a 3.22 ERA.
      

      
      Recalling his major league debut with the Yankees in July of 1961, when he was promoted
         directly from Class-A Binghamton, Downing says he took a lot of people by surprise.
         “I was one of the two or three hardest throwers in the organization and probably the
         most complete hard thrower. At Binghamton and around the Eastern League where you
         had a lot of players from major college programs, people were like, ‘Where did this
         guy come from?’” Downing, who’d done his amateur pitching at Muhlenberg College in
         Pennsylvania and Rider College in New Jersey, settled into the Yankees’ rotation by
         1963, when he started 22 games and allowed just 114 hits in 175 innings, with a 2.56
         ERA and a 13–5 record. In 1964, he increased his workload to 35 starts and 244 innings,
         again winning 13 games. But Downing lost his lone World Series starts in both 1963
         and ’64. The Yankees lost both series and then sank to sixth place in 1965. Downing
         made the American League All-Star team in 1967 but hurt his arm during the second
         half of the year. “I never really got any medical treatment,” he says. “So ’68 was
         kind of a lost year for me. I never threw hard again. It took me two years to figure
         out how to pitch again.”
      

      
      The Yankees, per usual, weren’t interested in being patient. “The Yankees figured,
         we have to get rid of this guy; he doesn’t throw like he used to,” he says. They traded
         Downing to Oakland after the 1969 season for infielder Danny Cater, whom they would
         flip to Boston two years later for relief ace Sparky Lyle. Not a bad parlay for the
         Yankees, who got several good seasons from Lyle, including a Cy Young Award year in
         1977, when he reigned as the league’s best reliever. Downing, meanwhile, lasted just
         half a season in Oakland. He was traded to Milwaukee in June of 1970 and then to Los
         Angeles shortly before spring training in 1971. His career second act was about to
         begin.
      

      
      “The Dodgers were built on power pitching and I wasn’t a power pitcher anymore,” Downing
         says. But two-plus years of adjustments since hurting his arm—learning the nuances
         of changing speeds, working hitters, and hitting spots—were paying off. He figured
         on a reliever-spot starter role with the Dodgers, one that he would indeed slide into
         a few years later. But the baseball gods wound up with a different plan in 1971. “One
         night early in the season Singer gets a migraine, and I pitched that night. You don’t
         ever tell them you can’t go,” he says. Not only did Downing go, he quickly became
         the team’s new ace. He wound up starting 36 games for the 1971 Dodgers, posting career
         highs of 20 wins and 262 innings with a 2.68 ERA. The dominant season earned him third
         place in the National League Cy Young Award voting behind Ferguson Jenkins and Tom
         Seaver.
      

      
      Downing never put up such lofty numbers again, but he was a steady performer for two
         more seasons before his role began to decline in 1974. In hindsight, the Dodgers may
         have pushed him too much in 1971 with the 262-inning workload, which was almost double
         his 1970 total. Today’s teams, very much attuned to innings management for their pitchers,
         generally frown on such a big jump in one season. At the time, though, it was accepted
         practice, as long as you weren’t hurting. An old-school pro always took the ball.
      

      
      That’s the attitude he took into Atlanta in April 1974, even as he knew he had a chance
         to go down in history as the man who gave up Aaron’s record home run. “It wasn’t about
         me,” he says. “I wasn’t going to refuse the opportunity to pitch that game.” Being
         the victim of Aaron’s historic shot has never particularly bothered Downing over the
         years. He gets the perspective: it was just one home run, no different than the other
         714 Aaron had hit. Many pitchers had contributed to Aaron’s amazing total (Downing
         accounted for three); there’s no stigma attached to giving up that particular one,
         even if it creates an event that gives people a reason to take notice.
      

      
      He was generally more focused on the Reds, whose lineup was tougher to navigate through
         than anyone’s. “We were probably the two best teams in baseball,” he says of the 1970s.
         One thing Downing insists he never did was formulate a plan against any particular
         Cincinnati hitter. No matter who was up, the idea was to move the ball around and
         keep them guessing. “You pitch to your strengths, make them adjust to you,” he says.
         The approach seemed to work: both Bench and Rose hit under .200 against Downing for
         their careers, with no homers. Morgan hit a pedestrian .278 against him, with zero
         extra-base hits. Only Perez seemed to have Downing’s number during The Rivalry days,
         popping four homers and hitting .356 against him in 45 at-bats.
      

      
      Downing didn’t manage a win during the Dodgers’ strong road trip in June 1973, losing
         to the Mets on Belmont Stakes day and then getting a no-decision in the team’s 4–3
         loss to the Expos in his next turn.
      

      
      But L.A. stayed hot after returning home with a four-game sweep of the Braves at Dodger
         Stadium, extending their streak to 12 wins in 16 games. During the run, Osteen started
         four games and won all of them, including a pair of complete-game shutouts, to run
         his record to 9–3. Messersmith also tossed two complete games, including a three-hit
         shutout of the Cubs on June 7. Lopes was making things happen from the leadoff spot
         Alston had handed to him a month earlier, hitting .348 with eight walks and six steals
         over a 13-game stretch before cooling off in the next three. Davis, who had begun
         the road trip with a .281 batting average and a 30-game homerless streak, really began
         to rake from the number-three hole in the order, blasting five home runs and hitting
         .344 over the 16 games. And as fate would have it, Davis reached career hit number
         2,000 on the same day that Rose did—June 19. Davis hit the milestone in style, with
         a two-run homer off future Hall of Famer Phil Niekro, the key blow in a 3–0 win over
         the Braves.
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      Chapter 10

      Four Infielders and a Scapegoat

      
         
         
      

      
      The Dodgers were on an extended roll as they got set to host Cincinnati for a big
         four-game weekend series starting on Friday night, June 22, followed by a Saturday
         twi-night doubleheader and a Sunday afternoon finale. At 43–25, they led the Giants
         by three, the Astros by five and a half, and the Reds by six in the N.L. West. The
         Reds weren’t on an extended roll, though they had begun shaking off their June slump
         with four wins in five games, including two of three in San Francisco. The Reds had
         recently called up a third catcher, Hal King, a 29-year-old journeyman they had picked
         up from the Texas Rangers during the offseason. They’d assigned King to Indianapolis
         to start the season, where he belted seven home runs in his first 123 at-bats. Figuring
         that King’s left-handed power could help them, the Reds brought him up to pinch-hit
         and occasionally fill in behind the plate. In his very first game on June 20, with
         Bench resting his knees in right field, King homered against Giants’ starter Elias
         Sosa during a six-run fourth inning that led to a win. Yes, King’s lefty pop might
         well prove useful.
      

      
      Pitching dominated the first game of the series on Friday night, as Grimsley and Sutton
         battled into the late innings. A string of singles and a Yeager sacrifice fly gave
         the Dodgers two runs in the bottom of the second, the only runs that Grimsley would
         allow in seven innings. It was looking like enough to beat him, though, as Sutton
         mowed down the Reds all night, allowing just three hits through eight shutout innings.
         His strikeout of Concepcion in the top of the eighth was his 10th of the game. When
         Sutton got Rose and Morgan on consecutive groundballs to begin the ninth, he was rolling
         to the finish with seven straight outs. But with just one out to go for Sutton’s ninth
         win of the year, Driessen sliced an opposite-field single to left, keeping Cincinnati
         alive. Up stepped Bench as the tying run. And there went the ball over the left-field
         fence to tie the score. It was Bench’s 14th homer of the year. Just like that, it
         was 2–2. An unsettled Sutton then allowed a single and a walk to the next two hitters.
         That finally sent Alston to the mound to relieve him with Brewer, who ended the inning
         by striking out Concepcion.
      

      
      After the Dodgers failed to score against Carroll in the bottom of the ninth, Brewer
         allowed a single and a walk around one out in the top of the 10th. The next two scheduled
         hitters, Morgan and Driessen, were lefties. Even though Brewer was left-handed himself,
         he wasn’t a vintage lefty-on-lefty pitcher. His big pitch, the screwball, broke in
         toward a left-handed hitter the same way a curveball from a righty would. Alston went
         to his other left-handed short man, Richert, who got Morgan on a fly to left and Driessen
         on a grounder to first. Richert then helped himself in the bottom of the 10th with
         a sacrifice bunt that moved Yeager, who had led off with a base hit, to second base.
         Carroll, in his third inning of work, got Joshua on a groundout. But Buckner then
         played the two-out hero by lacing a single to left to bring Yeager in with the winning
         run. The Dodgers’ 3–2 win was their third straight over their rivals after starting
         off with three straight losses.
      

      
      Late Saturday afternoon, over 52,000 fans showed up at Dodger Stadium for a two-for-one
         sale, a twi-night doubleheader. Such things were still common in the 1970s—two games
         for one admission price—before the increasingly business-savvy owners came to see
         such scheduling as a giveaway of their product. And to get a two-fer for a rivalry
         matchup on the weekend—all the sweeter.
      

      
      But the opener was mostly a yawner for the home crowd, as Norman continued his incredible
         roll since the trade from San Diego by keeping the Dodgers at bay. Early singles by
         Lopes and Buckner in the first and Russell in the second failed to yield anything,
         as Norman escaped both innings with double-play grounders. The Reds grabbed a pair
         of runs off Messersmith in the top of the third on a two-run single by Driessen that
         scored Norman—who had bunted into a force play while trying to sacrifice—and Morgan.
         The next Dodger threat came in the bottom of the fifth when Russell led off by pulling
         one into the left-center-field gap for a double. But he was left on second as Norman
         got Yeager, Messersmith, and Lopes in succession. Cincinnati added two late runs on
         a Morgan homer and a Rose RBI single. In the bottom of the ninth, Norman was one out
         away from his third consecutive shutout when Cey spoiled it with his ninth home run
         of the year to put L.A. on the board. Norman’s scoreless streak to begin his Cincinnati
         career was finally snapped at 26 and two-thirds innings. Anderson let him finish,
         though, even after Mota followed Cey’s homer with a double to left to give the Dodgers
         a last ray of hope. The unflustered Norman fanned Crawford to end the game, a 4–1
         win for the Reds.
      

      
      In two games against left-handed starters Grimsley and Norman, the Dodgers had scored
         just four runs. They’d mustered exactly three extra-base hits, two of which had come
         in the bottom of the ninth in a game they trailed 4–0 with one out to go. In the nightcap
         of the doubleheader, they would be facing Hall, another lefty, making his first spot
         start of the season. Alston was concerned. In the clubhouse between games, he approached
         Garvey, who had pinch-hit a single against Norman in the first game.
      

      
      “I was eating a sandwich when Alston came over and asked, ‘Have you ever played first
         base? We’re having some trouble with left-handed pitching.’ I had played there maybe
         twice in the minors, but I said, yeah, sure.” Apparently neither Alston nor Garvey
         was paying much mind to those few innings he’d spent at first in Philadelphia 10 days
         earlier. The point was that Garvey wasn’t an experienced first baseman, yet Alston
         wanted to try him there. What neither of them knew in the midst of a quick conversation
         during Garvey’s between-games snack was that they were making history. The Garvey-Lopes-Russell-Cey
         infield would start for the first time. And it would continue to start on a regular
         basis until rookie Steve Sax replaced Lopes at second base in 1982. “I went on to
         play most of the rest of the season,” says Garvey. “We wound up with a template for
         [almost] the next ten years.”
      

      
      Garvey would start seeing most of the time at first, with Buckner shifting to left
         field. For the most part, that is. Alston still mixed it up some for the remainder
         of the ’73 season. Over the final 90 games, he would start Mota in left 34 times and
         Joshua 14 times. And Buckner still played some occasional first. Primarily, though,
         Buckner in left and Garvey at first was the new look. Beginning with the second game
         of the June 23 doubleheader, Garvey started 72 games at first base. He’d go on to
         hit .316 and drive in 40 runs the rest of the way.
      

      
      The lineup change had one additional effect. It marked the beginning of the final
         phase of Mota’s career, one in which he became renowned as baseball’s top pinch-hitter.
         Mota, 35 years old in 1973, was having a good year. Coming into the Reds’ series in
         late June, he was batting a robust .343 in 137 at-bats. He’d wind up the season at
         .314 in 89 games, 74 of them starts. But the move of Buckner to left to free up first
         base for Garvey meant that Mota’s days in the outfield were numbered. Beginning with
         the following season, he would never start more than three games a year in the field.
         What he did do over most of the following nine years was hit .313, almost exclusively
         as a pinch-hitter, until he finally retired at age 44 in 1982 with 150 career pinch-hits,
         the most by any player in baseball history at the time. Only two players—Mike Sweeney
         and Lenny Harris—have since passed him. Mota’s most memorable highlight would come
         in the third game of the 1977 National League Championship Series at Philadelphia’s
         Veterans Stadium. With the series tied at a game apiece, the Phillies were poised
         to win Game Three as they worked a 5–3 lead with one on and two out in ninth inning.
         Mota came up as a pinch-hitter and ripped a double to left field off Phillies’ reliever
         Gene Garber, the key hit in a three-run rally and a 6–5 Dodger win. They’d wrap up
         the N.L. flag the next night when John outdueled Steve Carlton.
      

      
      As for the nightcap of the doubleheader at hand against the Reds, it was John on the
         mound for the new infield’s first game, and his sinker was biting. That made the perfect
         scenario for keeping the four infielders on their toes. Garvey wound up with 16 putouts
         at first base as John went all the way in a 5–1 victory, recording 17 of his 27 outs
         on grounders. Garvey also went 2-for-4 at the plate with a single and double. Cey,
         though, didn’t make it through the game, tweaking a muscle while scoring on a fifth-inning
         sacrifice fly. Backup Ken McMullen replaced Cey and promptly blasted a three-run homer
         off Hall in the bottom of the sixth to break a 1–1 tie.
      

      
      John took care of the rest, allowing just three hits and one walk to improve to 7–3.
         For him, the win was especially sweet after the first-game loss. He relished being
         the stopper. “When I’d first gotten to L.A., I had no idea the rivalry would be as
         intense as it was. But it was a fun time. I loved to pitch against the Reds,” he says.
         “Also the Pirates and [later] the Phillies, the really good teams. If you got beat
         you were supposed to, but if you won you could bump your chest out a bit.”
      

      
      In the series finale, Garvey celebrated his second straight start with a fourth-inning
         homer off Gullett to tie the game 2–2. He later bunted for a base hit in the middle
         of a three-run sixth, a rally highlighted by McMullen’s two-run single. Downing shook
         off a shaky first inning in which he made a throwing error on a pickoff attempt and
         then allowed a two-run double to Perez. He gave up just five hits the rest of the
         way as he cruised to a 5–2 win. The Dodgers had taken three of four from their rivals,
         with every starter in the series going at least eight innings. At 46–26, they held
         a five-game lead over San Francisco in the division. Cincinnati, now 37–33, trailed
         by eight games.
      

       

      Bill Buckner’s big extra-inning hit to win the first game of the Reds series was very
         much a rarity for him in 1973. After hitting .319 as a part-timer the previous year,
         Buckner was struggling a bit in his first season playing nearly every day, against
         all pitching. Heading into the Cincinnati series in late June, he was hitting a soft
         .272, with only six walks and two homers. The RBI against the Reds was just his 16th
         of the season.
      

      
      Buckner was a local product from Napa, 23 years old during the 1973 season. And of
         course he’d been part of the Dodgers’ renowned 1968 draft, taken number 25 overall,
         20 spots behind the team’s first pick that June, Bobby Valentine. He rose quickly
         through the Dodger system, hitting well over .300 in parts of the three minor league
         seasons. Buckner had his first big-league at-bat as a pinch-hitter in September of
         1969 at age 19.
      

      
      He got into 28 big-league games in 1970 and over 100 games in both 1971 and 1972,
         as Alston worked him into a job share at first base with Wes Parker and in the outfield
         with Mota and others. Buckner wasn’t a power guy—just five homers in both ’71 and
         ’72—but he was a line-drive hitter who put the ball in play. He struck out a mere
         38 times in his first 810 big-league at-bats through 1972. That trend would continue
         well into the future: during a two-decade career that wouldn’t end until 1990, he
         never whiffed more than 39 times in a season.
      

      
      This was long before the image of Buckner as a hobbling first baseman on spent knees.
         He was young and fast back then, a lean six feet and 185 pounds. And no doubt he was
         on the right team. Buckner was the classic ’70s Hollywood player in many ways. Garvey
         may have been the clean-cut, leading-man type, but it was Buckner who had that look—the
         thick, dark hair, the bushy mustache, the confident swagger—that fit the modern Hollywood
         of the early to mid-1970s. While Garvey could have been cast as the dad in a 1950s
         family sitcom, or perhaps as Superman reassuring Lois Lane that everything was going
         to be okay, Buckner could have stepped in for Burt Reynolds leading a car chase in
         a black Trans Am, or for some of the actors playing detectives on various popular
         L.A. cop shows of the time.
      

      
      But his first 500-plus at-bat season of 1973 wasn’t altogether smooth. He’d wind up
         at .275 with just 17 walks and eight home runs for the season. His meager .297 on-base
         percentage in the important number-two slot in the order was a big reason the team’s
         offense failed to match its pitching that year. Buckner’s hitting would improve quickly
         once he’d gotten that first full season under his belt—the average would jump nearly
         40 points the next year, the first of four seasons in which he would hit .300 or better
         while garnering enough plate appearances to qualify for the batting title. He took
         the N.L. batting crown as a Chicago Cub in 1980, giving the fans at Wrigley Field
         something to root for during the their club’s last-place season. Buckner’s league-leading
         .324 average that year nosed out Keith Hernandez of the Cardinals by three points.
      

      
      But that 1980 season also captured the essence of Buckner’s career: good but not great.
         He led the league in hitting, but with only 10 home runs, 30 walks, and, according
         to the advanced stats, below-average defense; he was nowhere near the league’s top
         10 in WAR or on-base percentage (Hernandez, despite losing out to Buckner for the
         batting crown, led the National League with a .408 OBP, 55 points higher than Buckner’s).
         Buckner never got more than a handful of Hall of Fame votes after his career ended,
         despite vocal support in some quarters for his multiple .300-plus seasons and 2,715
         career hits. Most likely, though, had Buckner managed another 285 hits to reach the
         3,000 plateau, his bust would be adorning Cooperstown’s Hall of Fame wall despite
         an average annual WAR of less than 1.0 per season and just over 2.0 in his 10 best
         seasons, not close to the typical Hall of Fame standard.
      

      
      And then there was the error. That October night at Shea Stadium in 1986 when a botched
         attempt at fielding a grounder allowed the winning run to score in a World Series
         game. It was the error that overshadowed a solid career and epitomized the nonsensical
         side of sports, where logic and perspective are drowned out by the lure of a single
         memorable moment. As with the Bench home run and the Bob Moose wild pitch in the 1972
         playoffs, the Buckner error in the 1986 World Series showed yet again the way fans
         love to consume their sports—with defined heroes and goats. Never let details get
         in the way of a good story, as they say.
      

      
      Buckner, who had come to Boston two years earlier in a trade for future Hall of Fame
         pitcher Dennis Eckersley, had control over the groundball from the Mets’ Mookie Wilson
         that he misplayed that night. But he didn’t have control over most of the myriad events
         that decided the series. A grounder skipping past an infielder on a play he normally
         makes is one of those fluke things that can happen on a baseball field at any time.
         The key is to avoid being in a position where such a play proves so costly. But that
         was the position the Boston Red Sox were in. They had begun the 1986 World Series
         with two road wins over the favored 108-win Mets, which earned them the chance to
         take the title by winning two of three in their comfy Fenway Park confines. They didn’t
         do it. In Game Six back at Shea, the Sox scored five runs, but missed many chances
         for more. They banged out 13 hits and drew five walks against four Mets pitchers,
         but left 14 men on base. Still, in the fateful bottom of the 10th, they led 5–3 with
         two out and no one on base. Reliever Calvin Schiraldi was right on the cusp of closing
         out the game and ending Boston’s 68-year championship curse. But suddenly three straight
         singles scored a run and chased Schiraldi, and then a wild pitch by Bob Stanley shockingly
         tied the game. Every pair of shoulders across New England sagged. Only then came the
         Wilson grounder, the Buckner miscue, and Ray Knight making it home from second base
         with the winning run. Instead of a Red Sox championship, the World Series was tied
         at three games apiece.
      

      
      Certainly it was a pretty big error. But the Mets had already come back from the brink
         to tie the score before Wilson’s grounder. The Red Sox had coughed up two previous
         leads in the game before the 10th inning. And it’s not as if Buckner’s error ended
         the series; it merely helped to extend it. The Sox went on to build a 3–0 lead by
         the middle of the seventh game, only to blow that one too. The biggest hit in the
         Mets’ Game Seven comeback was a two-run single in the sixth inning by Keith Hernandez,
         the former Cardinal whom Buckner had edged out for the N.L. batting title six years
         earlier.
      

      
      Anyone calling Buckner the Red Sox goat would be more convincing by pointing to his
         offense. He was a nonfactor in the series, going 6-for-32 (.188) with one RBI in the
         seven games, all from the vital number-three spot in the lineup. In six trips to the
         plate in Game Six, Buckner went 0-for-5 and was hit by a pitch. He came up with nine
         cumulative runners aboard and drove in none of them, costing the Sox many more potential
         runs than the one he allowed with his glove. Yet the lasting memory of the 1986 World
         Series, perhaps even the most famous play in series history, is the error. The phenomenon
         is similar to those seen in other big games, including another memorable one that
         involved the Red Sox.
      

      
      Eight years before Buckner, Boston pitcher Mike Torrez had yielded a famous three-run
         homer to the Yankees’ Bucky Dent in a one-game playoff at Fenway Park for the 1978
         American League East championship. The seventh-inning shot turned New York’s 2–0 deficit
         into a 3–2 lead in a game they would ultimately win 5–4 on their way to a second straight
         title. Had the Yankees built the same 3–2 seventh-inning lead off Torrez in a different
         way—a run here, a run there—he probably doesn’t go down as a goat. But when it comes
         all at once on a single swing, especially by a hitter not known for his power, the
         perception changes. Torrez became Boston’s chief sports villain, to the point that
         when Buckner’s misplay came along in 1986, Torrez reportedly ran through Shea Stadium’s
         corridors shouting to anyone who would listen, “I’m off the hook!”
      

      
      Others—athletes and fans alike—have felt the phenomenon too. Remember Jeffrey Maier,
         the 12-year-old fan who reached over Yankee Stadium’s right-field fence to catch the
         ball that gave Derek Jeter a key homer in Game One of the 1996 ALCS against the Orioles?
         Yes, the umpire should have called fan interference. But chalking up the Yankees’
         series victory to one run in one game ignores the fact that they took the Orioles
         down in five games that year, including a three-game sweep at Baltimore’s Camden Yards.
      

      
      Chicago Cubs fans blamed their team’s 2003 N.L.C.S. loss to the Florida Marlins on
         Steve Bartman, a fellow fan whose instinctive reach for a Game Six foul ball landing
         just outside the field of play got in the way of an attempted catch by Cubs’ left
         fielder Moises Alou. A potential key out was lost in what would become an eight-run
         eighth inning for the Marlins in an 8–3 win that tied the series. Florida would take
         Game Seven the next night, keeping the Cubs out of the World Series for the 58th straight
         year. Never mind that three Chicago pitchers allowed five hits and three walks in
         the inning. Never mind that their shortstop made a key error. And never mind that
         just three days earlier the Cubs had led the series three games to one, only to blow
         it with three straight losses. Blame a three-game losing streak on one play? Most
         rational people wouldn’t do that. But the story line demanded a goat, and Bartman
         was it.
      

      
      The Bartman and Buckner plays seem to stand out above the others, no doubt because
         both involved high-profile clubs in the midst of long championship draughts. “It resonates
         more with franchises that have that long frustration,” says Bob Costas. “Buckner was
         an excellent player, he’s out there on bad knees . . .” Costas let the thought trail
         off for a moment before summing it up: “We love heroes, goats, and redemption. It’s
         irresistible.”
      

      
      The Buckner error ultimately worked its way into pop culture, occasionally referenced
         in movies and television shows, prolonging the indignity he was unfairly forced to
         suffer. After some years, Buckner seemed to get past the bad blood, poking fun at
         himself on TV shows like Larry David’s Curb Your Enthusiasm and making some money with Mookie Wilson signing memorabilia.[1]   In 2008, he threw out the first pitch on opening day at Fenway Park, to a loud
         ovation. Boston fans showed their forgiveness, and boy did they seem to feel good
         about themselves for doing that.
      

      
      “Fans now congratulate themselves on forgiving Buckner, but what’s to forgive?” Costas
         asks. “He did much better in his career than 99 percent of the schmucks who were vilifying
         him.”
      

      
      
         
            1. Kimberly Chou, “Showing His Enthusiasm,” Wall Street Journal, July 6, 2011.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 11

      Showdown

      
         
         
      

      
      Entering the last day of June 1973, the Reds’ record sat at 39–36. A 12–15 mark during
         the month had left them 10 games behind the first-place Dodgers, who had won 20 of
         28 during the same stretch. Last year, June was the month in which Cincinnati made
         its big move to roll past Los Angeles and take over first place. This year, that ship
         had sailed. It was still early, but with the season quickly approaching its halfway
         point, it wasn’t that early. Up next was a four-game head-to-head series at Riverfront Stadium, Saturday,
         June 30, through Monday, July 2, with a Sunday doubleheader in the middle. The Dodgers
         stormed into town as winners of six of their past seven since their loss to the Reds
         in the first game of the doubleheader a week earlier. Now they had a chance to bury
         their rivals just before the Fourth of July. If the Reds didn’t play well, they’d
         be ringing in Independence Day as the unofficial end of their season, set to just
         play out the string the rest of the way.
      

      
      It would be a crazy series. It’s not hyperbolic to say that the 90,000 or so people
         who made it out to Riverfront saw some of the finest, most dramatic baseball they
         would ever see between two of the best teams ever assembled. All four games would
         be decided in the winning team’s final turn at bat. Two went to extra innings. Heroes
         of both the likely and unlikely variety would emerge.
      

      
      In the Saturday night opener, both managers went with lefties. Hall, despite losing
         to L.A. in his first start of the year the previous week, got the ball for the Reds.
         Osteen, on a roll with seven straight wins, a run that had improved his record to
         10–3 and lowered his ERA from 3.67 to 2.91, was up for the Dodgers. Both clubs tweaked
         their lineups to load up on right-handed hitting: Anderson gave Morgan a break ahead
         of the next day’s doubleheader in favor of the switch-hitting Chaney at second base.
         Alston sat Buckner and Crawford, playing Garvey at first, Mota in left, and Paciorek
         in right. Before this game ended, though, nearly everyone would be in on the action.
      

      
      If Reds fans fearing the onset of a collapse were tense at the beginning, they didn’t
         have to wait long to exhale and let loose a cheer. After the Dodgers went down in
         order in the top of the first, Perez came up and drilled his 13th homer of the year
         off Osteen in the bottom half, a two-run shot to put Cincinnati ahead 2–0. Both pitchers
         then quickly settled into their grooves. Hall allowed the Dodgers just three hits
         over five shutout innings. Osteen matched him, coming back from the early Perez homer
         to allow just two hits over his next four innings to keep the score 2–0 entering the
         sixth. Hall opened that inning by walking Lopes. He quickly got the next two outs,
         but Cey got L.A.’s first big hit when he drove one between Rose and Tolan in left-center
         for a triple that drove in his team’s first run. The Dodgers nearly tied it when Garvey
         followed with a hard line drive to left. But it went right to Rose, who caught it
         for the third out. Some fans watching the game may have been surprised to see Cey
         make it all the way to third on his left-center-field gapper. Cey wasn’t known for
         triples. The third baseman’s short, stocky build came with a signature running gait
         in the form of a slight waddle, earning him his famous nickname, “The Penguin.” The
         gait was deceptive though. Announcer Vin Scully would later set the record straight
         during NBC’s national broadcast of the 1974 Dodgers–A’s World Series when he mentioned
         that Cey’s standard running time from home to first was right in line with the league
         average for a right-handed hitter. The Penguin wasn’t a speed demon, but he wasn’t
         slow either.
      

      
      With Los Angeles now within one, Osteen went out for the bottom of the sixth looking
         to keep the momentum going with a shutdown inning. He almost did it, getting a pair
         of outs around a Bench walk and a Perez single. But with two on and two out, it was
         Tolan, the only lefty hitter in the Reds lineup, who did the damage. The slumping
         outfielder who’d come into the game with a .199 batting average and four home runs
         surprised the crowd by taking Osteen deep for a big three-run homer to give the Reds
         a suddenly commanding 5–1 lead.
      

      
      The late innings were Anderson’s cue to push the defensive buttons aimed at protecting
         the lead. He got Hall out after six innings and replaced him with Carroll, while double-switching
         Geronimo into center field and bumping Tolan to right in place of Kosco. Alston countered
         in the top of the seventh. After Russell greeted the right-handed Carroll with a base
         hit up the middle, the Dodger manager sent up his three left-handed bats—Buckner,
         Joshua, and Crawford—to pinch-hit in succession. Carroll, though, was up to the task,
         retiring all three on two grounders and a fly to left. The Reds still led by four
         runs, with a big chunk of the Dodger bench now spent.
      

      
      But the game was only starting to get interesting. Still down 5–1 as they faced Carroll
         in the top of the eighth, L.A. got something going. Lopes and Mota both reached on
         singles to start the inning. Davis then grounded one toward Chaney at second—perhaps
         a tough double-play ball given Davis’s speed but which certainly should have been
         the first out of the inning. But Chaney couldn’t come up with it, deflecting the ball
         into the outfield. The error allowed Lopes to score from second and left two men on
         with none out. Cey then ripped his second straight extra-base hit of the game, a double
         down the left-field line to score two more runs. The Cincinnati lead was now 5–4.
         When Carroll followed by hitting Garvey with a pitch, Anderson yanked him in favor
         of Borbon. His first hitter, Russell, laid down a sacrifice bunt that moved the runners
         to second and third.
      

      
      Buckner, who had remained in the game in right field after pinch-hitting for Paciorek
         in the previous inning, was up. But with one down and first base open, Anderson had
         Borbon walk Buckner intentionally to load the bases for reserve catcher Chris Cannizzaro,
         who had taken over behind the plate after Joshua hit for Yeager. The move worked,
         as Borbon fanned Cannizzaro for the second out. But then it was McMullen, Alston’s
         fourth pinch-hitter of the night, coming through with a shot toward second that Chaney
         knocked down but had no play on. The infield hit scored Cey with the tying run. With
         the bases still loaded, Lopes followed by slashing a base hit to right field, his
         second single of the inning, driving in another two runs to put Los Angeles ahead.
         By the time Borbon got Mota on a fly to center to end the inning, six runs had crossed
         the plate. The Dodgers led 7–5.
      

      
      More moves came as the Reds took their turn in the bottom of the eighth. In addition
         to bringing Richert in to pitch, Alston was faced with having to replace Garvey, who
         had been shaken up on Carroll’s pitch that hit him in the top of the inning. Alston
         moved Buckner from right field to Garvey’s spot at first, sent Lopes out to right
         field, and inserted Lacy at second. Richert got the first two Cincinnati hitters,
         but then gave up a single to pinch-hitter Phil Gagliano and another one to Tolan.
         With Menke at the plate, Richert uncorked a wild pitch that moved the tying runs into
         scoring position. But with the decibel level rising as the Cincinnati fans willed
         a big hit, Richert got Menke on a fly to left to end the threat.
      

      
      After Los Angeles went quietly in the top of the ninth, they looked to Richert to
         close things out in the bottom half. But Anderson began the inning by sending up the
         two best hitters he had left on his bench, Driessen and Morgan, even though both were
         lefties swinging against the left-handed Richert. These were the same two hitters
         Richert had retired in a big spot during the previous series at Dodger Stadium. But
         this time the tables turned. Driessen stepped in and lined a single to center. Then
         Morgan, who’d come into the game with just one home run in his past 18 games, picked
         the right time to shake off his power slump. He brought the crowd to its feet by unloading
         on Richert for his 10th homer of the year to tie the game 7–7. And the Reds weren’t
         finished as they tried to pull out the win. Rose followed Morgan’s homer with a base
         hit to left. Concepcion was then safe at first on a sacrifice bunt, putting two men
         on with none out. Alston replaced Richert with Brewer, who entered to the daunting
         task of facing Bench and Perez. Anderson, though, essentially flubbed the inning by
         ordering Bench, his most powerful hitter, to sacrifice. Bench’s bunt advanced the
         runners, but he gave up an out and left first base open. Naturally, Alston had Brewer
         walk Perez intentionally to load the bases. Anderson had taken the bat out of the
         hands of two of his star hitters and put it in the hands of spare outfielder Larry
         Stahl, pinch-hitting for relief pitcher Dave Tomlin. Brewer struck out Stahl for the
         second out and followed by whiffing Tolan to escape the jam.
      

      
      The game headed to extra innings. Anderson, with much of his bullpen spent in this
         game he needed to avoid falling further behind the Dodgers, turned to Gullett to take
         over on the mound. He kept L.A. off the board for three innings, matching Brewer and
         George Culver through the 12th. Along the way, in the top of the 12th, Alston used
         Messersmith to pinch-hit with two down and the go-ahead run on third. Messersmith
         tried to get the run home with a bunt single, but he popped it up to Gullett for the
         third out. Then in a strange bottom of the 12th against Culver, Tolan led off with
         a walk and was sacrificed to second. But when pinch-hitter Hal King hit one back to
         the mound, Tolan broke for third. The alert Culver threw him out, erasing the lead
         runner and leaving King on first base. Anderson pinch-ran for King with Grimsley,
         who got to second on a walk to Morgan. But Culver left him there by striking out Rose.
      

      
      Finally, in the top of the 13th, with Sprague now on for the Reds, Mota lined an opposite-field
         double to right and came in on a two-out single by Lacy, who had struck out to end
         the 11th with the go-ahead run on third. Culver gave up a one-out single to Bench
         in the bottom of the 13th but then got the next two hitters, striking out Stahl to
         end the game. The teams had combined to use 41 players over 13 innings and almost
         four hours. But the home fans who had stayed to the end were disappointed. The Dodgers
         had prevailed 8–7, the sixth win in their last seven games against Cincinnati. They
         led the Big Red Machine by 11 games in the National League West.
      

      
      The Sunday doubleheader brought more than 46,000 fans to Riverfront Stadium, disheartened
         as some of them may have been over the previous night’s loss. The first game matched
         the Dodgers’ ace, Sutton, against the Reds’ ace of the month, Norman, who had finally
         cooled off in his last start in Houston when five walks led to six runs in a loss
         to the Astros. Still, Norman was 3–1 with a 1.93 ERA in his four starts as a Red.
         Sure enough the game was a pitcher’s duel, with both starters going the distance.
         No doubt that pleased the two managers, who had blown though their bullpens during
         the previous night’s marathon and still had a second game to get through today. Norman
         was touched for an RBI double by Cey in the first and a solo homer by Lopes in the
         third. Cincinnati got one back when Stahl, in the starting lineup in right field,
         singled in a run in the bottom of the fourth. That was it until the ninth inning when
         Davis completed a 4-for-4 game by pulling a double to right and then came around to
         score on a Cey single to make it 3–1 Dodgers.
      

      
      Sutton was rolling toward his 10th win of the year, striking out six and allowing
         six hits through the first eight innings. Of course, the lead that Sutton had taken
         into the ninth against the Reds nine days earlier had disappeared when Bench tagged
         him with a two-out homer. The Dodgers had rebounded from that shot to win in extra
         innings, but with Bench sitting out this first game of the doubleheader and available
         to pinch-hit, he couldn’t have been far from Sutton’s mind. The inning started inauspiciously
         for Sutton when Perez led off by launching one over Davis’s head in center for his
         second double of the game. With the tying run now at the plate, Sutton bore down and
         got Tolan to pop up to second and then struck out Stahl. One more out before the L.A.
         lead would be 12 games. His back against the wall, Anderson made his move, sending
         Bench up to hit for Concepcion. Alston, perhaps mindful of what Bench had done to
         Sutton in the last meeting, made a bold choice. He ordered Bench walked intentionally,
         putting the tying run on base and bringing the winning run to the plate. Plummer was
         due up, but Anderson called him back. Up stepped the Reds’ other backup catcher, lefty-swinging
         Hal King, as Chaney trotted out to first base to run for Bench.
      

      
      King’s June 20 home run against the Giants had been his only hit in 10 at-bats since
         the Reds called him up from Indianapolis. He hailed from Oviedo, Florida, just northeast
         of Orlando, from where he had signed with the Angels as an amateur free agent in 1965.
         By 1973, King was nearing the end of an undistinguished career in which he’d hit .214
         for four teams between 1967 and 1974. But, as he occasionally displayed, there was
         that tendency for the ball to jump off his bat when he did connect. King had popped
         11 homers in 204 at-bats for the Atlanta Braves in 1970, the same year that Reds’
         pitcher Jim Merritt won 20 games in helping his team to the National League pennant.
         Merritt’s career had begun to unravel from injuries soon after. He sank to 1–11 in
         1971 and then appeared in just four games in 1972. Before the ’73 season, Howsam managed
         to find some salvage value for Merritt when he swapped him to Texas for King, whom
         he stashed at Triple-A Indianapolis for the early part of the year until his flashes
         of power got him promoted.
      

      
      Sutton got within one strike of victory when he worked the count to 2–2 on King. Accounts
         of the game say the next pitch was a screwball that hung right in King’s wheelhouse.[1]   The free-swinging King jumped on it, pulling a high drive to right field that every
         eye in the house followed until it splashed down in a sea of fans well beyond the
         wall. Ballgame. Reds 4, Dodgers 3. Potential disaster in Cincinnati had been averted,
         at least for the moment, and a local folk hero had been born. To this day in Cincinnati,
         according to Jeff Weller, “Whenever there’s a big home run, the fans call it a ‘Hal
         King Moment.’”
      

      
      Quite a moment it was. On the day that Tom Bradley was sworn in as the first black
         mayor in Los Angeles history, the Reds handed the Dodgers their most gut-wrenching
         loss of the season 2,200 miles away. And there was still another game to be played.
      

      
      
         Known for his big hits at big moments, Tony Perez knocked in 100 or more runs six
               times during his Cincinnati Reds career. (AP Photo)
            

         

      

      
      The nightcap matched Grimsley for the Reds against Doug Rau, the rookie long reliever
         making the first of his three spot starts of the season—the only three games not started
         by any of the five regulars in the Dodger rotation until September call-up Geoff Zahn
         started on the final day. Rau did well, shutting down Cincinnati for five innings
         and driving in a run with a fourth-inning single off Grimsley to give his team a 2–0
         lead. The Reds got their first run off Rau in the sixth on an RBI single by Perez,
         and then chased him in the seventh on an RBI single by Rose that tied the game 2–2.
      

      
      As if Dodger fans watching on television back home hadn’t endured enough from Hal
         King in the opener, the next three innings of the nightcap no doubt had them pulling
         out their hair in frustration. With Grimsley pulled for a pinch-hitter after he’d
         held the Dodgers to two runs in seven innings, L.A. left two men on base in each of
         the eighth, ninth, and 10th innings against Carroll and Borbon, unable to break through.
         Charlie Hough, the knuckleballer who relived Rau in the seventh, was known for his
         ability to handle a bat decently for a pitcher. He wound up hitting for himself twice
         during the late innings as the Dodgers tried in vain the take the lead. In the top
         of the ninth, he led off with a single but was erased on a double play. Then in the
         10th, he came up with two on and two out and hit a solid liner to left, but Rose caught
         it for the final out of the inning to preserve the 2–2 tie.
      

      
      Hough had been an eighth-round selection of the Dodgers back in 1966 as a Florida
         high school pitcher. He made his big-league debut with them in 1970, when he was 22.
         With the rotation depth they had during the 1970s, the Dodgers used Hough almost exclusively
         as a reliever. But Hough would eventually show his versatility. The Texas Rangers
         ultimately purchased him from L.A. in 1980 and soon converted him into a full-time
         starter. Hough became one of the American League’s better pitchers for much of the
         ’80s, winning at least 14 games for Texas for seven straight years while never pitching
         fewer than 228 innings. The long shelf life of a knuckleballer kept him going in the
         big leagues until 1994, when he retired from the Florida Marlins at age 46. Hough
         wound up making 440 starts and 418 relief appearances in his career, with a final
         record of 216–216 and a 3.75 ERA.
      

      
      On the mound this day against the Reds, Hough retired eight of the first nine men
         to face him from the last out of the seventh inning through the first out of the 10th.
         The only baserunner he allowed in that stretch was Tolan, who walked to lead off the
         ninth. But Hough would finish off that inning by stifling King’s attempt to repeat
         his first-game magic on a grounder to second.
      

      
      But with one out in the 10th, Morgan worked a walk. With Concepcion at the plate,
         a Hough knuckleball danced a bit too much for his catcher, Yeager, who let it get
         by him for a passed ball. With Morgan now at second as the winning run, Hough got
         Concepcion on a fly ball to Mota in left and then walked Bench (perhaps semi-intentionally)
         with the open base. But Perez then pulled Hough’s last knuckler of the day into left
         field for a single. Morgan, running all the way with two down, scored easily. It was
         the only hit Hough allowed in three-plus innings, but it was enough. The Reds had
         a 3–2, 10-inning win and a dramatic doubleheader sweep.
      

      
      
         Had sabermetrics been around when Ron Cey was playing, he may well have gathered a
               lot of Hall of Fame votes thanks to his ability to draw walks and for bashing 316
               homers in a pitching-friendly era. (Cliff Welch / Icon Sportswire)
            

         

      

      
      The series finale, played on a Monday night, brought yet another nail-biter. Messersmith
         started for L.A. The Reds went with Jim McGlothlin, a 6-foot-1 right-hander they had
         obtained from the California Angels in the same trade that brought Borbon before the
         1970 season. McGlothlin had made at least 30 starts in each of his first three seasons
         in Cincinnati, winning 14 games for their 1970 pennant-winning team. But subsequent
         ineffectiveness, along with the deals for Billingham and Norman over the previous
         two years, were making him an afterthought. McGlothlin would make just nine starts
         and 15 relief appearances for the 1973 Reds, allowing 91 hits in 63 innings with an
         unsightly 6.68 ERA before the club shipped him to the Chicago White Sox in August.
      

      
      Of course, this was turning out to be Cincinnati’s magical (wraparound) weekend. McGlothlin
         turned in his best effort of the season, limiting the Dodgers to two runs and six
         hits over six innings. The Reds, though, weren’t doing much against Messersmith, who
         carried a 2–0 lead into the bottom of the sixth. But a walk to pinch-hitter Phil Gagliano,
         batting for McGlothlin, and then a single by Rose and a double by Morgan brought in
         a run and chased Messersmith. Hough relieved and allowed a sacrifice fly to Driessen
         to tie the score 2–2.
      

      
      Anderson then went to Gullett for his second relief appearance of the series. Again
         he responded by blanking the Dodgers for the next three innings, escaping a two-on,
         one-out jam in the top of the eighth by inducing Mota to ground into a double play.
      

      
      In the bottom of the ninth, with Brewer pitching for the Dodgers, Bench led off with
         an infield single. Anderson used Hall to pinch-run, though as it turned out that move
         didn’t matter. The next batter was Perez, who, in his typically quiet way, had been
         the Reds’ best hitter in the series with eight hits in 17 times up, including four
         for extra bases. And he didn’t disappoint this time, sending the crowd home happy
         by tagging Brewer for his second home run of the series that allowed Hall, the pinch-runner,
         to trot around the bases ahead of him. The Reds’ 4–2 win was their third consecutive
         victory in their final at-bat following the tough, 13-inning loss in the series opener.
         One pitch away from falling 12 games back just the day before, they were now just
         eight games out. The hill in front of them was still steep. But with 83 games to go,
         it was a lot more manageable.
      

      
      Perez was clearly Cincinnati’s main man in the series, finishing the four games 9-for-18
         with six RBIs, including the game-winners in the last two. Cey, who’d had a big series
         himself by going 5-for-14 with five walks and six RBIs, trudged off the field disappointed,
         but with a lasting respect for Perez. “Tony Perez was probably the best clutch RBI
         guy in baseball at that time, plus he was a good guy,” Cey says now.
      

      
      Low-key heroics weren’t unusual for Perez. Normally he was overshadowed by his fellow
         stars Bench, Morgan, and Rose, whose games were flashier and, yes, a bit better. On
         this weekend, though, he was overshadowed by an obscure backup catcher who had managed
         to launch one into the seats at just the right time. Reds fans will understandably
         remember Hal King for his “moment.” But it was Perez who’d gotten King’s big inning
         going with his leadoff double. And it was Perez who had done most of the damage in
         the series that pushed Cincinnati back into the race.
      

      
      
         
            1. John Erardi, “Cinergy Moment No. 20—July 1, 1973,” Cincinnati Enquirer, July 7, 2002.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 12

      How Great Were They?

      
         
         
      

      
      Momentum is a much-debated concept in sports. Some people believe in it, others don’t.
         Hot and cold streaks will happen; the question is whether they’re just inevitable
         by-products of a long season, or if yesterday’s game actually had something to do
         with today’s. In baseball in particular, the doubters have a favorite saying: momentum
         is tomorrow’s pitcher. That is, no matter how well you’ve been playing lately, you’re
         still in trouble tomorrow if your pitcher doesn’t have it (and the same in reverse—your
         hot lineup can be cooled off in a hurry by an opposing pitcher who comes in dealing
         his best stuff).
      

      
      Whether it was their three straight thrilling wins to close out the Dodger series
         or just a natural case of big-time talent hitting its stride, the Reds turned white-hot
         as they blew through July. After taking two of three from the Giants, they hit the
         road and won five of six in Philadelphia and Montreal to pull into a virtual second-place
         tie with San Francisco, five and a half games off the lead. They opened their next
         homestand with a 2–1 win over the Mets in the first game of a doubleheader as Billingham
         threw a two-hitter to beat Seaver and boost his record to 13–5. The Reds lost the
         nightcap to the Mets and then lost to them again the next day when Gullett, in another
         relief appearance, allowed three runs in the ninth inning. The loss dropped Gullett’s
         record to 9–8—he wouldn’t lose again until October. But Cincinnati continued its roll
         by taking the finale of the four-game series with the Mets 3–1 on a complete-game
         four-hitter by Grimsley, and then feasting on Philadelphia and Montreal once again
         with six wins in seven games. Beginning with Hal King’s home run off Don Sutton on
         July 1, the Reds hit the All-Star break with 18 wins in 23 games.
      

      
      Perez hit safely in all but three of his 17 games during the streak, with four homers.
         Rose was an on-base machine, hitting .377 with 16 walks. Billingham started five of
         the 23 games and won four of them, his only loss coming to the Phillies in a 2–1 game
         in which the Reds left 13 men on base against veteran pitcher Jim Lonborg.
      

      
      The Reds hit the break a game ahead of the Giants for sole possession of second place,
         still five and a half games behind Los Angeles. The Dodgers didn’t lose too much off
         their lead because, aside from an initial hiccup, they continued to play well themselves.
         Following the three tough losses in Cincinnati, the Dodgers returned home for a three-game
         set with San Diego, hoping to quickly right themselves against the N.L. West cellar
         dwellers. But their bats went dead against the Padres. L.A. scored just three runs
         in the entire series as they lost all three games. The low point was the finale, when
         a right-hander named Steve Arlin, who had led the National League in walks and wild
         pitches in 1972 and who came into the game with a 5.17 ERA, beat them on a two-hit
         shutout.
      

      
      But things turned around quickly. Sutton stopped the losing streak with a 3–2 win
         over the Pirates on July 6. The Dodgers went on to sweep the three-game series from
         Pittsburgh and then take five of six from St. Louis and Chicago over the duration
         of the homestand. The stretch included back-to-back shutouts by Messersmith and John
         on July 12 and 13, and concluded with a 9–3 rout of the Cubs on July 15 when a Crawford
         three-run homer highlighted a five-run third inning against talented Chicago starter
         Rick Reuschel.
      

      
      When the Dodgers took to the road, Sutton dominated Pittsburgh again with a six-hit
         shutout and nine strikeouts to beat Pirates’ veteran Nelson Briles in a 1–0 victory
         in which Crawford supplied the only run with another homer. It was Sutton’s fifth
         complete game in a row—he’d head to the All-Star Game with 11 complete games, a 12–6
         record, and a 2.39 ERA. Los Angeles wound up winning four of seven on the trip through
         Pittsburgh and St. Louis, giving them 12 wins in 16 games following their six straight
         losses to the Reds and Padres. At 63–37, they owned baseball’s best record. The Reds,
         five behind in the loss column, were now close to their heels. Cincinnati did suffer
         a big blow right before the break, however. Concepcion, who was blossoming out of
         his platoon with Chaney at shortstop by hitting .287 and playing great defense, broke
         his ankle sliding into third base in the July 22 win over Montreal. Picked as an All-Star
         reserve by Anderson, who as the skipper of the defending league champs would manage
         the National League squad, Concepcion not only had to sit out the All-Star Game, he
         was done for the season. Chaney would have to hold down the fort at short the rest
         of the way.
      

      
      On July 24 at Kansas City’s Royals Stadium, baseball celebrated the 40th anniversary
         of the All-Star Game tradition it had started in 1933. What the American League–rooting
         crowd got above all else was a celebration of the Reds and Dodgers, who combined to
         place 11 players on the National League’s 30-man roster. From Cincinnati: Rose, Morgan,
         Bench, Concepcion, and Billingham. From Los Angeles: Sutton, Osteen, Brewer, Davis,
         Russell, and Mota, who’d started just 50 of his team’s 100 games but who was lighting
         it up with a .351 average and a .402 on-base percentage.
      

      
      You might say that 10 combined All-Stars was really the more accurate number, since
         Russell was named as an injury replacement at shortstop for Concepcion, who was still
         officially part of the roster.[1]   Still, strong cases could have been made for a few others who didn’t make the cut.
         That would include Perez, among the league leaders with a .503 slugging percentage
         and 17 homers along with a .282 batting average. Anderson was in a bit of a tight
         spot at first base. Despite playing exclusively in the outfield in his age-39 season,
         Hank Aaron was voted the National League’s starter at first because that’s where his
         name appeared on the ballot following 109 games there the previous season. Aaron’s
         election was more than just a sentimental message from the fans. He was having an
         excellent season despite his advanced baseball age, hitting the break with 27 home
         runs and a .365 on-base percentage. Just three days before the All-Star Game, he’d
         made history by smashing his 700th career homer in Atlanta off the Phillies’ Ken Brett
         (whose little brother George was getting set for his major league debut for the Kansas
         City Royals a week after the All-Star break). Baseball fans would spend the rest of
         the summer following Aaron’s chase of Babe Ruth’s record of 714 home runs, which went
         right down to the end of the season before he fell just short.
      

      
      Anderson was also hamstrung a bit by a television-driven MLB rule, still in place
         today, which mandated that every club in the league be represented at the All-Star
         Game. Anderson took first baseman Nate Colbert as San Diego’s lone representative
         to back up Aaron, even though his numbers fell short of Perez’s by good margins. Also
         snubbed despite All-Star-caliber seasons: Dodger pitchers Messersmith (9–6, 3.22 ERA,
         165 innings) and John (9–5, 2.82 ERA, 118 innings). But with three pitchers from L.A.
         already on the National League staff, it was hard to blame Anderson for spreading
         things around a bit.
      

      
      Rose, Morgan, and Bench all started for the National League. Bench blasted a deep
         home run to left field in the fourth inning off Angels’ right-hander Bill Singer,
         who had just been traded to California the previous winter from the Dodgers in the
         Messersmith deal. No Dodger started the game, but Osteen, Sutton, and Brewer combined
         for four shutout innings on the mound. Davis, pinch-hitting for Sutton in the top
         of the sixth clad in an Atlanta Braves batting helmet borrowed from Aaron, homered
         off Nolan Ryan. The N.L. rolled 7–1, its 10th All-Star Game victory in 11 years. It
         would be another decade before they would lose again.
      

      
      During these glory days for the National League, the likes of Garvey, Cey, Foster,
         and Concepcion would soon join Bench, Morgan, and Rose as mostly perennial All-Stars
         over the next several years. Perez, after getting passed over in 1973, would make
         it in each of the next three seasons. Sutton and Messersmith each made it twice as
         Dodgers between 1974 and 1977, and outfielder Reggie Smith would join the parade with
         three selections in four years for the Dodgers from 1977 to 1980. Throw in Tom Seaver,
         a regular All-Star with the Mets who made it to three more games with the Reds during
         the tail end of The Rivalry, and you really get the picture. Television viewership
         for the game climbed steadily during the early to mid-’70s, peaking in 1976 when a
         record 36.3 million viewers tuned in to see Garvey, Morgan, Rose, Bench, Concepcion,
         and Foster all start for the N.L. Backing them up: Cey, Perez, Griffey, Russell, and
         L.A.’s newest All-Star pitcher, Rick Rhoden. The common theme running through the
         peak years of the Midsummer Classic, when so much of the country was tuning in: they
         were decked out in red and blue.
      

      
      Cincinnati picked up where it left off after the break, closing out July with six
         wins in eight games against the Braves and Padres. In a 12–2 spanking of Atlanta at
         Riverfront on July 27, Morgan had another great 0-for-0 day as he walked four times
         and scored four runs. Rose went 3-for-5, Bench hit two homers and drove in six, and
         Billingham won his 15th game. Playing the Braves in Atlanta four days later, the Reds
         rode Morgan’s second homer of the game to rally for five in the ninth inning to win
         13–11. The victory closed out a 24–7 month for the Reds. They trailed Los Angeles
         by just three and a half games.
      

      
      As August beckoned, the Dodgers (66–40), Reds (63–44), and Giants (60–46) owned the
         three best records in baseball. The teams’ cumulative .592 winning percentage beat
         everyone else by at least 35 percentage points (Oakland’s .557 was the highest outside
         the N.L. West). Factoring out the 36 games the three teams had played against each
         other, they were playing .619 ball (a 100-win pace) against the rest of the league.
         This is the crux of the argument for placing the 1973 Reds and Dodgers—the Giants
         would soon drop a bit behind the other two—among very elite company in baseball history.
         Greatness can be measured in different ways: players’ statistical domination, the
         number of All-Stars or future Hall of Famers on the roster, success in the postseason,
         or just pure won-lost record, regardless of the year in which it was posted. All are
         useful, but they’re not foolproof. Not every big-name roster produces as many wins
         as it figures to. All-Star and Hall of Fame selections aren’t scientific; they’re
         more like Academy Awards—subject to voters’ varying opinions. Championships? Sure,
         in a big sense, the ring is the thing, as they say. But there’s no denying that the
         small sample size of a short series leaves it more vulnerable to vagaries and lucky
         breaks than a long season. This isn’t basketball, where a star player generally plays
         like a star in every game, even if he’s relatively better in some games than in others.
         In baseball, an offensive star can easily go a few games without knocking in a run,
         or an ace pitcher can have a bad outing and get bounced in the third inning. Or maybe
         that banjo-hitting shortstop slaps out 10 hits in 24 times up to become MVP of the
         World Series, as the Yankees’ Bucky Dent did to the Dodgers in 1978. Such things happen
         during the season all the time. If they happen in the playoffs, it can be the difference
         between winning and losing a series. The sport is designed for talent to win out over
         the grind of the long season more so than in a short series.
      

      
      Then there’s the matter of whether every long season, and by extension, every win,
         is created equally. Really, they’re not. Much depends on the schedule and the competition.
         Some years bring more balance than others, with more teams clustered around the .500
         mark and fewer teams well above or below. Other years bring the opposite—wider chasms
         between the haves and have-nots. The high-chasm years make it easier for the strong
         to pile up wins against the weak.
      

      
      Chasms are most pronounced in expansion years. The 1961 Yankees of Mickey Mantle and
         Roger Maris are generally considered one the great teams of all time for their 109–53
         record and World Series win over the Reds. And they were. But there is the matter
         of 1961 being baseball’s first expansion season, inflating the win totals of the A.L.’s
         better teams. The Yankees had finished first the previous year with 97 victories,
         the only team to top 90 wins in the eight-team American League (divisional play didn’t
         come about until 1969). The last-place Kansas City A’s were the only team to lose
         as many as 90 games, and no one lost 100. But when the A.L. expanded to 10 teams in
         1961, the gulf widened. Four of 10 teams lost 90 or more games; two of those lost
         100. Naturally, the inverse occurred at the top of the league. Three teams, the Yankees,
         Tigers, and Orioles, all won 95 or more. Even with expansion adding eight games to
         the schedule, the difference in the win totals for upper-echelon teams between 1960
         and 1961 was substantial. Were the 1961 Yankees great? Sure. As great as a team winning
         a comparable number of games in a more balanced, nonexpansion year? Probably not.
      

      
      The same thing happened the following year when the National League expanded. After
         the 1961 Reds had taken the N.L. flag with a 93–61 record, it was the expansion Mets
         and Houston Colt .45s who came along in 1962 to give the league three teams with at
         least 96 losses (the Cubs joining the Mets and Colt .45s), compared to one the year
         before. The Reds played to virtually the same winning percentage they had in 1961,
         which translated to 98 wins across the slightly longer schedule. But it was only good
         enough for third place in 1962 behind the Giants and Dodgers, who tied for first with
         101 wins apiece before the Giants took the flag by winning a best-of-three tiebreaker
         series to finish with 103 wins to the Dodgers’ 102. For three teams with 98 or more
         wins, thank the new expansion clubs.
      

      
      The trends are similar in other expansion years: 1969, 1977, 1993, and 1998. Weak
         teams are added, inflating the win totals of the clubs at the top. But it’s not always
         about expansion. Sometimes it’s just the random movement of players and the ups and
         downs of various teams that has balance fluctuating from year to year. The “Murderers
         Row” Yankees of the 1920s are generally symbolized by the 1927 team of Babe Ruth and
         Lou Gehrig that rolled to the A.L. pennant with a 110–44 record and then to a World
         Series sweep of the Pirates. Obviously it was a great club, but it also happened that
         two of the American League’s eight teams in 1927, the St. Louis Browns and Boston
         Red Sox, were true weaklings that finished below .400 for the season. Boston was particularly
         bad that year, going 51–103 for a .331 winning percentage. Not too surprisingly, the
         Yankees were able to pad their win total by going 39–5 against St. Louis and Boston.
         There’s a rational argument that the 1923 Yankees, who went 98–54 without any games—none—against
         sub-.400 teams, were a better club than the 1927 version despite 12 fewer victories.
      

      
      The point: besides the won-lost record on the face of it, there’s also strength of
         schedule and the degree to which you stand out from the crowd. There’s a way to capture
         such a thing mathematically. It’s called standard deviation—how much better are you
         this year than a “standard” club? Without getting bogged down in the math for too
         long, here’s a quick example using the ’61 Yankees: In the American League in 1961,
         the big disparities in winning percentage between teams at the top and teams at the
         bottom resulted in a standard deviation of .101—that is, a “standard” A.L. team finished
         with a winning percentage within .101 of the .500 league average, or between .399
         and .601. That’s a high deviation compared to most years, and up significantly from
         the league’s .085 deviation in 1960, before the expansion. The 1961 Yankees’ winning
         percentage of .672 put them .172 above the .500 league average, compared to .101 for
         a typical team. That puts the 1961 Yankees 1.7 standard deviations (.172/.101) above
         the mean. That’s historically impressive—within the top 2 percent of all teams in
         baseball history. But there were 39 teams that did better.
      

      
      Five of those 39 teams played in Cincinnati or Los Angeles in the 1970s. The single
         best score ever registered: the 2.86 standard deviations above the mean by the 1973
         Reds. The club’s .611 winning percentage didn’t match the ’61 Yankees. But against
         the relatively low disparity throughout the league that year, they stood out even
         more. With baseball’s leagues each broken down into two divisions by 1973, the Reds
         played 56 percent of their schedule within their own division, the N.L. West, and
         the remaining 44 percent against the N.L. East. The West was the stronger division,
         with four of the six teams turning in winning records. The balanced East featured
         five of six teams finishing close to .500, with the 71–91 Phillies bringing up the
         rear (the Phils and the 102-loss Padres were the only two N.L. teams to lose more
         than 85 games). Overall, the National League’s .056 standard deviation in 1973 (.088
         in the West, .025 in the East), rated as one of the lowest ever, making that season
         one of the more balanced ever. Against that backdrop, the Reds stood above the fray
         by a record distance.
      

      
      Statistics experts will tell you that the confidence level of a standard-deviation
         analysis involving 12 teams isn’t as high as one involving a larger sample, since
         each win or loss swings the result that much more. But they’ll also confirm that the
         basic premise—weaklings at the bottom inflating the win totals of teams at the top—makes
         sense. Looking at the standings this way isn’t the end of the conversation, but it
         does say a lot. It’s no coincidence that some of the top win totals in baseball history
         were rung up during expansion years, or in other years with particularly weak clubs
         bringing up the rear.
      

      
      Immediately behind the 1973 Reds as the top regular season team: the 1975 Reds, who
         finished 108–54 and 2.67 standard deviations above the mean in an N.L. West that wasn’t
         as strong as the 1973 version. Just four spots behind them, at number six all-time,
         are the 1970 Reds (2.39). And one spot below them, at number seven, it’s the 1973
         Dodgers (2.35). At number 24 are the 1974 Dodgers (1.86). And moving a ways further
         down, though still in historically elite company, you’ll find the Cincinnati teams
         of 1974 (1.52; number 86) and 1976 (1.48; number 95).
      

      
      Altogether, on a standard-deviation basis, the Reds and Dodgers clubs of the 1970s
         account for four of the top 25 regular season teams of all time, five of the top 39,
         and seven of the top 100. The 1973 versions of each club vying for the N.L. West championship:
         number one versus number seven all-time.
      

      
      Those who believe that the list of all-time great teams ought to start with World
         Series champions—an understandable argument—would naturally make adjustments for postseason
         results. The champion 1975 Reds, then, as the team with the highest regular season
         standard deviation that also went on to win the World Series, would slide into the
         all-time number-one spot ahead of the 1973 club, which fell short in the playoffs.
         Filling out the all-time top five on that basis: the 1984 Tigers (104–58; 2.45 standard
         deviation), the 1998 Yankees (114–48; 2.44), the 1986 Mets (108–54; 2.27), and the
         1941 Yankees (101–53; 2.12). The 1976 Reds, generally rated very high by baseball
         pundits because they were repeat champions who breezed through the postseason, don’t
         rank quite as high here thanks to a drop in quality in their division by 1976 that
         resulted in four of six N.L. West teams finishing with losing records, the inverse
         of 1973. The ’76 Reds were a great club that won 102 games, but there’s no denying
         that their schedule was easier than those of other Cincinnati clubs earlier in the
         ’70s.
      

      
      So to measure greatness—how much weight to assign six months of regular season dominance
         compared to coming through in the postseason? The question will always be debated.
         Traditionalists generally see postseason success as a “clutch” performance and don’t
         even want to discuss nonchampionship teams. New-age sabermetric thinkers downplay
         the postseason, seeing it as more of a small-sample crapshoot. No doubt the traditionalists
         would place the 1973 Reds and Dodgers into final historic resting places that lie
         somewhere below the elite of the elite, since neither came away with the World Series
         trophy. Fair enough. But it’s clear enough that rarely, if ever, have two better teams
         battled each other wire-to-wire for a league or division championship.
      

      
      
         
            1. “Concepcion Breaks Ankle,” Chicago Tribune, July 23, 1973.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 13

      Sparking an Evolution

      
         
         
      

      
      September 21, 1973, Innings 7 and 8

      
      Things stay tight through the seventh and eighth innings as the Dodgers nurse their
            1–0 lead toward the wire. Even as Anderson goes to his bench to try to get something
            going, Osteen breezes through the top of the seventh. He retires Plummer on yet another
            groundball to shortstop, and then gets Bobby Tolan, hitting for Chaney in the eighth
            spot, on a grounder to second. Anderson then sends up Armbrister, the backup outfielder
            who had been included in the big trade with the Astros the previous year, to hit for
            Billingham. Armbrister has spent most of the 1973 season at Indianapolis, where he’d
            shown athleticism and a promising bat by hitting .308 with 10 home runs and eight
            triples. But Osteen gets him on a fly ball to Davis in center for a one-two-three
            inning.

      
      The Reds take the field for the bottom of the seventh with utility infielder Ed Crosby,
            picked up in June from St. Louis, at shortstop in place of the departed Chaney. On
            the mound is Hall, well rested after four days off. Osteen hits for himself to lead
            off the inning and lofts a fly ball to Rose in left field for the first out. Crosby—who
            was once selected by the Dodgers as part of their famed 1968 draft class but didn’t
            sign—then handles his first chance of the game by throwing out Lopes on a grounder
            to short. When Buckner bounces one to Perez at first base, Hall breaks for the bag
            and takes Perez’s toss for a 3–1 putout and a quick inning.

      
      Still down a run, the Reds know that the eighth inning probably stands as their best
            shot. They’ve got the top of the order—Rose, Morgan, and Perez—coming up. But as he’s
            been doing all night, Osteen keeps the two table setters off the bases. Both are 0-for-4
            after Rose grounds to short and Morgan flies to center. Those outs prove costly for
            Cincinnati when the locked-in Perez bangs one up the gap in left-center for a double,
            his fourth straight hit of the night. With the tying run on second and two down, Alston
            stays with Osteen—a sign of the times—against the right-handed-hitting Kosco. He’s
            rewarded with a groundball to shortstop, where Russell fields it and throws Kosco
            out at first for his 10th assist of the game. Again the Reds are turned away. The
            Dodgers sit three outs away from pulling to within three and a half games of Cincinnati
            in the N.L. West, with Sutton and John waiting in the wings to pitch the next two
            games.

      
      Just like in last October’s playoff game against the Pirates, Hall continues to do
            his part to keep his club in the game right to the end. He easily mows down the middle
            of the L.A. order in the bottom of the eighth, getting Davis on a popup to second,
            Ferguson on a grounder to third, and then striking out Crawford. It’s now last licks
            for the Reds, who still trail 1–0.

       

      On August 2, Gullet won his third straight decision as the Reds pummeled the Braves
         in Atlanta 17–2 with a balanced attack that included three hits by Driessen and homers
         from Bench and Kosco. The Dodgers defeated the Astros in Houston in 11 innings 4–2
         after yet another adventurous ninth inning by Sutton that followed a stellar effort
         over the first eight. Leading 2–0, Sutton allowed back-to-back home runs to Doug Rader
         and Lee May to begin the ninth, tying the game. He hung in there, though, pitching
         through the bottom of the 10th inning and getting the win when L.A. recaptured the
         lead with two in the top of the 11th and Brewer closed it out in the bottom half.
      

      
      The extra-inning hero was McMullen, who hit for Sutton with two runners aboard in
         the top of the 11th and drove in both with a double. His work off the bench served
         as a reminder that a successful season often hinged not only on the stars doing the
         expected, but on role players doing their jobs. McMullen was now hitting .273 with
         three home runs in 55 at-bats as a reserve corner infielder and pinch-hitter. He’d
         originally come up to the Dodgers in 1962, two years after the club signed him out
         of high school in nearby Oxnard, California. The Dodgers dealt him to Washington in
         1964 as part of the Osteen–Frank Howard trade, but after nine years in the American
         League as a regular with the Senators and Angels, he returned to the Dodgers in 1973
         as part of the deal that brought Messersmith for Frank Robinson. As a 31-year-old
         part-timer, he supplied several big pinch-hits and, ultimately, five home runs in
         85 at-bats.
      

      
      McMullen’s Dodger career followed nearly the same machinations as his fellow role
         player Richert, the lefty pitcher who appeared in 39 games out of the bullpen in 1973.
         Richert had broken in with L.A. in 1962 as a hard thrower who had once set a record
         by striking out his first six batters in his major league debut.[1]   Like McMullen, he wound up in Washington as a throw-in in the Osteen-Howard deal
         of ’64. He later went to Baltimore, where he was a key reliever on three straight
         American League pennant-winning teams from 1969 to 1971. The Dodgers got Richert back
         in 1972 as part of the trade that got them Frank Robinson for Doyle Alexander. Of
         course they’d flip Robinson to the Angels a year later in the deal that got them Messersmith—and
         McMullen. After two solid years in the Dodger bullpen upon his return, Richert would
         be swapped to St. Louis before the 1974 season for outfielder Tommie Agee, who had
         been an integral member of the “Miracle Mets” 1969 championship team that beat Richert’s
         Orioles in the World Series. Interestingly enough, both had played prominent roles
         during two consecutive days at Shea Stadium that had turned the 1969 series in the
         Mets’ favor.
      

      
      With the series tied at a game apiece, Agee got things going when he led off the bottom
         of the first inning of Game Three with a home run, and then later made two sparkling
         catches in the outfield with multiple runners aboard to lead the Mets to a 5–0 victory.
         The next day, Richert entered Game Four in the bottom of the 10th inning of a 1–1
         game with none out and the winning run on second base. He threw one pitch to pinch-hitter
         J. C. Martin, who bunted the ball near the first-base line. Richert, playing just
         12 miles from his old high school field in Floral Park, New York, on Long Island,
         fielded the ball near the line. But his throw to first from a tough angle behind the
         runner wound up glancing off Martin’s left wrist and deflecting away. The winning
         run came around from second, giving the Mets a three-games-to-one series lead. They’d
         wrap up the title the next day.
      

      
      The 1974 trade didn’t amount to much for either side, as both Richert and Agee showed
         themselves to be just about done. The Dodgers released Agee near the end of spring
         training, and the Cardinals sold Richert to the Phillies in June. He retired after
         the 1974 season with a career record of 80–73, a 3.19 ERA, and 51 saves.
      

       

      As the first week of August continued, the Dodgers took the rubber game of a three-game
         set in San Francisco 4–3, as John pitched into the eighth inning and Buckner hit a
         two-run homer off Marichal. The loss pushed the Giants deeper into third place, seven
         and a half games off the lead. Cincinnati kept pace with a 7–1 win over the Astros
         at home to complete a three-game sweep. Ross Grimsley went all the way for the Reds,
         scattering eight hits and a walk to keep his team three games behind L.A. It was Grimsley’s
         sixth complete game of the year as he improved his record to 11–5 and lowered his
         ERA to 2.88.
      

      
      
         Reds manager Sparky Anderson (chatting with NBC announcer Curt Gowdy before a game
               at Dodger Stadium), virtually unknown when he took over as Reds’ manager in 1970,
               won 2,194 games in 26 years with Cincinnati and Detroit, the sixth-highest total ever.
               (Cliff Welch / Icon Sportswire)
            

         

      

      
      Grimsley hailed from a military family, born in Topeka, Kansas, and attending high
         school in Memphis, Tennessee. Now pitching in his third big-league season, he was
         35–20 since his Reds debut in May 1971. He was much like Gullett—a lefty drafted in
         the same year, with the same quick, herky-jerky motion, starting his pro career at
         Class-A Sioux Falls—but without the same power arm. Grimsley relied on an assortment
         of pitches—slider, curve, and his bread-and-butter, a changeup, to complement a so-so
         fastball. While the golden-armed Gullett was pitching for the Reds’ World Series team
         in 1970, Grimsley was waiting out another year for his big-league shot. He spent that
         season at Triple-A Indianapolis, leading the American Association with a 2.73 ERA
         (minimum 150 innings). Despite the excellent year, the Reds still waited until a month
         into the 1971 season to bring him up.
      

      
      “I was pissed I didn’t make the team out of spring training. I’d had a good spring
         but they brought up [pitcher Milt] Wilcox, because he was on the 40-man roster,” Grimsley
         says. “I understand now why they did it, I understand a lot of things better now because
         I was young and stupid then.” But after a 6–0 start at Indianapolis, Grimsley made
         it up to Cincinnati in time to make 26 big-league starts in 1971, going 10–7 with
         three shutouts. Taking a cue from his father, Ross Sr., a longtime minor league pitcher
         who had made it up to the Chicago White Sox for seven games in 1951, Grimsley took
         care to be seen more than heard during his rookie year. It worked—the veterans accepted
         him quickly.
      

      
      “Bench, Rose, guys like Merritt on the way out . . . they treated me great,” Grimsley
         says. “That following winter I got married. Our first honeymoon night was spent in
         a white Cougar I had just gotten. Then by the fall we had our first child. So a lot
         happened in 1972.” On the mound, Grimsley tossed 197 innings and won 14 games for
         the 1972 Reds. He followed that up with a big postseason. Anderson started Grimsley
         in Game Two of the World Series against the A’s, where he went five innings before
         being removed for a pinch-hitter in a 2–1 loss. He then relieved in the last three
         games of the series, getting the win in both Games Five and Six as the Reds rallied
         back from a three-games-to-one deficit before dropping Game Seven. But Grimsley’s
         biggest October contribution had come in the N.L.C.S. against the Pirates, where,
         like Hall, he became something of a forgotten hero.
      

      
      With the Reds trailing two games to one and facing a closeout Game Four at Riverfront,
         Grimsley came through with a complete-game two-hitter, beating Pittsburgh 7–1 to tie
         the series and set up the following day’s heroics from Hall and Bench. The lone run
         Grimsley allowed came in the seventh inning on Roberto Clemente’s final career home
         run.
      

      
      As things turned out, Grimsley didn’t last long in Cincinnati. The Reds traded him
         to the Baltimore Orioles after three seasons for Merv Rettenmund, a veteran platoon
         outfielder. Why would a team give up a quality 23-year-old left-handed starting pitcher
         for a part-time player? It’s easy to speculate that the deal was more than just a
         baseball trade, that the Reds saw Grimsley as a guy with a flaky, rebellious nature
         who didn’t fit Cincinnati’s conservative, buttoned-down style—like a counterculture
         techie trying to fit in at IBM. Much was written about Grimsley during his career—late
         nights, hotel pranks, a supposed aversion to regular showers that earned him the nickname
         “Scuzz.” The big head of hair he wore in Baltimore and later in Montreal would seem
         to suggest that Grimsley’s escape from Cincinnati’s rules was just the prescription
         he needed to bring his inner freak to the surface. Grimsley says he doesn’t know whether
         the Reds traded him for personality reasons. But without getting specific, he does
         insist that many of the stories are bogus. “A lot of people speculated that I was
         a radical and such. Which I was, but no more so than a lot of other guys. A lot of
         the things written about me never happened; a lot of it was embellished,” he says.
         “It was embarrassing to my mother and father.”
      

      
      While the trade to Baltimore initially shocked him, Grimsley calls it “the best thing
         that happened to me in my career. I went from a hitting franchise to a pitching franchise.
         I was in a rotation with Palmer, McNally, Cuellar. . . . For the first time I really
         learned how to pitch.” What he also liked as a starting pitcher: saying good-bye to
         Sparky Anderson and hello to Orioles’ manager Earl Weaver.
      

      
      “Earl was great. He knew what pitchers meant. He thanked all of us and said we were
         responsible for him getting into the Hall of Fame,” Grimsley says. “Sparky never did
         that. Sparky knew he had to make eight guys happy and to hell with everyone else.”
      

      
      Anderson’s starters, in particular, weren’t thrilled with his overriding philosophy—utilizing
         the whole staff, not maximizing the rotation for innings. It was a big departure from
         tradition at the time. “I didn’t like the way he handled pitchers,” Billingham remembers.
         “To see those little short legs coming to the mound, I was mad. Once after I moped
         off the mound Sparky called me into his office and said, ‘Jack, I know you’re upset
         but the deal is I don’t show you up and you don’t show me up.’”
      

      
      
         It took Ohio native Walter Alston 10 years to reach the big leagues, but he paid quick
               dividends by leading the Brooklyn Dodgers to their lone World Series title in 1955,
               a year after he began as manager. Along with Sparky Anderson, Alston stands as one
               of only 10 mangers in big-league history to surpass the 2,000-win threshold. (Malcolm
               Emmons / USA Today Sports)
            

         

      

      
      With Anderson at the helm, pitching by committee was in. The relievers were there
         to be used—often. Starters would sometimes relieve, and vice versa. The practice of
         periodically using starters out of the bullpen wasn’t exactly new—Casey Stengel, among
         others, had often deployed the strategy effectively when he managed the great Yankee
         teams of the 1950s. But Stengel’s starters still went the distance a lot more often
         than Anderson’s did. Still, it was tough to quibble with Anderson’s methods, because
         of course the Reds won a lot during the era. Perhaps no more than they might have
         won anyway, but they won. Says Mike LoPresti, the reporter who covered the team, “The
         starters didn’t like it, but how can you say anything when you’re winning 100 games
         and you had that bullpen?”
      

      
      Not that Anderson wouldn’t look to sometimes rest the bullpen by having his starters
         go nine innings. Despite his “Captain Hook” moniker, Anderson’s Reds staff did throw
         39 complete games in 1973, in line with the league average and just six fewer than
         the Dodgers. The difference was in the disbursement. Only Anderson’s ace, Billingham,
         with 16 complete games, reached double digits. The Dodgers had three such workhorses:
         Sutton (14), Osteen (12), and Messersmith (10). In Los Angeles, only five relief pitchers—Brewer,
         Hough, Richert, Culver, and Rau—appeared in as many as 10 games. The Reds used eight
         different relievers at least 10 times each, led by Borbon’s 80 appearances and 121
         innings—50 more innings than any Dodger reliever. The main swing man was Gullett,
         who came out of the pen 15 times in addition to making 30 starts.
      

      
      “I was once on a plane with Sparky, going to the same event,” recalls Tommy John.
         “He told me that if his starter went five or six innings and had a lead, he wasn’t
         going to let him lose that game on the mound. He said that’s the least he could do
         for him.” Billingham says he later came to appreciate the upside of Anderson’s thinking.
         “He was a little ahead of his time. Later as a coach in the Houston system I appreciated
         it. He may have added a couple of years to my career,” Billingham says.
      

      
      John also notes that Anderson rarely played matchup—bringing in certain pitchers to
         face certain hitters—as much as he used his relievers to finish out an inning or go
         multiple innings. Call Anderson’s style the first step in an evolution, one that eventually
         led to six-inning starters and multiple short relievers with defined roles (seventh-inning
         guy, eighth-inning guy, ninth-inning closer) as the norm.
      

      
      What has it all meant? Really, in the end, not very much, except perhaps to relief
         pitchers’ wallets. The pitching evolution that Anderson helped to ignite more than
         four decades ago doesn’t seem to have had much of an impact on winning games. Sometimes
         different is just different, not better or worse. A random sample of over 2,000 major
         league games taken from line scores on Retrosheet.org, spread out every five years
         going back to 1970, shows that the average major league team has always had better
         than an 80 percent chance of winning a game it leads after six innings, regardless
         of how many pitchers it uses. Here is the breakdown:
      

      
      
         	
            
            1970—85.8 percent

         

         
         	
            1975—81.6 percent

         

         
         	
            1980—81.7 percent

         

         
         	
            1985—88.6 percent

         

         
         	
            1990—84.9 percent

         

         
         	
            1995—86.3 percent

         

         
         	
            2000—85.9 percent

         

         
         	
            2005—83.4 percent

         

         
         	
            2010—84.9 percent

         

         
         	
            2015—89.2 percent

         

      

      
      Year after year, the numbers bounce up and down within a range of 82 to 89 percent,
         the kind of success rates you’d probably expect. Relief pitchers’ profiles, All-Star
         appearances, and paychecks have certainly shot up over the years, for which they probably
         owe a debt of gratitude to Sparky Anderson. But one longtime fact about competitive
         sports, including baseball, is no more true now than it’s always been: when you have
         the lead two-thirds of the way through the game, there’s a very good chance you’re
         going to win.
      

      
      
         
            1. Adam Ulrey, “Pete Richert,” Society for American Baseball Research, http://sabr.org/bioproj/person/5de1f359.

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 14

      Late Bloomer

      
         
         
      

      
      Back on May 29, 1971, the San Francisco Giants had been threatening to bury the National
         League West. Led by veteran pitchers Juan Marichal and Gaylord Perry, and the bats
         of veterans Willie Mays, Willie McCovey, and rising star Bobby Bonds, San Francisco
         was humming along with a 34–14 record, leading the division by nine and a half games.
         If there was one small area of concern, it was the middle infield depth. The starters,
         second baseman Tito Fuentes and shortstop Chris Speier, were playing virtually every
         game. The primary backup was a journeyman named Bob Heise, who had gotten into 11
         games and gone 0-for-10 at the plate. Figuring they ought to upgrade the utility infield
         spot, the Giants made a deal with the Reds for 24-year-old Frank Duffy, who had been
         Cincinnati’s first-round draft pick (number six overall) in 1967 out of Stanford University.
         Three days later, the Giants traded Heise to Milwaukee. To get Duffy, who was available
         because he’d fallen behind Concepcion in the Reds’ shortstop hierarchy, San Francisco
         looked through its long list of talented outfielders and decided it could part with
         a former third-round pick out of El Camino College in California who had hit .279
         with four homers in his first 129 major league at-bats. The part-time player’s name:
         George Foster.
      

      
      The Giants did go on to win the N.L. West in 1971—blowing most of their big lead before
         ultimately holding off the Dodgers by a game. Duffy was little help, appearing in
         just 21 games and hitting .179. For Bob Howsam, the deal turned out to be his biggest
         heist of all.
      

      
      Not that you could really blame the Giants for their thinking at the time. The team
         was quite loaded in the outfield with talented young veterans Bonds and Ken Henderson,
         along with the great Willie Mays. Despite turning 40 that year, Mays was still a very
         effective player, leading the National League with a .425 on-base percentage and hitting
         18 home runs. The Giants also had Dave Kingman, a heralded power-hitting outfield-first
         base prospect they had drafted first overall out of USC in 1970. In the minor league
         pipeline were two more outfielders just a year away from launching very successful
         big-league careers—Gary Matthews and Gary Maddox. So it was Foster, the former small-college
         player, who was deemed expendable. The trade looked fine when Kingman, who happened
         to be born on December 21, 1948, exactly 20 days after Foster, made his big-league
         debut for the Giants in July of ’71 and promptly smashed three home runs in his first
         four games. Ultimately, though, Kingman’s poor defense, low batting averages, and
         alarmingly high strikeout totals—he whiffed well over 100 times in each of the next
         three years—left him out of favor with the Giants. Despite 77 homers in three-plus
         seasons, he was sold to the Mets for $150,000 before the 1975 season.
      

      
      The Giants parted company with Duffy after losing the 1971 N.L.C.S. to Pittsburgh
         when they included him as part of a blockbuster trade with Cleveland in which the
         teams swapped two of baseball’s top starting pitchers, with the Giants sending Gaylord
         Perry to the Indians for Sam McDowell. The move proved to be yet another disaster
         for San Francisco. McDowell, though just 29 and four years younger than Perry, was
         a big drinker whose career was already in decline. He lasted just a season and a half
         in San Francisco, winning 11 games before the club sold him off to the Yankees. He
         retired midway through the 1975 season at age 32. Perry, on the other hand, immediately
         took Cleveland by storm in 1972 with 24 wins, 342 innings, and a 1.92 ERA, easily
         good enough for the American League Cy Young Award. He’d go on to pitch another 11
         seasons for several teams after that, capturing a second Cy Young Award along the
         way while earning 314 career wins, a total that ranks number 17 on the all-time list.
         Perry was voted into the Hall of Fame in 1991.
      

      
      To see why the Giants never particularly intruded into the L.A.–Cincinnati stronghold
         on the N.L. West during the rest of the decade after 1971, look no further than these
         two trades. The Giants gave up one of baseball’s dominant hitters and one of baseball’s
         dominant pitchers for, essentially, nothing. They can only speculate how the balance
         of power might have shifted over the course of the decade had they held on to Foster
         and Perry.
      

      
      That’s not to say that Foster hit the ground running in Cincinnati—he didn’t. With
         the Reds’ incumbent center fielder, Tolan, on the shelf in 1971 after the winter basketball
         injury, Foster got a shot to play center regularly right away. He did fine in the
         field but, as a young player still having trouble with breaking pitches, hit just
         .234 with 10 homers in 104 games. “He couldn’t hit a breaking ball or an off-speed
         pitch. I heard that he went to see a psychologist,” recalls Grimsley. Over the next
         two seasons, with the acquisition of Geronimo, the return of Tolan, the emergence
         of Griffey, and, of course, Rose set in stone in the outfield, Foster spent most of
         his time on the bench or at Triple-A Indianapolis. He got a chance to play more by
         1974, his righty bat seeing some action against lefty pitching. Foster didn’t set
         the world on fire, hitting .264, but he managed a .343 on-base percentage with seven
         homers in limited duty.
      

      
      The 1975 season would open in familiar fashion for the Reds, with Rose still in left
         field and Foster on the bench. Foster did manage some early heroics, pinch-hitting
         a game-winning single in the bottom of the 14th inning on opening day to beat the
         Dodgers, and then starting in center three days later and smashing two homers to help
         the Reds to a season-opening sweep of L.A. Still, his playing time was sparse during
         the first month. And at 26, his career was quickly heading to a crossroads. But at
         the same time, third base was becoming an issue. Driessen, who had gotten most of
         the playing time there during the two previous years, had shown a solid bat but a
         very adventurous glove. The Reds had traded with the Milwaukee Brewers during the
         winter of 1974–1975 for John Vukovich, a three-year veteran whose career average hadn’t
         advanced above .200. Vukovich got most of the early playing time at third in 1975,
         and his average did move north of .200—all the way to .211—as the Reds alternated
         wins and losses. With Vukovich predictably not hitting, and the Reds looking for a
         way to get more at-bats for Foster and Driessen, the big move was made.
      

      
      On May 3, 1975, in Atlanta, Rose started at third base, his first appearance there
         since 1966, when he’d moved over from second a handful of times. Foster, who started
         in right field that night while Driessen manned Rose’s abandoned spot in left, wasted
         little time taking advantage of the new arrangement. He doubled off Atlanta starter
         Roric Harrison in the second inning, and then smashed a two-run homer in the sixth.
         Foster mostly worked a job share in the Reds outfield during the next couple of weeks,
         working in as the right-handed hitter spelling the three lefties, Driessen, Geronimo,
         and Griffey. Sometimes when he had a late lead, Anderson would shift Rose back to
         left field and insert Vukovich at third to strengthen the defense. But on May 21,
         1975, Foster started against right-handed ace Tom Seaver and went 2-for-4 in a win
         over the Mets. In the next game, he started against Phillies righty Larry Christiansen
         and went 3-for-4. Two days later, he homered off Jim Lonborg, another righty, to help
         the Reds sweep the Phillies. There was little question that Foster was now becoming
         a lineup fixture. Rose, growing increasingly comfortable at third, ceased trekking
         back to left field during the late innings. Vukovich was sent down to the minors and
         then traded to Philadelphia in August. The final piece of the Big Red Machine lineup
         was in place. “Rose volunteering to move to open up an outfield spot for Foster, that’s
         your ‘Great Eight,’” says LoPresti, praising Rose’s team-first attitude. The Dodgers’
         Cey laughs as he half-jokingly recalls a possible different take: “I think Pete might
         have gotten a look at Foster and then was smart enough to say, ‘I think I can go play
         third base.’” It was a highly unusual move—how often does a superstar of Rose’s caliber
         volunteer for such a drastic position switch, particularly in the middle of a season?
         Rose still gets questions about it today. He recently responded to a Twitter follower:
         “I took hundreds of grounders before the switch and had to buy a jock—never wore one
         in the outfield!”
      

      
      Foster went on to hit .300 with 23 home runs in 134 games in 1975. On May 3, the day
         Rose made his debut at third in Atlanta, the Reds were 12–12. The rest of the way,
         with Foster as a regular, they went 96–42 to finish with a record of 108–54, crushing
         the Dodgers in the N.L. West on the way to a playoff sweep through Pittsburgh and
         an epic seven-game World Series victory over Boston.
      

      
      Foster moved on to even bigger things. He led the N.L. in RBIs in 1976, when the Reds
         repeated as champions, and then did it again in 1977 and 1978. In his historic 1977
         season, Foster hit .320 with 149 RBIs and 52 homers, making him the only player between
         1965 (Willie Mays) and 1990 (Cecil Fielder) to hit the 50 mark. He finished in the
         league’s top 10 in on-base-plus-slugging percentage in five of six years from 1976
         to 1981. His 198 homers over that stretch were the second most in the N.L. behind
         Mike Schmidt. Toward the end of the ’70s, as Perez and Rose left and other parts of
         the Machine lineup aged, Foster’s bat became the team’s primary weapon. Not that he
         ever embraced the leadership role the way Bench, Rose, and Morgan always had, at least
         not publicly. The quiet Foster preferred the role of silent assassin. “An unusual
         guy, real unusual,” says LoPresti. “He wasn’t demonstrative, aside from that black
         bat he used. He was just strange. He was never comfortable being the guy people came
         to talk to.” But after a slow start to his career, he did become the guy who could
         swing the bat. About as well as anyone in the game. And to think, if Bob Heise had
         hit a bit better for the Giants in early 1971, Foster might not have ever become a
         Red.
      

       

      September 21, 1973, Inning 9

      
      No doubt Foster was feeling it as he wielded his black bat against Osteen in the top
            of the ninth inning, his team still trailing 1–0. He was working on a streak of reaching
            base seven straight times over the past two nights. Foster’s September batting average
            since his recall from Indianapolis was now .360. He’d come close to tying the game
            his previous time up when his drive to left-center field found the gap between the
            outfielders but didn’t quite make it over the wall. The double had turned out to be
            yet another hit—there had been 10 in all—which the Reds hadn’t cashed in on. Now Alston,
            looking to protect the lead, inserts Paciorek into left field for defense in place
            of Joshua. What he doesn’t do, despite three straight right-handed hitters scheduled
            up for the Reds: change pitchers. It’s partly a sign of the times. In 1973 there’s
            no such thing as a “closer” whose entry in the ninth inning to protect a slim lead
            is nearly automatic. But it’s also a matter of Alston’s deference to his veteran starters
            who do so much for him, even on a night when one of those starters is flirting with
            danger most of the way.

      
      “It was their game,” according to Cey. “You didn’t come out late in a 1–0 game, you
            only came out if you got into trouble.”

      
      This time, Osteen doesn’t have time to get into trouble—it happens too quickly. The
            pitch Foster catches hold of arches its way out to nearly the same spot in left-center
            that his sixth-inning double had. But this time it has the distance. Paciorek and
            Davis abandon their chase as the ball sails over the wall. Osteen hangs his head,
            Foster circles the bases, and the crowd falls quiet. The game is tied 1–1. For the
            fifth time this season, the Reds have spoiled a Dodger lead in the ninth inning.

      
      Osteen gets through the rest of the inning easily enough, retiring Menke, Plummer,
            and Crosby in succession. But Hall quickly dashes any Dodger hopes of pulling out
            the win in the bottom of the ninth when he sets the side down in order yet again.
            Hall’s strikeout of Russell to send the game to extra innings finishes a perfect outing
            since taking over for Billingham—nine up, nine down.

      
      
   
      Chapter 15

      They Shall Be Free

      
         
         
      

      
      Following Grimsley’s August 5 win over Houston, the Reds continued their roll. A Gullett
         two-hit shutout of the Cubs—Morgan’s 17th homer off Rick Reuschel providing the only
         run in a 1–0 win—ignited five straight wins over Chicago and St. Louis that got Cincinnati
         to 72–47. They almost let their August 11 game in St. Louis get away when Billingham,
         leading 4–1 in the ninth, allowed two baserunners and then watched Hall serve up a
         two-out, three-run homer to Lou Brock to tie the game. But the Reds quickly recovered
         with three in the top of the 10th when Perez knocked in a run with a base hit and
         Bench followed by walloping an opposite-field triple to right. Hall gave up another
         home run in the bottom of the 10th, this time to Ted Simmons, but the Reds hung on
         7–5. They trailed L.A. by a game and a half.
      

      
      The Dodgers bumped their lead back to two and a half games two days later when Osteen
         got past a three-run first inning to beat Montreal 8–5 with help from a homer, double,
         and four RBIs from Crawford. Los Angeles went on to sweep three from the Expos, but
         Cincinnati would again trim the deficit to one and a half games on August 17 when
         they scored runs in the ninth and 10th innings at Shea Stadium to nip the Mets 2–1.
         The game-winning run in the top of the 10th: a pinch-hit home run from cult hero Hal
         King off Mets’ reliever Harry Parker. Borbon got the win with three scoreless innings
         in relief of Gullett, who, while pitching very well, also etched his name into a small
         piece of history. The only run Gullett allowed in his seven innings came on a fourth-inning
         homer by Willie Mays—the 660th and final home run of his career. Mays would retire
         at the end of the season ranked third on the all-time home run list behind Ruth and
         Aaron. More than 40 years later he still ranks fifth—the only players to pass him
         being steroid-era bashers Barry Bonds and Alex Rodriguez.
      

      
      Earlier that afternoon, the Dodgers were held to just three hits at Wrigley Field
         by Cubs’ starter Bill Bonham, who beat them 5–1. The loss went to Messersmith, who
         was tagged for eight hits and all five runs in his five innings of work as he fell
         to 11–8. It was Messersmith’s shortest workday of the season, and the first time in
         eight starts that he failed to go at least seven innings. The Wrigley Field outing,
         while it was brief for him, boosted his season innings total to over 200 in just his
         27th start. His ERA was a healthy 2.92.
      

      
      Even though he’d attended college at Cal-Berkeley, Andy Messersmith had never shown
         signs of being a radical. He was a quiet but tough competitor born in Toms River,
         New Jersey, with a blue-collar work ethic, one that put him at or near the top of
         the list of the league’s innings leaders several times, starting with the 276 he threw
         for the Angels in 1971. In his three seasons with the Dodgers, Messersmith would make
         it through six innings or more in 101 of his 112 starts, including 42 complete games,
         while turning in ERAs under 3.00 each year. After his first two big years for the
         Dodgers in 1973 and ’74, Messersmith, making $90,000 a year at the time, was looking
         for more money. When he and management weren’t able to immediately agree on a 1975
         contract, Messersmith began the season unsigned, subjecting him to baseball’s stipulation
         in the Uniform Player Contract that allowed a team to renew the contract of an unsigned
         player for an additional year. This was the key to baseball’s longstanding reserve
         clause, which allowed any team to own a player’s rights for as long as it wanted to.
         Owners viewed the clause as perpetual, meaning that a player who’d had his contract
         renewed for a year would fall into the same boat the next year, subject to renewal
         once more. And so on for the following year and beyond. Not once over the years did
         the players make a serious bid to challenge that interpretation—that perhaps one year
         truly meant one year and that anyone playing out that extra season on a renewed contract
         would then be free to offer his services on the open market.
      

      
      The Major League Baseball Players Association had been around since 1953,[1]   though it never packed much punch until Marvin Miller was hired as executive director
         in 1966. A veteran of the steel industry labor wars, Miller would itch for a chance
         to upend the reserve clause almost from the beginning. The closest he’d come was the
         famous Curt Flood case that began in 1969, in which Flood, a talented outfielder with
         the Cardinals who didn’t want any part of a trade to the Phillies, sued baseball over
         his lack of rights for choosing his employer. The problem for the union was the long
         reach of its suit on Flood’s behalf, arguing for the courts to overturn the antitrust
         exemption that the Supreme Court had upheld for baseball back in 1922. With that out
         of the way, the reserve clause would surely crumble as an antitrust violation. But
         the courts were reluctant to overturn a nearly five-decade precedent, leaving it as
         a matter for Congress. Flood lost the case at every level, including the Supreme Court,
         which ended his fight in 1972.[2]  
      

      
      Miller had succeeded in gradually strengthening the union during his first few years
         in charge—raising minimum pay, improving player pensions, and, his biggest early coup,
         using a brief strike to score salary arbitration in 1972. Most likely, the owners
         caved on salary arbitration—the right of a player with some minimal level of service
         time to compare his value to other players at a hearing in front of an independent
         arbitrator—because it didn’t appear to be too critical an issue in what was still
         the pre-free-agency era. Most annual player salaries at the time were marked in the
         tens of thousands, not millions, which meant that losing an arbitration case didn’t
         put much of a dent in an owner’s wallet. But a chance to end the reserve clause and
         set players free, if successful, was bound to move baseball’s overall salary structure
         into a new league altogether. Part of the inevitable spillover effect would be much
         larger arbitration awards.
      

      
      The Flood case lost, Miller needed to attack the reserve clause from a different angle.
         To do that, he needed a test case, a player willing to go through an entire season
         without a signed contract, someone to play out the season on a renewed deal at roughly
         the same salary as the previous year and then declare his freedom and prepare for
         legal battle. Finding such a player wasn’t easy. Those who took a few steps into the
         water were eventually persuaded to sign when their clubs improved their offers. In
         his 1991 book A Whole Different Ballgame, Miller tells of the first player to so much as play in spring training without a
         signed contract: Al Downing.[3]   He’d reported to Yankee camp in 1969 without a deal, a move he ultimately used
         as leverage to get a slightly better contract and avoid a possible pay cut in the
         wake of his injury-riddled 1968 season. Downing signed before the season started;
         the following winter the Yankees traded him to Oakland.
      

      
      A few years later it was another player from The Rivalry, Bobby Tolan, who took the
         process even further—just about a full season. Traded from the Reds to the Padres
         after the 1973 season, Tolan did not initially sign a contract with San Diego. He
         played virtually the entire 1974 season on a renewal, coming very close to being Miller’s
         first viable test case. But on the very last day of the season, Padres’ owner Ray
         Kroc offered the Southern California native a nice pay raise and a loan for a house.
         Tolan signed.
      

      
      While he still didn’t have his player, Miller sensed that the owners’ efforts to sign
         wavering players who threatened to disrupt the system showed a lack of confidence
         in their position—that if someone did go all the way and then declare his freedom,
         the baseball establishment’s interpretation of the one-year-renewal clause might well
         wind up on shaky legal ground. Why entice a player for his signature with more money
         if you truly believe you’ll be able to renew him forever?
      

      
      Andy Messersmith didn’t have any pioneering intentions when he began the 1975 season
         with the Dodgers on a renewed contract. As the season progressed, Messersmith told
         Miller that he’d come to a verbal agreement with Dodgers president Peter O’Malley
         on salary, but there was still one sticking point: he wanted a no-trade clause. Maybe
         Messersmith just truly wanted some control over his future whereabouts, or maybe he
         wanted the inherent economic benefit that would come with such a clause—power to veto
         a trade can easily translate to a cash kicker in exchange for agreeing to waive the
         veto—but he wanted it. Wrote Miller in his book: “Andy apologized when he told me
         of the negotiations. He felt terrible, he said, but he intended to sign if O’Malley
         met his demand for a no-trade provision.”
      

      
      But the Dodgers didn’t bite, and Messersmith didn’t sign.

      
      One reason for O’Malley holding fast against the no-trade clause may have been the
         addition of a second player added to Miller’s grievance list. Miller’s records indicated
         that former Montreal Expos’ pitcher Dave McNally had also been playing under a renewed
         contract in 1975. Just traded to Montreal that season after 13 years in Baltimore,
         McNally was hit hard early in the year and retired in June. But the Expos still owned
         his rights—they had dibs on McNally and the right to renew him if he were to decide
         on a comeback. And so he was a legitimate test case. When Miller tracked down McNally
         at his car dealership in his hometown of Billings, Montana, and asked if he could
         add his name to the case, McNally agreed. For the Dodgers, that meant signing Messersmith
         wouldn’t stop a potential grievance against the renewal clause. “Once we had McNally
         as a reserve test case, O’Malley no longer had any reason to offer Messersmith a no-trade
         clause,” wrote Miller. Of course that was only partly right—O’Malley could well have
         decided to sign Messersmith with a no-trade clause simply because he wanted to keep
         him on his pitching staff. But it was true that any wider goal of keeping a free agent
         test case from moving forward seemed moot with McNally also on board.
      

      
      And so the confrontation was all set up. On the last day of the 1975 season, the union
         filed grievances on behalf of both pitchers. The hearing would be held in November
         in front of a three-man arbitration panel. Two were John Gaherin, a negotiator for
         the owners, and Miller. Obviously everyone knew their votes in advance. The third
         member of the panel, the man who would really decide, was attorney Peter Seitz, a
         20-year veteran arbitrator.
      

      
      Miller and Messersmith were hopeful. It was Seitz who had ruled in Catfish Hunter’s
         favor a year earlier in his contract fight with Charlie Finley, setting him free from
         the A’s. But the stakes were much bigger here. The Hunter case was a singular event,
         a simple case of a player and his club haggling over a specific contract clause after
         Finley had missed a deadline on a payment he was obligated to make to an insurance
         company where Hunter had an annuity. But the Messersmith-McNally case drilled into
         the heart of the game’s economic system. If Seitz ruled that both were free agents
         after playing out the renewal years of their contracts, the same would apply to all
         other players. Testifying at the hearing, baseball commissioner Bowie Kuhn issued
         dire warnings about upsetting the reserve clause, claiming that a new system of bidding
         wars over players could destroy the game as wealthier clubs cornered most of the talent.
         Seitz politely reminded Kuhn that while he could well be right about all of that,
         he was nonetheless barking up the wrong tree. Miller quoted Seitz’s response: “The
         arbitrator’s function is very limited. I’m not empowered to seek solutions to collective
         bargaining problems, merely to interpret the contract.”
      

      
      Seitz would approach the Messersmith-McNally argument the same way he did Hunter’s,
         on the narrow question of how the wording in a contract ought to be reasonably interpreted.
         Larger ramifications weren’t his concern.
      

      
      Just before Christmas—December 23, 1975—Seitz issued his ruling. Messersmith and McNally
         were free. In his written decision, which ran 61 pages, Seitz emphasized that he wasn’t
         condemning the reserve system or making any moral or legal judgements about it. He
         simply emphasized that there was nothing in the contract language to suggest that
         a renewal clause could last for more than a year. Baseball’s owners appealed the decision
         to a federal district court and then to a circuit court, but were rebuffed each time.
         [4]   When the owners decided to pack it in rather than go all the way to the Supreme
         Court, it was official.
      

      
      McNally, his assist to the players’ cause complete, stayed retired in Billings. Messersmith,
         though, was on the market. The offers didn’t exactly roll in off the bat. Perhaps
         the owners were wary of a bidding war similar to the one for Hunter the previous winter,
         which had resulted in a five-year, $3.35 million contract with the Yankees, an astounding
         sum at the time. Messersmith waited all the way through spring training before the
         inevitable finally happened: the emergence of that one owner who wanted a talented
         player, even at a high price, ramifications to industry labor costs be damned. That
         principle proved to be true for years afterward when it came to the pursuit of free
         agents—in the end, your own interests win the day. In 1975 it was George Steinbrenner
         bagging Hunter. In 1976 it was Ted Turner, the cable TV magnate and native of Cincinnati
         who had just completed a purchase of the Atlanta Braves two months earlier, inking
         Messersmith in early April to a three-year, $1 million deal.[5]   And a no-trade clause. Less than a year earlier, all Messersmith had wanted was
         such a clause from the Dodgers. Now he had it along with a nearly quadrupled salary.
      

      
      Turner, who had bought the Braves in part to provide content for his television network—a
         model that other clubs would emulate in one form or another in later years—quickly
         found a way to utilize Messersmith as both pitcher and tacky pitchman. As a new owner
         and a noted eccentric, Turner was not inclined to feel bound by baseball tradition.
         One of his early gimmicks was to replace the last names on the backs of his players’
         uniforms with jazzy nicknames—infielder Jerry Royster was “J-Bird,” catcher Earl Williams
         was “Heavy.” Messersmith was given number 17, which mirrored the channel number of
         Turner’s network carrying Braves games. Naturally, his nickname became “Channel,”
         so that viewers seeing the back of Messersmith’s jersey from the center-field camera
         were essentially staring at a human billboard that read “Channel 17.” The cheesy innovation
         didn’t last, though, as the National League nixed it after a short time.
      

      
      On the mound, Messersmith, like Hunter, became an early lesson in the “buyer beware”
         aspect of free agent shopping—a good first year followed by a steady fade. Not that
         the owners have ever heeded the lesson very well. Splashy free agent signings are
         still filled with cases of players who put up their best seasons in their 20s, cash
         in with another club at around age 30, and then rarely duplicate their peak years.
         It’s happened regularly over the years, right up to recent big-money free agents like
         Albert Pujols, Josh Hamilton, and Jose Reyes, among others. Messersmith was 30 when
         he signed with Atlanta, coming off a stellar 321-inning, 19-win season with the Dodgers.
         After a solid first year as a Brave, when he pitched 207 innings with a 3.04 ERA after
         a late start and finished 11–11 with the last-place club, his arm was never the same.
         Messersmith made only 16 starts for the Braves in 1977, finishing with a 4.40 ERA
         in 102 innings. The Braves sold him to the Yankees before the final year of his contract,
         where he only proved healthy enough to start five games. He finished up back in L.A.
         for a final lap with the 1979 Dodgers, going 2–4 in 11 starts before retiring at age
         34.
      

      
      The lasting effect of Messersmith’s journey, though, is historic. The Seitz decision
         in late 1975 quickly brought the owners to the table to hash out a collective bargaining
         agreement with the union that would include free agency. This was where Miller really
         outsmarted the owners by scoring a deal that probably had as much impact on the business
         as the Messersmith-McNally decision itself did. The bidding war that had netted Hunter
         his $3.35 million with the Yankees a year before Messersmith’s case had shown the
         classic effect of supply and demand.[6]   With just one talented player on the market and a lot of teams interested, the
         price naturally rose—a lot. Hunter was suddenly making three to four times the money
         that Tom Seaver, Jim Palmer, Steve Carlton, and other top pitchers of the day were
         making. Messersmith’s deal wasn’t as lucrative as Hunter’s, but it was still well
         above the others. The union could clearly see that it was in its best interest to
         keep the off-season free agent supply each winter relatively low, the better to coerce
         competitive bidding.
      

      
      Miller struck a deal that allowed only players with six years or more of big-league
         service to play out their contracts and become free agents. No doubt many owners breathed
         sighs of relief—at least they’d still be able to control their players for a decent
         period of time. But by limiting the annual supply into the market, the union, in effect,
         had artificially inflated the value of each player. The biggest contracts each year
         wouldn’t necessarily go to the game’s best players, but to the best available free
         agents—whose deals would eventually be topped by the best players when they approached
         free agency.
      

      
      There’s a case from the early 1990s that illustrates this perfectly: To this day,
         Mets fans poke fun at their team’s owners for the deferred payments they’re still
         making to Bobby Bonilla, the big outfielder they signed as an expensive free agent
         back in 1992. But the most telling part of the Bonilla saga isn’t the deferred money;
         it’s the signing itself. The Mets nabbed him directly off a 1991 season in Pittsburgh
         that was certainly good (.302 batting average, .391 on-base percentage, 18 homers,
         3.9 WAR) but wasn’t close to placing him among the top handful of players in the league.
         Yet the Mets, looking for some offensive pop after losing Darryl Strawberry as a free
         agent to the Dodgers the year before, made Bonilla the game’s highest-paid player
         with a five-year deal worth roughly $30 million. Had other players with less service
         time been on the market—such as Bonilla’s far more talented teammate in Pittsburgh,
         Barry Bonds, who was just a year away—it’s unlikely that Bonilla would have commanded
         so much money. But as the best available at the time, he got it. These are the contracts
         that work their way into baseball’s salary structure year after year; they’re the
         rising tides that lift all boats. Bonds naturally did Bonilla one better the following
         winter when he jumped to the Giants for $43.75 million over six years.[7]   And so it would go.
      

      
      The average player salary in 1975, Messermith’s final year with the Dodgers, was $44,000,
         equal to just about $200,000 today. The average player salary in 2016: $4.4 million,
         a 22-fold increase. Clayton Kershaw, who now toes the Dodger Stadium pitching rubber
         as the team’s ace 41 years after Messersmith did, made $34 million in 2016.
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      Chapter 16

      A Giant Loss

      
         
         
      

      
      On Sunday afternoon, August 19, 1973, Grimsley lost a tough battle to Jerry Koosman
         and the Mets at Shea Stadium 2–1, the go-ahead run coming on an eighth-inning double
         by light-hitting shortstop Bud Harrelson. Out in Chicago, the Dodgers were struggling
         to take advantage despite a strong outing by John. Cubs’ starter Rick Reuschel tossed
         seven no-hit innings at them before Crawford finally broke through with a single leading
         off the eighth. But the Dodgers failed to score, and Reuschel took a 1–0 lead into
         the ninth. He was one out away from pitching the Cubs to a three-game sweep when,
         with a runner on first, Ferguson stepped up and drilled his 18th homer of the year
         to give L.A. the lead. Ferguson wasn’t quite done playing the hero. With Brewer on
         the mound in the bottom of the ninth, Chicago’s first two hitters reached when shortstop
         Don Kessinger singled and outfielder Jose Cardenal was safe on an error by Russell.
         But with the dangerous Billy Williams at the plate, an alert Ferguson caught Kessinger
         napping by firing a throw from the plate to Russell covering second, picking off Kessinger
         for the first out. Brewer then got Williams to ground one to first base, where Garvey
         nabbed it and started a 3–6–3 double play to end the game. By pulling off a 2–1 victory,
         the Dodgers bumped their lead over the Reds back to two and a half games.
      

      
      L.A.’s long August road trip continued through New York, Philadelphia, and Montreal,
         where they won five and lost four to bring their record to 82–51. The trip could have
         been better had it not been for a brutal finale on August 29 in Montreal, when the
         Expos rallied back from a 5–0 deficit with two off John in the seventh and then four
         off John and Brewer in the ninth for a 6–5 win. It was a tough outing for Brewer,
         who hadn’t worked in four days. He served up a three-run homer to the first batter
         he faced, the 22nd of the year for Expos’ third baseman Bob Bailey. Brewer then helped
         set up the winning run with a bad pickoff throw that put the winning run at second
         base before allowing a single by pinch-hitter Boots Day that won the game.
      

      
      Despite the uneven road trip, Los Angeles increased its lead a bit as the dog days
         of August caught up to the Reds for a while as well. The series in New York set off
         a stretch of six losses in seven games against the Mets, Cubs, and Cardinals. Cincinnati
         dropped back-to-back extra-inning games to Chicago and St. Louis on August 23 and
         24, the first when an error by Carroll in the bottom of the 10th at Wrigley led to
         a two-run rally that wiped out a Reds run in the top half of the inning in a 4–3 loss.
         Back home the next night against the Cardinals, after a Kosco homer in the bottom
         of the ninth tied the game 4–4, Carroll allowed an 11th-inning home run to Jose Cruz
         for the winning run. By August 29, Cincinnati sat at 79–55. As the Reds traveled the
         next day to begin a 10-game road trip to San Diego, Houston, and Atlanta, the Dodgers
         were nipping the Astros in L.A. 6–5, with McMullen doing his thing with a pinch-hit
         single in the bottom of the eighth to knock in the lead run. They now led Cincinnati
         by four full games.
      

      
      The next scheduled meeting between the rivals was almost two weeks away—two games
         at Riverfront on September 11 and 12. Both teams had 10 games in front of them in
         the meantime, a vital stretch that would shape their positions before the showdown.
         The pressure was on the Reds, of course. Despite their two strong months, they still
         had a four-game deficit to make up with 28 games to play. And if their recent slump
         continued and the Dodgers played well, their next crack at L.A. wouldn’t mean much.
         The upcoming road trip, simply put, was huge.
      

      
      To say that the Reds got down to business immediately would be an understatement.
         In the top of the first inning of the trip’s first game in San Diego, each of the
         first four hitters reached base, with a Perez single knocking in two runs before an
         out was recorded. A Bench sacrifice fly bought home another run for a 3–0 lead. When
         Perez drilled a two-run homer his next time up in the third, the Reds led 5–0, on
         their way to a 10–4 romp. Gullett’s 16th win was his seventh straight since his loss
         to the Mets in mid-July. Cincinnati rolled to a three-game sweep, as Perez banged
         out seven hits to raise his average to .320—and to .401 since the All-Star break—and
         Rose added five hits to improve to a league-leading .347.
      

      
      For the Reds, it was on to Houston, where they’d face an Astros team that had just
         done them an enormous favor by winning three of four at Dodger Stadium. The Dodger
         bats, as they were susceptible to doing on occasion, went cold against the Houston
         staff. Dave Roberts and Jerry Reuss shut the Dodgers out in back-to-back games to
         close out the series, the last one a 9–0 thrashing in which the Astros rocked Osteen
         for six runs in the first three innings. Three days, three games shaved off the lead.
         Tomorrow was Labor Day. The Dodgers led the Reds in the N.L. West by one game.
      

      
      
         Don Gullett debuted for the Reds as a hard-throwing teenager in 1970. He won 109 big-league
               games before a rotator cuff injury derailed his career at age 27. (AP Photo)
            

         

      

      
      The Dodgers’ holiday matchup on Monday, September 3, took them to Candlestick Park
         against their erstwhile and future archrivals, the Giants. San Francisco, at six games
         out, was still on the cusp of the division race. Realistically, though, Giant rooters
         would figure that any enjoyment the rest of the way would have to come from seeing
         their club help spoil the Dodgers’ run against Cincinnati. To Giants fans, that wasn’t
         a bad consolation prize.
      

      
      Alston gave the ball to Tommy John, who hadn’t lost in over three weeks. Coming in
         at 12–7 with a 2.77 ERA, John seemed to be just what the doctor ordered—there was
         nothing like a sharp sinker, that pitch that “didn’t get hit out of the ballpark,”
         to counter the power of Bonds, McCovey, and Kingman in the Giants’ lineup.
      

      
      And as the game started and moved through the middle innings, that’s how it went.
         Bonds led off the Giants’ first with a groundout to third, starting a pattern that
         would give John six groundball outs through the first three innings. He even got the
         offensive ball rolling with a third-inning single off Giants pitcher’ Tom Bradley
         and scored on a two-run homer by Buckner. Crawford then powered the Dodgers to a commanding
         lead when he homered in the fourth and smashed a bases-loaded triple over the head
         of center fielder Jim Howarth to highlight a five-run fifth. John cruised along through
         six innings, his only blemish being a solo home run by McCovey. By the seventh-inning
         stretch, the Dodgers had an 8–1 lead.
      

      
      Sometimes there’s just no explaining why a pitcher suddenly loses it in the middle
         of a game. Especially a sinkerball pitcher. A power pitcher losing a few miles per
         hour off the fastball as he tires? Understandable. But baseball pundits often talk
         about fatigue as an asset for a sinkerballer—that as his velocity slows a bit as the
         game progresses, the sinking motion on the ball starts a bit sooner and dips even
         a bit lower as it reaches the hitter. But that’s not how it worked out on this day,
         as San Francisco managed to come out smoking in the bottom of the seventh.
      

      
      Singles by Matthews and McCovey opened the inning, and then a double by shortstop
         Chris Speier scored a run and left runners on second and third. John immediately battled
         back, striking out both Kingman and pinch-hitter Chris Arnold. With two down, he was
         on the cusp of getting out of the inning with just one run. But catcher Dave Rader
         drilled a single to center to score McCovey and Speier. When pinch-hitter Steve Ontiveros
         delivered another single to center, Alston relieved John with Richert. But the hits
         kept coming. Bonds hooked one into left field that just eluded Buckner’s try for a
         diving catch, bouncing into the stands for a ground-rule double that scored a run.
         Tito Fuentes then followed with a grounder into short center field that Lopes went
         back and fielded, but he wasn’t in position to throw anyone out. Not only did Ontiveros
         score, but Bonds hustled all the way from second to score behind him. That made it
         six runs in before Matthews, batting for the second time in the inning, grounded to
         third for the last out. The Dodgers got out of the seventh with a precarious 8–7 lead.
      

      
      They held the lead as Richert struck out the side in the eighth. But he walked Gary
         Thomasson, batting for the first time after entering the game in the outfield the
         previous inning, to begin the ninth. Playing for the tying run, manager Charlie Fox
         had Dave Rader sacrifice. Rader got the bunt down near the mound, where Richert grabbed
         it and threw to second, trying for the lead runner. Too late. The Giants had two men
         on. Pinch-hitter Mike Sadek followed with another bunt, which trickled up the third-base
         line. McMullen gloved it and, like Richert before him, fired the ball to second, hoping
         to keep the winning run on first and set up a potential game-ending double play. But
         for the second straight time—too late. Rader slid into second ahead of the throw,
         loading the bases with none out. Bonds was up. Alston pulled Richert in favor of Brewer,
         whose lefty screwball normally presented a tough matchup for right-handed hitters,
         especially a free swinger like Bonds. If only it were that easy. The count got to
         1–1. On the third pitch, Brewer threw the screwball. Bonds swung and unleashed a blast
         to left field. Buckner drifted back, but he quickly ran out of room at the wall. A
         grand slam. The Giants had come all the way back for an 11–8 victory.
      

      
      
         Shortstop Bill Russell wound up as the longest-tenured member of the Dodgers’ famous
               infield quartet, holding down the job through 1986 to outlast Dave Lopes, Ron Cey,
               and Steve Garvey. (Owen C. Shaw / Icon Sportswire)
            

         

      

      
      Soon after the Dodger players walked off the field, word was in from Houston. A pinch-hit,
         two-run single in the eighth inning by Ken Griffey, playing in his seventh big-league
         game since a recent promotion from Indianapolis, had given the Reds a 4–3 win over
         the Astros. The National League West race was deadlocked.
      

      
      If you believe in momentum, then what happened the following day seemed inevitable.
         The emotionally drained Dodgers failed to get a hit until the seventh inning off San
         Francisco starter Ron Bryant, who wound up with a one-hit, 3–1 win for his 21st victory
         of the season. Downing pitched well but yielded homers to McCovey and Kingman in the
         sixth for all of San Francisco’s runs.
      

      
      The Reds, meanwhile, were in the midst of a back-and-forth game in Houston, falling
         behind 3–0 in the first inning before battling back to a 7–4 lead behind homers from
         Bench, Perez, and Menke. But in the bottom of the ninth, the Astros came up with three
         runs to tie the score, a rally capped by a two-out, two-run homer by their brilliant
         young outfielder Cesar Cedeno, who at age 22 was on his way to a second straight season
         of hitting .320 with 20-plus home runs. But Cincinnati hit right back in the top of
         the 10th. After the Reds loaded the bases with two out, pinch-hitter Phil Gagliano
         dropped down a bunt single to drive in the go-ahead run. The floodgates opened when
         Rose and Morgan both followed with two-run singles, and the Reds had a 12–7 extra-inning
         win.
      

      
      For the first time in 102 days, the Reds owned first place. And for the first time
         in 78 days, the Dodgers didn’t. And it didn’t stop there. The Reds’ roll and the Dodgers’
         nightmare played out for the rest of the week. Cincinnati beat Houston again on September
         5 to extend its winning streak to seven. Then after hitting a speed bump with two
         losses in Atlanta, they hammered the Braves in a doubleheader on Sunday, September
         9, by scores of 14–6 and 7–0. The nightcap featured a dominant four-hit shutout by
         Gullett and home runs from Bench and Morgan.
      

      
      The Dodgers, meanwhile, couldn’t buy a win. After getting swept in San Francisco,
         they returned home and lost the first three games of a four-game set with the Padres.
         The third loss came on Saturday, September 8, when Hough, trying to protect a 5–4
         lead in the ninth, issued a leadoff walk to pinch-hitter Gene Locklear—the guy the
         Padres got from the Reds for Fred Norman. Locklear would come around to score the
         tying run, and San Diego would go on to win in 11 innings. The loss was the Dodgers’
         ninth in a row. Messersmith finally stopped the bleeding the next day with a complete-game
         5–3 win over the Padres, backed by a three-run homer from Ferguson.
      

      
      In the course of 10 days, the National League West standings had swung by seven games.
         At the end of play on August 30, the Dodgers had led the Reds by four. At the end
         of play on September 9, the Reds led the Dodgers by three. But there were still 18
         games left, and of course momentum, as they say, was tomorrow’s pitcher. L.A., like
         Cincinnati, would be off tomorrow. But they’d have Sutton ready for the Reds the following
         day.
      

       

      The Dodgers may have been slumping, but one thing they didn’t have to worry about
         was attendance falling off. The team would average just over 29,000 per game (very
         high for the era) during September, a bit more than its average for the full season.
         In one sense the support wasn’t surprising, given a tight pennant race and reliable
         weather. But September had its downside too: the start of school, the start of football
         season, and the start of the fall television schedule, which back then began shortly
         after Labor Day. Never was there a shortage of competition for fans’ time and money.
      

      
      In L.A. in particular, there was a lot to do. The city had become the nation’s cultural
         epicenter by the early 1970s. As New York was fading, Los Angeles was sizzling. Network
         television—drawing huge numbers of viewers in what was still mostly the precable era—filled
         its prime-time lineup with L.A.-based cop shows like Adam-12, The Rookies, Cannon, Barnaby Jones, The Rockford Files, and others. NBC brought Johnny Carson and The Tonight Show out from New York in 1972, the same year that Nolan Ryan moved from the Mets to the
         Angels. Southern California’s favorite band from nearly a decade earlier, the Beach
         Boys, had shaken off a late-’60s slump and was back in fashion. By the early 1970s,
         the group was hitting its peak as a live act and drawing big crowds to Anaheim and
         other stadiums.
      

      
      Los Angeles was also in the midst of a golden era in sports. The Lakers were practically
         regulars in the NBA Finals dating back to the early 1960s. Their 1971–1972 team, coached
         by Bill Sharman and led by Wilt Chamberlain and Jerry West, won a record 33 straight
         games and finished with an all-time best record of 69–13, a mark that stood for 24
         years. The Lakers rolled to the 1972 title by winning 12 of 15 playoff games, giving
         them a remarkable overall record of 81–16.
      

      
      There was football too. It was in 1973 that a relatively anonymous offensive line
         coach from the Detroit Lions named Chuck Knox took over as head coach of the L.A.
         Rams and led them to a 12–2 record, the start of a five-year run during which the
         Rams went 54–15–1 under Knox. The Rams were one of the NFL’s showcase franchises of
         the ’70s, right up there with the Cowboys, Vikings, Dolphins, Steelers, and Raiders,
         seen regularly in the playoffs on national television. We’ll see if the club’s dramatic
         return to L.A. in 2016—21 years after bolting for St. Louis for a stadium deal—rekindles
         the old magic.
      

      
      College dynasties were in full bloom in L.A. as well. The USC football team, under
         coach John McKay, played in the Rose Bowl in seven of nine years from 1966 to 1974,
         winning two national titles. On New Years Day 1973, they blew out Ohio State in the
         Rose Bowl 42–17 to wrap up one of the most dominant seasons in college football history.
         The 1972–1973 Trojans, led by future NFL stars Sam Cunningham and Lynn Swann—now the
         school’s athletic director—finished number one in the Associated Press poll with a
         12–0 record, crushing UCLA, Notre Dame, and Ohio State in their final three games
         by a combined score of 111–47.
      

      
      Meantime, the UCLA basketball dynasty under legendary coach John Wooden was still
         in full swing, one that produced seven consecutive national championships from 1967
         to 1973 and 10 in 12 years from 1964 to 1975. In the three seasons from 1972 to 1974,
         when they were led by all-time great college center Bill Walton, the Bruins went 86–4
         and culminated an 88-game winning streak that had begun in January of 1971, the year
         before Walton played on the varsity. They took the 1972 and 1973 national titles,
         and then just missed in 1974 when they were eliminated in double overtime of the national
         semifinal by North Caroline State.
      

      
      Serving as a voice of UCLA basketball and for the California Angels during much of
         the era was another future national sports broadcasting giant on par with Vin Scully
         and Al Michaels: Dick Enberg. Before his famous “Oh my!” call became a fixture on
         NBC and CBS for the NFL, NBA, college basketball, and other sports, Enberg was covering
         the likes of Walton and Ryan for the local audience. His partner in the Angels booth
         for much of the ’70s was none other than former Dodger pitching great Don Drysdale,
         who had turned to broadcasting after his playing career ended in 1969. Enberg’s five-decade
         broadcasting career just wound down in the San Diego Padres booth in 2016, which he’d
         previously announced was to be his final season. How fitting that the two legends,
         Enberg and Scully, were able to bow out together just two hours up and down the interstate
         from each other in Southern California.
      

      
      This was the L.A. scene in the early 1970s. Cross-pollination was everywhere—Wooden
         was a big baseball fan who loved going to Dodger games and, eventually, Angel games
         as well.[1]   Hollywood celebrities sat courtside and in field boxes. Athletes made guest appearances
         on television shows. The owner of the Lakers, native Canadian Jack Kent Cooke, not
         only owned the NFL’s Washington Redskins at the same time, he’d brought the NHL to
         Los Angeles when he won a bid for the expansion L.A. Kings in 1966.[2]   Cooke had previously been a minor league baseball owner in Toronto, where in 1964
         he’d hired 30-year-old Sparky Anderson into his first managing job. [3]  
      

      
      Yet through it all, amid a ton of sports and entertainment choices, L.A. was, above
         all else, a Dodger town. The MLB-leading 2.1 million fans they drew in 1973 attested
         to that. Longtime fan and attorney Alan Sarver sums it up: “We had the Rams, the Lakers,
         USC, and UCLA,” he says. “But for me going to a Dodger game was like going to Disneyland.”
      

      
      Reds players weren’t mingling with the beautiful people or playing in perfect weather.
         They were sharing houses with fans and hanging out at the local Holiday Inn, which
         Jeff Ruby managed before his buddies Rose and Bench backed him in his restaurant business.
         “The Reds would all come into my Holiday Inn. Girls hung out there, and visiting players
         too,” Ruby says. He later rented space in his house to Rawly Eastwick and Doug Flynn,
         both Reds by 1975. “They became my roomies. They paid me a nominal rent to help me
         pay the mortgage,” he says.
      

      
      Cincinnati’s advantage lay in a relative lack of competition for people’s attention,
         and in the regional appeal that came with playing near the borders of two other states.
         Certainly there’s plenty to do in Cincinnati, as there is in any relatively major
         metro area. Just not on the scale of Los Angeles or other big markets. And the city’s
         spot—nestled into the southwestern part of the state on the Ohio River close to Kentucky
         and Indiana—broadened the Reds’ fan base.
      

      
      “It was very much a regional team,” says Mike LoPresti. “They once did a license plate
         survey in the parking lot during a game and found that about a quarter of the fans
         came from Dayton, and a lot came from Indiana.”
      

      
      Cincinnati was big enough to support professional sports, but small enough to maintain
         an intimate relationship with its teams. The Reds were very much the baseball version
         of the NFL’s Green Bay Packers. As Al Michaels noted in a 2014 interview with the
         Cincinnati Enquirer, “The Reds were almost like a public trust.”[4]  
      

      
      The team’s Hall of Fame and museum that now stands next door to Great American Ball
         Park plays up the local angle heavily. There’s a video of Rose telling visitors that
         in his days as a local youth “every kid wanted to be a Cincinnati Red; we think this
         is the baseball capital.” On the wall a few feet away is a list of 105 players in
         Reds history who hail from the local area: 87 from Ohio, 16 from Kentucky, and two
         from Indiana. The list includes Rose, of course, as well as Ken Griffey Jr., Barry
         Larkin, Dave Parker, and, yes, Claude Osteen.
      

      
      It was just as the Big Red Machine era was launching that the Cincinnati sports scene
         was changing in a way that reflected the pros and cons of being both big and small
         at once. The NBA Royals, a strong team starring Oscar Robertson and Jerry Lucas for
         much of the 1960s, left town for Kansas City after the 1971–1972 season. But just
         before it lost its membership in the NBA, Cincinnati had joined the ranks of the NFL
         thanks to the league’s 1970 agreement with the upstart AFL that brought its football
         team, the Bengals, into the newly merged league. Cincinnati was just a two-sport town,
         but in the two biggest sports leagues of the day. Hosting professional baseball and
         football ensured support for a new stadium, giving the city a big-time feel despite
         the loss of its NBA team. The fans had welcomed Riverfront Stadium with open arms—there
         weren’t many sentimental tears shed for Crosley Field.
      

      
      “This wasn’t a Wrigley Field or Fenway Park, a ‘you can’t knock it down’ sort of place,”
         says Jeff Weller of the old park. “It was in a bad neighborhood. You wanted to see
         the game and get out of there. The NFL and the new stadium solidified Cincinnati as
         a sports town.”
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      Chapter 17

      Grinding toward the Wire

      
         
         
      

      
      As the last of the daylight slowly disappeared during the early evening of September
         11, 1973, Ron Cey was milling around the Riverfront Stadium batting cage, waiting
         to hit. Suddenly a friendly foe appeared next to him, intent on reminding Cey how
         the N.L. West race had been going lately. “Pete Rose comes up to me at the cage and
         says, ‘Penguin, the only way you’re going to catch us now is if our plane goes down.’”
         Cey laughs about it now. Like many others, he harbors a lot of respect for the things
         Rose did on the field. “Pete was a guy who got the most out of his ability,” Cey says.
         “He worked very hard, always got his swings in from both sides of the plate.”
      

      
      Rose rarely needed a reason to feel cocky. But this time he had one—his team had won
         11 of its last 14 to vault into first place. He was also sitting on a .348 batting
         average after banging out six hits in 10 trips to the plate in Sunday’s doubleheader
         sweep of the Braves. No doubt he was feeling refreshed after the offday, ready to
         tackle the Dodgers.
      

      
      Still, the race was far from over. The Dodgers were within three games, with five
         still left against the Reds. They had their ace, Sutton, kicking off this two-game
         set. Opposing him was Grimsley, who had lost in Atlanta his last time out. Alston
         went with an all right-handed lineup against the left-handed Grimsley: Yeager behind
         the plate, Garvey at first, Mota, Paciorek, and Ferguson in the outfield. Crawford,
         Davis, Joshua, and Buckner were out. Playing right field and batting sixth for the
         Reds would be Griffey, who had been on fire since his August 25 promotion. Griffey
         was hitting .435 in his first 46 big-league at-bats as Anderson used him nearly every
         day in place of the slumping Tolan, who had been feuding with Reds management over
         divergent opinions of a lingering injury and who was ultimately suspended near the
         end of the season. Griffey was certainly taking advantage. On Sunday, he’d smacked
         his first homer in Atlanta.
      

      
      “The biggest thing for me was the opportunity,” Griffey says now. “When I got there
         Sparky had other outfielders, but I just worried about playing the game.”
      

      
      The Dodgers took an early lead in this game they wanted desperately. Sutton helped
         himself with an RBI double to left in the top of the second for the game’s first run.
         Paciorek then rewarded Alston’s strategy that had him in the lineup when he led off
         the third with a home run, making it 2–0 Dodgers. But it took Cincinnati just one
         more inning to strike back. Perez began the bottom of the fourth by lacing a double
         down the left-field line. After Sutton threw a wild pitch as part of a walk to Bench
         to put runners on the corners, Griffey took him deep for his second homer in three
         games, and the second of his career. The Reds had a 3–2 lead.
      

      
      Alston lifted Sutton for a pinch-hitter in the top of the seventh, when the Dodgers
         got something going. With two down, Mota sliced one the other way into right field
         for his second double of the game. Pacioerk then drilled a Grimsley pitch up the middle
         for a base hit, scoring Mota with the tying run. Anderson brought in Borbon to face
         Ferguson, who greeted him with a single to left. With two men on, Alston sent up Buckner
         to hit for Garvey. But in a game of lefty-righty cat and mouse that was relatively
         rare for the era, Anderson pulled Borbon after one hitter and brought in Hall to get
         the last out of the inning. Buckner got a good swing against Hall, hitting a liner
         sharply the other way. But it went right to Chaney at shortstop, who snagged it for
         the third out. The Dodgers had to settle for tying it up 3–3.
      

      
      With the bottom of the Reds order due up in the last of the seventh, Alston went with
         Rau to replace Sutton. Not normally a late-inning reliever, Rau got into immediate
         trouble by giving up a leadoff single to Geronimo. After fanning Chaney, who fouled
         off a bunt for strike three, Rau allowed a pinch-hit single to center by Kosco, hitting
         for Hall. Alston got Rau out of there and brought in Brewer, who escaped the jam by
         getting both Rose and Morgan on groundballs.
      

      
      But after Carroll retired the Dodgers in order in the top of the eighth, Brewer quickly
         made his own trouble in the bottom half. Driessen opened the inning with a double,
         putting the go-ahead run in scoring position with nobody out. After Perez popped up,
         Brewer walked Bench intentionally to set up a possible double play. Anderson then
         turned to his bench for right-handed bats. Gagliano hit for Griffey and walked, loading
         the bases. Next up was Armbrister, hitting for Geronimo. He came through with the
         biggest hit of the night, a double out of Paciorek’s reach in center, driving in two
         runs to give Cincinnati the lead. Anderson’s next pinch-hitter, Menke, batted for
         Chaney and drove in another run with a sacrifice fly to right field that Ferguson
         dropped for an error to boot. With still just one out, Anderson turned to Tolan in
         the pitcher’s spot as his fourth straight pinch-hitter of the inning. But when you’re
         going badly, the breaks don’t seem to go your way. Tolan took advantage of his at-bat
         by hitting one sharply back toward the mound. But the ball deflected off Brewer and
         went right to Lopes at second base. He flipped the ball to Russell, who threw on to
         first for a 1–4–6–3 double play, a play that pretty much epitomized Tolan’s frustrating
         season. Nonetheless, the Reds’ three-run inning had put them in control with a 6–3
         lead.
      

      
      With Borbon, Hall, and Carroll all expended, Anderson turned to journeyman Dick Baney,
         a June pickup who had already been released by the White Sox and A’s, to finish out
         the game. Baney, a right-hander out of Anaheim, California, who had been drafted ninth
         overall by the Boston Red Sox back in 1966, had spent his first three months in the
         Reds organization at Indianapolis. This was just his fourth game since the team called
         him up in early September. No matter. Baney set down the Dodgers one, two, three in
         the top of the ninth, getting Mota on a fly ball to end it. Cincinnati led the division
         by four games.
      

      
      The next night matched Osteen against Billingham, and once again it wasn’t pretty
         for the Dodgers. Anderson took a page out of Alston’s book from the previous night,
         going with extra right-handed hitters against the lefty starter. He penciled in Foster
         in center, Armbrister in right, and Menke at third, sitting Geronimo, Griffey, and
         Driessen. The three righties reached consecutively on two walks and a single in the
         bottom of the second, scoring a run. After a bunt single by Chaney reloaded the bases,
         Osteen hung a breaking pitch to Billingham, who drilled it to the gap, out of Davis’s
         reach. All three runners scored, and Billingham pulled into second with a double.
         After Osteen allowed a walk to Rose and a single to Morgan to load the bases again,
         Alston had seen enough. He pulled Osteen, who’d allowed seven straight hitters to
         reach after retiring his first four. On came Greg Shanahan, a right-hander called
         up from Triple-A Albuquerque a week earlier. Shanahan walked in another run before
         getting out of the inning. With Osteen off to an early shower, the Reds led 5–0. Before
         he headed off, though, Osteen hung around the dugout and offered a few choice words
         to Davis at the end of the inning. Billingham remembers: “I came up with the bases
         loaded and Osteen hangs a slider. I hit a double that cleared the bases. Later in
         the Dodger dugout there was an argument between Osteen and Davis about where Davis
         was playing me.” The frustration was mounting for Los Angeles.
      

      
      All the activity on the bases may have briefly tired Billingham, who was tagged for
         a two-run homer by Lopes in the top of the third that cut the Reds’ lead to 5–2. But
         despite three scoreless relief innings from Shanahan, L.A. would get no closer. Billingham
         cruised to a 7–3 win, scattering eight hits and a walk in his 15th complete game of
         the season. The win was his 18th against eight losses. The Reds’ two-game sweep gave
         them a 9–6 edge over the Dodgers in the season series, and 13 wins in their last 16
         games overall. The Dodgers were in free fall, with 11 losses in 12 games. Cincinnati’s
         lead was now five games—a 16-game turnaround from their 11-game deficit on June 30.
      

      
      Baseball players will tell you that during the six-month marathon that is their season,
         taking any win too well or any loss too hard just isn’t in their DNA, that as professionals
         who play nearly every day, they’re programmed to turn the page quickly. And certainly,
         that’s what the Dodgers would have to do. At 84–62, they had just 15 games left (or
         16 if they had to complete the suspended tie in Atlanta) to make up their sudden five-game
         deficit. They knew their club was good enough to rebound, but now they would also
         need some help. Someone would have to cool off the Reds a bit before L.A. got its
         last shot at them nine days later.
      

      
      The Dodgers left Cincinnati for the last time and headed to Houston for four games
         beginning the next night. On Thursday night they’d be facing Dave Roberts, the 14-game
         winner who had shut them out 11 days earlier.
      

      
      This time, their bats rose to the challenge. Two-run doubles by Russell and Lopes
         and a two-run homer by Cey powered L.A. to a 7–3 lead by the fifth inning. John, though,
         was having a tough night, allowing eight hits and three walks without getting out
         of the sixth. After he gave up a two-run double to Jim Wynn that brought Houston to
         within one run, John was pulled in favor of Hough, who protected the lead with three
         and two-thirds scoreless innings. Cey doubled and scored in the eighth for the final
         margin as the Dodgers got the win 8–6. They followed up the next night with four first-inning
         runs against Jerry Reuss and pounded the Astros 13–1 as Davis went 4-for-5 and Garvey
         knocked in three runs. Messersmith won his 13th game with a four-hitter and added
         a two-run double in the sixth inning.
      

      
      But Los Angeles wasn’t making up needed ground. They dropped the next two in Houston
         as Downing allowed three homers in a 5–1 loss on Saturday, and the slumping Osteen
         got knocked out in the second inning of a 6–2 defeat on Sunday. All the while, the
         Dodgers hoped to get some help from the Braves in their three-game series at Cincinnati.
         And they came very close as Atlanta played the Reds right down to the wire all weekend—only
         to lose all three games.
      

      
      On Friday night the Braves knocked Gullett around for five innings to build a 5–1
         lead. The attack included second baseman Davey Johnson’s 41st home run of the year
         and third baseman Darrell Evans’s 39th. (Evans and Hank Aaron would join Johnson in
         reaching the 40 mark before the season ended, making the 1973 Braves the first team
         in baseball history with three 40-homer players in its lineup. The only team to match
         them since is the Colorado Rockies, who did it in Denver’s light air in 1996 and 1997.)
         But with the Reds within 6–4 in the bottom of the ninth, they loaded the bases with
         two out. Gagliano pinch-hit and delivered a single to left field off reliever Joe
         Niekro, the brother of Atlanta ace Phil Niekro, driving in two runs to tie the score.
         Then Tolan, getting a rare September start, made the most of his big spot by pulling
         a single into right to score the game-winner. The Reds won 7–6.
      

      
      The next afternoon, a pitchers’ duel for most of the day between Norman and Phil Niekro
         yielded a 2–2 game into the 10th inning. On the mound for the Braves in relief of
         Niekro was a career minor leaguer who hailed from Nassau, Bahamas, by the name of
         Percival Edmund Wentworth Ford, known as Wenty. Pitching in his second big-league
         game—his entire career in the majors would consist of four games in September 1973—Wenty
         Ford was having a good day. Taking over in the bottom of the seventh, he shut down
         the Reds’ lineup for three innings and then retired his first two hitters in the bottom
         of the 10th. But with one out to go before the game moved to the 11th inning, it was—surprise—Perez
         who ended it when he blasted his 24th home run of the season over the left-center-field
         fence.
      

      
      On Sunday, Grimsley allowed just two runs in eight innings but was denied a win when
         Aaron and Mike Lum connected for back-to-back two-out doubles in the ninth to tie
         the score 3–3. The game moved to the 12th, when the Reds put a runner on second with
         no one out. Braves’ manager Eddie Matthews, apparently no dummy, had rookie reliever
         Adrian Devine walk Perez intentionally. Devine got Bench and Griffey, but with two
         down it was Larry Stahl who came through with the game-winner when he pinch-hit for
         Crosby and poked an opposite-field base hit to left to score the run. The Reds hadn’t
         played their best, but the magic was still with them. They’d pulled out three consecutive
         wins in their final at-bat to run their winning streak to seven and 16 of 19. For
         Stahl, a 32-year-old journeyman who had broken in with the Kansas City A’s in 1964,
         the big hit was the 400th—and last—of his regular season major league career. When
         the Reds later cut Stahl near the end of spring training in 1974, he retired.
      

      
      As the Dodgers spun their wheels trying to make one last run at Cincinnati, baseball’s
         other three divisional races were taking shape. In the American League, the Oakland
         A’s and Baltimore Orioles, both involved in tight races well into August, were pulling
         away in September and getting ready to square off in the playoffs. A lot of attention
         was turning to the National League East, which was evolving into a free-for-all with
         five teams right in the mix near the wire. The Pittsburgh Pirates, winners of the
         previous three N.L. East titles, were in the midst of an off year as they hovered
         around .500. Yet with no one else playing consistently well enough to pull away, the
         Pirates still led the division into the third week of September. The club with the
         biggest head of steam heading into the homestretch was the Mets, who had sat in last
         place as recently as August 30 but had come on with a September hot streak to pull
         within a game and a half of Pittsburgh despite a mediocre 75–77 record.
      

      
      A showdown between the Mets and Pirates loomed just as the calendar turned to what
         would go down as one of the great cultural sports moments of the 20th century. On
         Thursday night, September 20, over 30,000 people turned out at the Astrodome in Houston
         for a challenge tennis match between Billie Jean King and Bobby Riggs. Dubbed the
         “Battle of the Sexes” and broadcast on ABC to an estimated 50 million American viewers—comparable
         to a Super Bowl at the time—the match had been hyped for weeks as a rallying cry for
         women’s tennis.[1]   The feminist movement of the day that included fierce debate over, and near passage
         of, an Equal Rights Amendment to the constitution had made its way into sports. King
         was a fighter for the women’s game, arguing for more prize money and spearheading
         the effort to form the Women’s Tennis Association, the governing body that set up
         the tour under one organization.
      

      
      Riggs was a former leading player on the men’s tour who had found a postcareer niche
         as a showman. He drew a lot of attention to himself by publicly denigrating women’s
         tennis, claiming that he, at 55 years old in 1973, could beat the best female player
         in the world. And in May he’d done just that, decisively beating number-one ranked
         Margaret Court in an exhibition match. That set the stage for an encore against the
         29-year-old King, the one woman who might have been better than Court at the time.
         As every female in America seemingly tuned in to root her on, King came through with
         flying colors. She ran her older opponent ragged all night as she disposed of him
         in straight sets, 6–4, 6–3, 6–3. Within a year, King’s newly formed WTA had signed
         a deal with CBS, giving the women’s tour a network partner for the first time. By
         1976, the tour’s latest rising star, Chris Evert, would become the first female player
         to surpass one million dollars in career earnings.[2]  
      

      
      The television numbers for King–Riggs might have been even higher if the match hadn’t
         faced stiff sports competition in New York, the country’s biggest market. The red-hot
         Mets, riding reliever Tug McGraw’s “Ya gotta believe!” rallying cry, were hosting
         the Pirates in the first of two games that would go a long way toward deciding the
         division. Trailing Pittsburgh by one and a half games, wins over the next two nights
         would vault them into first place. Many New Yorkers spent the evening of September
         20 flipping the dial two spots between Channel 7, the local ABC affiliate, and Channel
         9, the Mets’ local station WOR (and yes, most were flipping a dial on the front of
         their sets, not pushing buttons on a remote—watching two events took more effort in
         1973). The tennis match may have pitted husband against wife in many households, but
         they all saw a whale of a baseball game. Tight all the way through, Pittsburgh had
         a 3–2 lead in the bottom of the ninth inning and was one out away from a two-and-a-half-game
         lead when New York backup catcher Duffy Dyer pinch-hit with a runner on second and
         came through with a double to left field off reliever Ramon Hernandez to tie the game.
      

      
      The score was still 3–3 in the top of the 13th inning when a bizarre play, one of
         those that gets people thinking about which way the baseball spirits have decided
         things are going to go this year, turned the game. Outfielder Dave Augustine was hitting
         for the Pirates with two down and rookie Richie Zisk, a 6-foot-1, 200-pound outfielder
         who was not particularly fleet of foot, on first base. Augustine laid into a pitch
         from Mets’ reliever Ray Sadecki and drilled an arching drive to deep left field that
         appeared as if it would either just clear the fence or scrape against the front of
         it. Instead, the ball landed smack on top of the fence and bounced directly back to
         Mets’ left fielder Cleon Jones. He made a quick turn and throw to shortstop Wayne
         Garrett, whose relay to rookie catcher Ron Hodges nailed Zisk at the plate. Then in
         the bottom of the 13th, Hodges delivered a single off Pittsburgh relief ace Dave Giusti
         to plate the winning run. The 4–3 win moved New York to within half a game of the
         lead. They would take over first place with a 10–2 rout of the Pirates the following
         night.
      

      
      The sports drama of September 20 wasn’t over following King’s dismantling of Riggs
         and the Mets’ big extra-inning finish. Both the Reds and Dodgers had games to play
         on the West Coast, the Dodgers at home against the Braves and the Reds in San Francisco.
         One day ahead of the rivals’ last head-to-head clash of the year, Cincinnati led by
         five and a half games. The Dodgers were down, though they were hanging in there thanks
         to three straight wins. The big September slide was finally ebbing. But they knew
         they had to keep winning, and that they could really use some help from the Giants
         in getting a game shaved off their deficit before the Reds got to town.
      

      
      They managed to get it, thanks in part to Candlestick Park’s notoriously chilly late
         summer weather. Warming up in the Reds’ bullpen before the game, Grimsley felt his
         arm stiffen up. “No one knows this, but it was cold, it was windy, and my arm was
         stiff, and I never said nothing,” Grimsley recalls. As far as Anderson knew, Grimsley
         was good to go.
      

      
      Grimsley went that night, but he wasn’t very good. Despite being staked to an early
         4–1 lead, he never got loose and wound up getting knocked out in what became a six-run
         third inning for the Giants. Despite Foster’s two homers, San Francisco won 7–5.
      

      
      The Dodgers had an opening, and they needed to take advantage of it. They were locked
         in a tight game with the Braves. Crawford supplied most of the early offense when
         he homered in the second and then doubled and scored in the fourth. L.A. led 2–0 until
         Downing allowed three runs in the top of the sixth, all of them unearned thanks to
         his own error on a comebacker hit by the Braves’ speedy leadoff man, Ralph Garr, which
         set up the rest of the inning.
      

      
      Crawford answered back with another solo homer in the bottom of the sixth off Atlanta
         starter Ron Schueler, tying the score 3–3. And that’s the way it stayed all the way
         through the ninth and into extra innings. After Downing went nine strong, Alston turned
         to Hough, who again came through with a late, lengthy relief effort to keep the game
         going. It wasn’t easy this time. Hough allowed six baserunners in his three innings,
         but he consistently worked his way out of trouble with the help of four strikeouts
         and two double plays. Hough’s toughest work came in the top of the 11th, when, with
         runners on second and third, he struck out pinch-hitter Frank Tepedino and Garr in
         succession to end the threat.
      

      
      Finally, in the bottom of the 12th, with Roric Harrison on in relief for Atlanta,
         Joshua pinch-hit a single and then Lopes suddenly sent everyone home happy by connecting
         for his sixth home run of the season. Los Angeles had prevailed 5–3. The win was their
         sixth in eight games and their 90th of the season, the first time the Dodgers had
         reached that mark since 1966. The five current Dodgers who had played for the 1966
         N.L. championship team—Crawford, Davis, Sutton, Osteen, and Brewer—had seen the club
         broken down and built back up around them over the past seven years. The Dodgers were
         a top dog once more, but so was the team they were chasing. Just as Marvin Gaye’s
         hit single “Let’s Get It On” hit the number-one spot on the Billboard charts, the Reds would arrive the next day with their lead pared down to four and
         a half games. Mathematically, the Dodgers didn’t need a three-game sweep. But realistically,
         they knew they did. Taking two of three would still leave them three and a half behind
         with no more than six to play, a major longshot.
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      Chapter 18

      The Winners

      
         
         
      

      
      September 21, 1973, Extra Innings

      
      Osteen isn’t done battling. He’d been in the on-deck circle when Russell made the
            final out of the bottom of the ninth. Had any of the three Dodger hitters reached
            base against Hall that inning, there’s little doubt that Alston would have gone to
            a pinch-hitter to try to win the game. But despite allowing 11 hits in nine innings,
            despite the exhaustive effort of pitching his way in and out of trouble all night,
            Osteen is back out there for the top of the 10th. Alston’s strategy seems clear: hold
            ’em for one more inning, and we’ll hit for you in the bottom of the 10th.

      
      Except Osteen doesn’t get much of a chance to hold off the Reds. With Hall due up
            after his three perfect innings, Anderson sends up Gagliano to pinch-hit. Just as
            he’d recently done to the Astros, Gagliano drops down a nifty bunt that dies in front
            of Cey at third base to give the Reds a leadoff baserunner. As Anderson sends in the
            faster Geronimo to run for Gagliano, Alston walks to the mound and signals for a reliever.
            As Alston takes the ball and waits for Hough to trot in from the bullpen, Osteen turns
            and walks toward the dugout to a hearty round of cheers. After nine years and 335
            starts, he’s just wrapped up his last game as a Los Angeles Dodger.

      
      Hough’s first hitter is Rose, now batting lefty for the first time in the game. Hough
            comes through by striking him out, completing Rose’s 0-for-5 night. But Morgan follows
            by banging a single the other way to left field, putting runners on first and second.
            Up next is the guy who always seems to be up near the end of a big game with the Dodgers—Perez.
            Like Foster, Perez is in a groove. In four trips to the plate tonight, he’s gotten
            three singles and a double. With the go-ahead run on second, another base hit is really
            all he needs. But when a Hough knuckler comes in a bit flat, Perez swings and drills
            it high and deep to left field. Pacoriek, for the second time in the two innings since
            replacing Joshua in left for defense, can’t do anything more than give token chase
            before the ball reaches the seats. Cincinnati leads 4–1. And they continue to keep
            the pressure on as Kosco follows Perez’s 25th homer with a base hit to left. Hough
            manages to end the inning when Foster grounds into a force play and then gets thrown
            out by Ferguson trying to steal second. Unlike Perez, Foster settles for a 4-for-5
            night. But the damage has been done.

      
      The Dodgers seem intent on not rolling right over in the bottom of the 10th. With
            Carroll on the mound in relief of Hall, lefty-hitting Jim Fairey, a September call-up,
            opens with a pinch-hit single. When Lopes follows with a walk, Los Angeles has the
            tying run at the plate with none out. Anderson, though, is determined to do what’s
            needed to nail down this victory that stands to drive a dagger into the Dodger pennant
            hopes. With two lefties due up, he gets Carroll out and goes to Grimsley, whose start
            the previous night in San Francisco had been cut short by the sore arm that, presumably,
            Anderson doesn’t know about. But in just his second relief outing of the year, Grimsley
            gets the job done. With a left-hander now in the game, Alston calls Buckner back and
            sends up Garvey, who hits a soft grounder near the mound. Grimsley’s only play is
            to first, where he gets a key out even as the runners move up to second and third.
            With the tying run still at the plate, Grimsley gets Davis on a foul pop to Plummer
            for out number two. Anderson then goes to his third pitcher of the inning and fifth
            of the game, Borbon, to face the right-handed Ferguson. It’s been just over a month
            since Ferguson’s big two-out, ninth-inning homer in Chicago had spurred the Dodgers
            to a win. This time, though, there’s no magic. His fly ball to left field off Borbon
            leaves plenty of room for Rose, who grabs it for the final out.

       

      The game on September 21 is a microcosm of the season: L.A. is right there with the
         Big Red Machine, but they don’t quite have enough. Just three outs from nailing down
         a victory and pulling to within three and a half games of the lead, the Dodgers are
         once again the victims of Cincinnati’s late heroics. The Reds, after dropping six
         of seven games to their rivals in the middle of the season, have now beaten them six
         straight times. The race isn’t over, but, really, it’s over.
      

      
      The next afternoon, the Dodgers faced the dreaded quick turnaround—a late, frustrating
         nighttime loss followed by a day game. Some 14 hours after going down in extra innings,
         they were back on the field watching Rose walk to the plate to lead off Saturday’s
         game. Anyone glancing into the stands surely noticed a difference—about 32,000 turned
         out, a great crowd for most clubs but a big drop from the 46,000 who had enthusiastically
         packed the place for the series opener.
      

      
      And sure enough, the Dodgers looked like zombies as the game started. Sutton, going
         for his 18th win, had nothing from the start. A Rose double, Morgan single, and Yeager
         throwing error scored a run right away. Cincinnati was just warming up. A one-out
         walk to Perez, followed by consecutive doubles by Griffey and Geronimo, plated three
         more. Then with two men on it was Gullett, enjoying that rare pitcher’s treat of coming
         to the plate before taking the mound, who drilled a Sutton pitch down the right-field
         line to knock in two more runs. By the time Ferguson retrieved the ball and got it
         in, Gullett was on third with a triple. The final insult came when Russell booted
         a grounder by Rose, up for the second time, allowing Gullett to come home with the
         Reds’ seventh run of the inning. Rau finally came in to relieve Sutton and got Morgan
         to pop up to mercifully end the inning.
      

      
      To the Dodgers’ credit, the early, cold slap in the face did seem to wake them up.
         Trailing 8–0 by the time they came up in the bottom of the second, they managed to
         climb back into the game by hitting the ball with authority the rest of the way. Garvey
         got them started with a second-inning home run. A two-run shot by Ferguson in the
         third made the score 8–3. Then, in the bottom of the fifth, Garvey smoked his second
         homer of the day off a shaky Gullett, a three-run blast to suddenly bring Los Angeles
         to within 10–7. Yet it all seemed to be just a bit too little, too late, as the Reds
         followed up their big first inning with just enough incremental damage to maintain
         the lead. By the end, the teams had combined to use 10 pitchers with Cincinnati holding
         on to win 11–9. They had clinched a tie in the N.L. West.
      

      
      The race was all but done. But for the Dodgers, there was the matter of pride, the
         desire to prevent the Big Red Machine players from celebrating a division title on
         the Dodger Stadium infield. Over 50,000 fans turned out on Sunday, September 23, for
         the final home game of the season. And even as they knew they were probably just delaying
         the inevitable, L.A. got the job done. The red-hot Garvey took Norman deep for a two-run
         homer in the first inning. Three singles and a sacrifice fly added two more in the
         second, giving John an early 4–0 cushion. John’s sinker was on this day, as he moved
         crisply through seven innings with 16 groundball outs and a 6–1 lead. He got into
         some trouble in the eighth, serving up a home run to Kosco, a double to Rose, and
         a single to Morgan. Alston went to Brewer, who immediately gave up a single to Perez
         that scored another two runs. But Brewer struck out two in a perfect ninth to finish
         out a 6–4 victory.
      

      
      The win snapped a seven-game head-to-head losing streak for the Dodgers against Cincinnati,
         a streak that turned out to be their undoing. The Reds’ final 11–7 edge in the season
         series essentially matched their margin in the final standings. The clincher for the
         Reds came the next night, when they returned home to Riverfront to face San Diego.
         Anderson, having used his top pitchers during the previous few games out west, turned
         to Baney, making just his ninth appearance and first start of the year, to face the
         Padres. All he did was toss seven shutout innings, allowing six hits and one walk,
         as the Reds pulled out a 2–1 win on solo home runs by Perez and Kosco. A Perez homer
         in the clincher, of course, was fitting. It came in the fourth inning off Padres’
         starter Rich Troedson, his 26th home run and 100th RBI of the season.
      

      
      Perez had been the consistent one all year in the big games against the Dodgers, hitting
         .384 with six homers and 19 RBIs in the 18 games. Cey, who drove in 12 runs and hit
         .316 against Cincinnati, proved to be the key Dodger bat. When the Reds shut him down,
         they generally shut down the L.A. attack. In the seven games the Dodgers won over
         Cincinnati, Cey started six of them and hit .435 with seven RBIs. In the 11 games
         they lost, he batted .235 and drove in five.
      

      
      Downing recalls September pretty clearly. “Everything went to hell in a handbasket,”
         he says. Downing suggests, looking back, that the 158 games started by the five regulars
         in the Los Angeles rotation may have in fact been a little too much. “Maybe the pitchers
         were overworked a little,” he says. He also had another observation: the young bucks
         in the L.A. lineup got a little bit ahead of themselves. The 1973 season marked the
         first year as everyday players for Cey, Lopes, and Ferguson, and, really, for the
         slightly longer-tenured Buckner, Russell, and Garvey too. Downing figures the marathon
         of the big-league season may have taken a toll. “They were cocky guys. Buckner in
         particular was a cocky guy,” Downing says. “Labor Day to the end of the season catches
         up to a lot of those guys. In the minors, Labor Day is when the season ends.”
      

      
      Garvey doesn’t exactly dispute Downing’s take. He recalls a team meeting earlier in
         the season: “Alston called a meeting and told us we were a cocky bunch. People are
         looking around going, ‘What is he talking about? We have a lead.’ But I knew what
         he meant. I’d been with him awhile.”
      

      
      As the final few games played out, the Reds finished up with a record of 99–63, tops
         in the majors. Starting with Hal King’s homer on July 1, they went 60–26. The Dodgers,
         at 95–66, wound up three and a half behind (that suspended game with the Braves was
         never made up). One of the season’s big disappointments for Los Angeles: a pedestrian
         9–9 mark against San Diego, a 102-loss club that the Dodgers had previously beaten
         up on routinely. Even with their losing mark against the Reds, Los Angeles could have
         pulled out the division had they handled the Padres.
      

      
      Still, had King, Perez, and Foster not worked enough late-game magic to give Cincinnati
         four last-inning wins against L.A., then the season series and the overall records
         could have easily flip-flopped. Did the difference come down to luck? To some degree,
         maybe. But don’t discount Cincinnati’s ability to save its best for last so many times.
         Says Garvey: “We’d had a lead, but we were young. The Reds were more mature. It was
         a great lesson for us, part of the maturation process. You’re going to go through
         these things.”
      

      
      While September was mostly a washout for the Dodgers, it was a good month for Garvey.
         Beginning with the Labor Day loss to the Giants, he drove in 14 runs in 14 starts
         while hitting .339, good enough to pull his season average above .300 and set the
         stage for a big 1974 season, one that Garvey would come to call his “Phoenix Rising.”
      

      
      Cey would finish with a .245 average but with a healthier .338 on-base percentage,
         along with 15 home runs and 80 RBIs. Davis hit .285 with 16 homers and nine triples,
         the fourth most in the league. Lopes and Buckner both finished at .275, with Lopes
         stealing 36 bases. Russell was Mr. Durability, hitting .265 while starting all 162
         games at shortstop and, according to the advanced metrics, playing excellent defense
         despite 31 errors. The team’s two top everyday players were Crawford, with his .396
         on-base percentage and 5.2 WAR, and Ferguson, who hit 25 homers with a .369 on-base
         percentage for a 5.0 WAR.
      

      
      The Dodgers’ vaunted rotation, which led them to a league-low 3.00 ERA, certainly
         held up its end. Sutton finished 18–10 with 200 strikeouts in 256 innings. His 2.42
         earned run average and 0.983 WHIP (combined walks and hits allowed per nine innings)
         both ranked second in the N.L. behind Tom Seaver. John’s .696 winning percentage (16–7)
         was tops in the league. Messersmith posted a 2.70 ERA, fifth lowest in the league,
         with a 14–10 record and 249 innings. Osteen, despite slumping at the end, still finished
         16–11, 3.31. Downing, who also put up a 3.31 ERA over his 193 innings, deserved better
         than his 9–9 record. In the bullpen, Brewer recorded 20 saves with a 3.01 ERA over
         71 innings, Hough also tossed 71 innings with a 2.76 ERA, and Richert logged 51 innings
         in 39 appearances with a 3.18 ERA and seven saves.
      

      
      Meantime the Reds, whose pitching was always overshadowed by their offensive stars,
         finished the season with a 3.40 staff earned run average, fourth lowest in the National
         League. Their leading winner, Billingham, went 19–10 with a 3.04 ERA to go with his
         16 complete games. Gullet wound up 18–8, 3.51, in 228 innings, while Grimsley went
         13–10 with 242 innings and a 3.23 ERA. And Norman, following the June trade that brought
         him from San Diego, went 12–6 with a 3.30 ERA in Cincinnati, completing seven games
         and allowing 136 hits in 166 innings. Borbon won 11 games and saved 14 with a 2.16
         ERA, while Hall went 8–5, 3.47 in 54 games, seven of them starts. Carroll, coming
         off his big 1972 season, didn’t have a particularly good year, allowing 111 hits in
         92 innings with a 3.69 ERA. But his workload added bulk to the staff, and his stats
         would rebound nicely in the following two years.
      

      
      The Reds’ 741 runs were second in the N.L. to the Braves, who scored 799 runs and
         whose 206 homers were 45 more than any team in the league. Playing in Atlanta Stadium,
         nicknamed “The Launching Pad” because of how well the ball carried, the Braves, almost
         predictably, finished first in scoring and last in pitching in the National League.
         But Cincinnati’s big names did all that was expected, and then some. Rose won his
         third career batting crown with a .338 average while also leading the league with
         230 hits. He was voted the 1973 National League Most Valuable Player by the baseball
         writers in a close ballot over Pittsburgh’s Willie Stargell, who led the league with
         44 homers, 119 RBIs, and a .646 slugging percentage.
      

      
      Leading the league in hitting or home runs carried a lot of weight with writers and
         fans back then. It still carries plenty of weight today, though not as much as it
         did in the 1970s, before a lot of attention shifted to on-base percentage and slugging
         percentage as more accurate measures of producing runs. So it’s little surprise that
         Rose, the batting champ, and Stargell, the home run champ, finished one-two in the
         MVP voting in 1973. But a look at the advanced stats shows that Rose wasn’t even the
         most valuable player in Cincinnati, let alone the league. That’s not at all to diminish
         Rose, who scored extremely well on the advanced stats meter. In addition to the .338
         batting average, Rose’s .401 on-base percentage, 36 doubles, and above-average defense
         in left field (a rarity for him compared to most years) were good for an 8.2 WAR,
         the highest of his illustrious 24-year career.
      

      
      But the highest mark on the Reds, and for all everyday players in the major leagues
         in 1973, went to Morgan, who put up a 9.2 WAR thanks to a .406 on-base percentage,
         26 homers, 35 doubles, and good defense. Morgan also stole 67 bases in 82 attempts,
         making him the only one among the league’s leading basestealers to top an 80 percent
         success rate.
      

      
      How did the Reds’ table setters, Rose and Morgan, do from a historical standpoint?
         Their combined 17.4 WAR was only a bit below the 17.9 that Morgan and Bench had registered
         the previous year. To find the last pair of everyday teammates (pitchers excluded)
         who had done better, you need to go back to the 1931 Yankees, when Babe Ruth and Lou
         Gehrig terrorized the American League with a combined 19.1 WAR.
      

      
      With Rose and Morgan getting on base at better than a .400 clip in 1973, Perez delivered
         101 RBIs while hitting .314 with 27 home runs and a .919 on-base-plus-slugging percentage
         (OPS) that ranked first on the team and fifth in the league. Bench slammed 25 homers
         and drove in 104 runs, and added 83 walks to his .253 average for a .345 on-base percentage.
         Both Bench and Morgan won Gold Gloves. Concepcion and Geronimo didn’t, but both would
         begin their runs of multiple Gold Glove Awards the following year.
      

      
      The other bright spot for the Reds lineup: they’d managed to break in a pair of rookies
         who would play bigger roles in the near future. Driessen, after coming up in June
         and getting the bulk of the time at third, hit .301 in 366 at-bats. Griffey raked
         at a .384 clip with three homers in his 25-game stint at the end of the season, earning
         him some playing time in the postseason and then more time in the outfield in 1974
         and beyond. Both Griffey and Driessen would be in the lineup for the Reds’ first playoff
         game, which the club had five days to rest up for.
      

       

      Sunday, September 30, was the last scheduled day of the 1973 season. In New York,
         the Yankees lost to the Detroit Tigers 8–5 in the final game played at the original
         Yankee Stadium. An upcoming major renovation would send the team to Shea Stadium in
         Queens for the next two seasons. The Yankees would return to a very different looking
         stadium in the Bronx in 1976, just in time to win their first American League pennant
         in 12 years. The last hit by a Yankee in the original stadium came from utility man
         Hal Lanier, whose eighth-inning double also turned out to be the final hit of his
         10-year career. Released by the Yankees that winter, Lanier went on to a managing
         and coaching career that included a 1986 Manager of the Year Award for leading the
         Houston Astros to the playoffs.
      

      
      In Atlanta that same day, over 40,000 people turned out to the Braves game hoping
         to see a piece of history, only to leave disappointed. Hank Aaron, sitting on 713
         career home runs, went 3-for-4 in Atlanta’s 5–3 loss to Houston, but all three hits
         were singles. He’d head into the winter one short of Babe Ruth’s record, a problem
         he’d take care of very quickly against Jack Billingham and Al Downing the following
         spring.
      

      
      On Monday, October 1, the day after the season was scheduled to end, the New York
         Mets were at Wrigley Field for a doubleheader to make up games lost to rain during
         a soggy weekend in Chicago. The weather was still drizzly when Tom Seaver and Tug
         McGraw pitched the Mets to a 6–4 win over the Cubs in the first game. The victory
         pushed the Mets’ lead to one and a half games over second-place St. Louis, clinching
         the N.L. East title. With the race over and the Chicago weather still lousy, the umpires
         called off the second game. The Mets’ final record of 82–79 wasn’t exactly playoff-like.
         But really, did it matter? They were hot, and they certainly had little pressure on
         them as they got set to face the favored Big Red Machine in the National League playoffs.
      

      
      Recalls their talented pitcher, Jon Matlack: “The big night was that [ball-off-the-top-of-the-fence]
         Pittsburgh game. After that, we couldn’t do anything wrong.”
      

      
      A struggling team during the first half of the season, the Mets had been in last place,
         12 and a half games off the lead, in early July. A few key regulars—catcher Jerry
         Grote, left fielder Cleon Jones, and shortstop Bud Harrelson—all missed significant
         time with injuries. The club was still stuck in the N.L. East basement in late August
         even as it shaved the deficit to six and a half games. It was the division no one
         seemed to want until the Mets, suddenly healthy and confident, reeled off wins in
         21 of their last 29 games to grab it. Still, they entered the playoffs second from
         the bottom in the National League in runs, batting average, and homers. Compared to
         the Reds, their lineup looked like a JV team going up against the varsity.
      

      
      But the Mets could pitch, and they could catch the ball. They allowed the second fewest
         runs in the league in 1973, behind only the Dodgers. The Mets’ 3.26 staff ERA was
         the league’s third lowest; the defense’s 126 errors were fourth fewest. Leading the
         pitching staff, of course, was Seaver, who would win his second Cy Young Award in
         1973 by going 19–10 with a 2.08 ERA, 18 complete games, and 251 strikeouts. Backing
         him up were left-handers Matlack, the N.L. Rookie of the Year in 1972, and Jerry Koosman,
         a six-year veteran who had narrowly lost the Rookie of the Year vote to Bench in 1968
         and who’d been a hero of the 1969 championship team with two World Series wins against
         the Orioles. George Stone, another lefty, had been a pleasant surprise since entering
         the rotation in June by finishing 12–3 with a 2.80 ERA. Stone was a big part of the
         Mets’ surge down the stretch, winning five straight starts between August 27 and September
         19. The Mets would be underdogs, but there’s no doubt they were armed.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 19

      Frustration

      
         
         
      

      
      As Claude Osteen, among many others, had put it, “they say good pitching beats good
         hitting.” Sometimes that assertion works out, sometimes it doesn’t. What the Dodgers
         narrowly missed doing over a six-month season, the Mets managed to pull off in a five-game
         series. The Reds’ big hitters were nearly helpless against Seaver and Matlack in the
         first two games at Riverfront. They had to feel relieved to pull off a split thanks
         to a good effort from Billingham and late solo homers by Rose and Bench in Game One
         for a 2–1 win over Seaver, who struck out 13 and allowed just six hits pitching into
         the ninth. The next day, Matlack shut down the Reds on just two hits, both of them
         singles by Kosco. A fourth-inning homer off Gullett by Rusty Staub produced the only
         run until the Mets earned some breathing room with four in the top of the ninth against
         Hall and Borbon. Matlack’s strikeout of Bench for the last out was his ninth of the
         game, completing a 5–0 win.
      

      
      “I think my breaking ball was a little bit sharper than usual. Everything was just
         clicking,” Matlack recalls. “I knew Perez was better at hitting the breaking ball,
         so I’d show him the breaking ball and then come back with the fastball for the out.
         And I always had extremely good luck with Morgan. He had trouble seeing my pitches.”
      

      
      Things were getting tense for the Reds. They’d struck out 22 times against Seaver
         and Matlack while scoring two runs. As the series moved to New York for the last three
         games, the Reds needed something to fire them up. And they found it. Right after Matlack’s
         gem, Bud Harrelson, the Mets’ scrawny shortstop known more for his defense than his
         offense, joked to reporters that “the Reds all looked like me hitting.” The comment
         seemed little more than Harrelson’s way of praising Matlack’s big effort with a little
         self-deprecating joke. But some of the Reds, particularly Morgan and Rose, didn’t
         find it funny. Harrelson later recounted that Morgan angrily confronted him on the
         field before Game Three. Even after Morgan calmed down, he warned Harrelson that “Pete
         isn’t going to let it go.”
      

      
      Maybe the Reds’ players were truly insulted by Harrelson’s little quip. Or perhaps
         it’s more likely that they were a frustrated bunch looking for a reason to ignite
         a fire under the team. But by the time Rose had his opening to do it, the Reds were
         already well underwater in Game Three. It was a beautiful, sun-splashed afternoon
         in New York on Monday, October 8—Columbus Day—when the Reds and Mets would play the
         most memorable game of the 1973 postseason.
      

      
      Grimsley, still nursing the sore arm he’d developed in the cold San Francisco bullpen
         almost three weeks earlier, gave up a homer to Staub in the first and then a walk
         and three singles in the second that scored two more runs. With Staub due up again,
         Anderson gave Grimsley the early hook and brought in Hall with two out and two on.
         Hall’s second pitch was a curveball that hung. Staub connected and launched one to
         deep right field that didn’t stop until it hit flush off the auxiliary scoreboard.
         The Mets led 6–0. For Staub, it was now three homers in two games. For Grimsley, charged
         with five runs on five hits in less than two innings, it would be his last start as
         a Red.
      

      
      Cincinnati managed a pair of runs off Koosman in the next inning. But the New York
         lead was 9–2 in the top of the fifth when Rose, on first after a single, broke for
         second on a grounder to first base by Morgan. Rose slid hard into Harrelson, who,
         after taking first baseman John Milner’s throw for the force, fired a strong return
         throw to double up the speedy Morgan and end the inning. But Harrelson took exception
         to Rose’s rough slide, and let him know it.
      

      
      The two jawed at each other briefly before Rose wrestled the lighter Harrelson to
         the ground. Benches and bullpens cleared. Within seconds, everyone was in on the action.
         Players piled up in the dirt near second base. Koosman, in the middle of pitching
         this big playoff game, was one of the first players to jump into the scrum, quickly
         finding himself in the middle of the pile. The fight soon spilled onto the outfield
         grass, where Borbon got into it with New York pitcher Buzz Capra and somehow wound
         up with a blue Mets cap on his head, enraging him even more. It was a spectacle, but
         like most baseball fights, order was restored without anyone getting hurt. Play resumed
         with—another sign of the times—no ejections.
      

      
      The New York fans, though, weren’t quite finished. This was the tough, gritty New
         York City of the John Lindsay mayoral years, the era of Times Square as red-light
         district, graffiti-filled subways, and sporting events that didn’t always exude a
         family atmosphere. As Rose stood out in left field during the Mets’ next turn at bat,
         cans, bottles, and anything else fans could get their hands on rained down from the
         stands. When a whiskey bottle came flying near Rose’s head, Anderson pulled his entire
         club off the field. Umpires warned that the Mets could risk a forfeit if they failed
         to get the fans under control. Finally an A-list contingent of Staub, Seaver, Mays,
         and manager Yogi Berra walked from the first-base dugout out to left field and pleaded
         for the fans to stop. Grimsley, out of the game at this point, remembers: “It was
         so bad they had to get our wives out. A policeman told us, ‘If I were you I’d put
         on a helmet and grab a bat.’”
      

      
      But soon enough, the fans did stop. The game continued without any incidents, or any
         runs, beyond the fifth inning, as Koosman completed a 9–2 win. The Rose-Harrelson
         fight got most of the attention. But it also obscured the difference in the game.
         In the pitching matchup for a pivotal Game Three that looked to be quite even on paper,
         Koosman had it, and Grimsley didn’t. Who knows how Anderson would have mapped out
         his rotation had Grimsley spoken up about his arm? Maybe Norman would have been moved
         up to Game Three, with Hall saved for a start in Game Four. Of course it’s all speculation—no
         one will ever know for sure.
      

      
      Norman did go the next day against Stone in a matchup of number-four starters, as
         the Reds fought to stay alive. Both pitchers were excellent. Norman allowed just one
         run and one hit through five innings before he came out for a pinch-hitter in the
         sixth with the Reds trailing 1–0. Gullett, on just one day of rest after his strong
         Game Two start, followed with four shutout innings. Meantime, Stone yielded just two
         hits into the seventh until Perez launched a homer to tie the game 1–1. The Mets’
         top reliever, Tug McGraw, who along with everyone else in their bullpen had not been
         used in any of the first three games, took over for Stone and tossed four and one-third
         shutout innings of his own to keep the game tied through the 11th. Finally, in the
         top of the 12th, it was Rose, now Public Enemy No.1 in New York, who took Met reliever
         Harry Parker deep over the right field wall. He saluted the boos from the Shea Stadium
         faithful by periodically raising his right fist as he circled the bases to celebrate
         the homer that had just given the Reds a 2–1 lead. Borbon retired the Mets in order
         in the bottom of the 12th to save the game for Carroll, who had followed Norman and
         Gullett with two scoreless innings before Rose’s homer. After hitting just five home
         runs all season, Rose now had two in the playoffs, both of them huge. Without them,
         the Reds would have likely bowed out early. Instead, they were alive for a sudden-death
         Game Five.
      

      
      But lurking for them in the deciding game was Seaver, who would hook up with Billingham
         in a Game One rematch. And even though Seaver didn’t have his dominant stuff—allowing
         five walks and seven hits with just four strikeouts—the game was an uphill battle
         all the way for the Reds. The top of the first inning set the tone, with Seaver struggling
         but bearing down when he had to. After a walk, single, and wild pitch put runners
         on second and third with one down, Seaver whiffed Perez for a big second out. Then
         came a curious move, one that showed a lot of respect for Bench, who had tagged Seaver
         for the game-winning homer in the series opener. The right-handed Seaver walked the
         righty-hitting Bench intentionally to load the bases for the left-handed Griffey.
         The against-the-book strategy worked as Griffey flied to center to end the inning.
      

      
      Billingham then put the Reds into an immediate hole when he was touched for a two-run
         single in the bottom of the first by Ed Kranepool, in the Mets lineup in place of
         Staub, who had hurt his shoulder the previous day running into the wall on a catch
         in right field. The Reds pecked away to tie the game 2–2 by the top of the fifth,
         but the comeback was short-lived. The Mets erupted for four in the bottom of the fifth,
         knocking out Billingham and continuing the rally against Gullett and Carroll. The
         inning included a pinch-hit infield chopper by Willie Mays that went for a single
         to drive in the second run of the inning. Mays’s at-bat also brought an endearing
         and rare sports moment that probably escaped the notice of a lot of people. As Mays
         walked behind Bench on his way to the batter’s box, the two subtly and quickly slapped
         hands.[1]   With the outcome still very much in doubt—the Mets led by just a run at the time—and
         with Mays having already announced his retirement effective at seasons’ end, it was
         quite possible that this plate appearance would be Mays’s last in the major leagues.
         At the very least, it would be his last game against Bench and the Reds. So despite
         the competitive focus at hand in the middle of a do-or-die playoff game, two of the
         greatest to ever play managed to find that split second to acknowledge the moment.
      

      
      As it turned out, Mays’s chopper helped to buy him another week and a half in uniform.
         After their four-run fifth, the Mets added one more in the sixth when Seaver stroked
         his second double of the series and then came around to score. It was all coming unhinged
         for the Reds. The great season, the 60 wins in 86 games since June, the stirring comeback
         to take the division from the Dodgers . . . it was ending in front of a raucous New
         York crowd against a team that had barely played .500 ball during the season. Seaver
         took a 7–2 lead into the ninth when he encountered his last bit of trouble, issuing
         his final two walks of the day to help load the bases with one out. But the Reds’
         last gasp didn’t go anywhere. McGraw came on and got the final two outs, the last
         one on a bouncer to first by Driessen on which McGraw covered first, took the underhand
         toss from Milner for the out, and then put his head down and charged like a fullback
         toward the dugout as he barreled over delirious fans spilling onto the field.
      

      
      October 10, 1973, was quite a day for the improbable: First, scandal-plagued Spiro
         Agnew became the second vice president in U.S. history to resign from office. Then
         the New York Mets, not the Cincinnati Reds, were presented with the National League
         championship trophy. Not only did the favored Reds lose; they’d been fortunate to
         extend the series to the full five games. Cincinnati was outscored 23–8 during the
         series, managing a pair of last-inning 2–1 victories around three one-sided losses.
         Only once all season had the Reds been limited to eight runs over a five-game stretch
         (or, technically, twice, when a six-game run in late May against Chicago and St. Louis
         produced two overlapping five-game stretches of eight runs apiece).
      

      
      The Reds’ players have never shown much bitterness or animosity over the upset. When
         you face good pitching in a short series, anything can happen. Their biggest villain
         to the New York fans, Rose, was quoted the following day wishing the Mets well in
         the World Series: “They’re representing the National League, and that’s my league,”
         he told one of the New York papers. Looking back now, Cincinnati can take comfort
         in its two world championships that were still to come. At the time, the Reds were
         delving into that dreaded “great-team-that-can’t-win-the-big-one” territory with World
         Series losses in 1970 and 1972 and now a playoff loss in 1973. Had the trend continued,
         players and fans might well have looked at the upset at the hands of the Mets as the
         toughest one to swallow. But by eventually coming through against the Red Sox in 1975
         and then repeating against the Yankees in ’76, the Big Red Machine had its coronation—the
         team would be remembered for back-to-back titles above all else. That makes it a lot
         easier in hindsight to brush off the 1973 loss as a stumbling block along the way.
         As Griffey sums it up: “We made a few mistakes, plus Seaver and the staff just pitched
         very well.” In other words, tough break, but we knew we’d be back.
      

      
      The Mets, for their part, did their best to represent the National League in the 1973
         World Series, taking a three-games-to-two lead over the defending champion Oakland
         A’s, who had defeated Baltimore in five games in the A.L.C.S. But at the Oakland Coliseum
         on Saturday, October 20, Seaver failed to close it out as Catfish Hunter and the A’s
         topped him 3–1. A few hours later, more White House scandal news shook the country
         when President Nixon ordered the firing of Watergate special prosecutor Archibald
         Cox, and then accepted the resignations of Attorney General Elliot Richardson and
         Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelhaus, who both quit in protest. The big night
         was dubbed “The Saturday Night Massacre,” a turning point in public opinion against
         Nixon that helped lead to his resignation 10 months later.
      

      
      The next afternoon wasn’t a massacre, but it was convincing enough. The A’s won their
         second straight title with a 5–2 win over the Mets in Game Seven. The losing pitcher
         was Matlack, who had entered the game with zero earned runs allowed in 23 postseason
         innings against the Reds and A’s but who just didn’t have it in the final game. Berra
         pulled him in the bottom of the third after Reggie Jackson hammered a hanging breaking
         pitch into the right-field seats for a two-run homer that gave Oakland a 4–0 lead.
         When Jackson culminated his trip around the bases by leaping and stomping on home
         plate with both feet, the series seemed to be over. Matlack remembers the pitch well:
         “It was a curveball. You or any of your friends would have done the same thing with
         it,” he says.
      

      
      
         
            1. “1973 New York Mets: Road to the Pennant,” YouTube.com, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_16efPkHvM0.

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 20

      Onward . . .

      
         
         
      

      
      With the postseason in the books, the next big week on the baseball calendar would
         be the winter meetings during the first week of December, when fans prepared for news
         of big trades. They got it: on December 4, the Reds, having already swapped Bobby
         Tolan to San Diego for pitcher Clay Kirby, traded Ross Grimsley to the Orioles for
         outfielder Merv Rettenmund. On December 5, the Dodgers traded Willie Davis to the
         Expos for relief pitcher Mike Marshall. On December 6, the Dodgers traded Claude Osteen
         to the Astros for outfielder Jimmy Wynn.
      

      
      A changing of the guard was coming in baseball. After 1973, the Mets quickly faded
         back into mediocrity (and then worse) for a decade before a rejuvenation in the mid-1980s.
         By the mid-’70s, the A’s, Orioles, and Pirates were winding down their powerhouse
         years, displaced by the Yankees, Red Sox, Phillies, and Royals. From 1976 to 1978,
         both Philadelphia and Kansas City took three straight division crowns (Pittsburgh
         did come back pretty quickly to interrupt the Phillies’ N.L. East run and win a championship
         in 1979). Meantime the Yankees and Red Sox rekindled an epic rivalry in the American
         League East, with the Yankees, as usual, winning most of the time. After Boston’s
         1975 A.L. flag, the Bronx Bombers’ run of three straight American League pennants
         and two World Series titles from 1976 to 1978 included a pair of hair-raising division
         battles with Boston, including the famous “Bucky Dent Game” in the 1978 A.L. East
         tiebreaker.
      

      
      The one division that saw little change: the National League West. The Reds or Dodgers
         would win every division crown for the rest of the 1970s and play in five consecutive
         World Series between 1974 and 1978. The two teams combined to place at least five
         of the nine National League starters in the All-Star Game in all five seasons. By
         picking up Jimmy Wynn and slotting him into Davis’s spot in center, Los Angeles was
         looking to add power while using the now-expendable Davis to beef up the bullpen by
         swapping him for Marshall. The plan worked to a tee. Wynn, a 32-year-old Cincinnati
         native coming off a subpar year in Houston, became a rock in the number-three spot
         in the Dodger order. Tagged with the nickname “Toy Cannon” for the power he packed
         into his 5-foot-10, 160-pound frame, Wynn hit 32 home runs in 1974, third in the National
         League, while driving in 108 runs. He averaged .271 with 108 walks for a .387 on-base
         percentage, seventh highest in the league. At the same time, some of the Dodgers’
         young regulars made offensive strides from 1973. Buckner raised his average from .275
         to .314. Cey improved his batting average and on-base percentage slightly while boosting
         his RBI total from 80 to 97.
      

      
      The most visible strides came from Garvey, who hit .312 with 111 RBIs in his first
         full season as a starter, while also winning the Gold Glove at first base. He was
         baseball’s new sensation in 1974—even with his name not appearing on the All-Star
         ballot following his half-season as a regular the year before, the combination of
         Garvey’s first-half stats, matinee idol looks, and big-market team won him so many
         write-in votes from the fans that he was elected the starter at first base. At the
         end of the year, he was voted National League MVP. In hindsight, the advanced stats
         say that Wynn was the Dodgers’ best player in 1974, but Garvey certainly had a big
         season.
      

      
      With players like Crawford, Ferguson, Lopes, and Russell contributing at or close
         to the same clip they had the previous year, L.A. jumped all the way from sixth in
         the league in scoring to first, their 798 runs edging the Reds by 22 runs.
      

      
      The Dodger pitching staff took on a different look in ’74, but it was no less effective.
         Rau stepped into Osteen’s spot in the rotation and did a serviceable job with a 13–11
         record and 3.72 ERA. But with John on the shelf by midseason and aging lefties Downing
         and Brewer battling health problems and reduced workloads, three men carried the bulk
         of the load: Sutton, Messersmith, and the new relief ace, Marshall. In forming one
         of the best one-two punches at the top of a rotation that any baseball team had seen,
         Sutton and Messersmith combined to start 79 of the Dodgers’ 162 games in 1974, completing
         23 of them. Messersmith finished 20–6 with a 2.59 ERA in 292 innings; Sutton, 19–9,
         3.23, in 276 innings. But most of the attention—along with the National League Cy
         Young Award—went to Marshall, the stocky, side burned, 5-foot-10 right-hander who
         threw a screwball. Marshall’s durability was almost freakish. He was an eccentric,
         a guy with unorthodox baseball beliefs. A student of kinesiology, the study of human
         movement, Marshall believed that working every day, or close to it, made him more
         effective. The key was in the mechanics. In basic terms, a throwing motion in which
         the arm comes down in a straight line, rather than across the body, produces a smoother
         rotation with less stress on the arm.[1]   His method never particularly caught on with the baseball establishment, but it
         seemed to work for him. “Mike did want to work every day. You had to put a rope around
         him,” remembers Downing.
      

      
      Marshall, who later earned a PhD in kinesiology, had exceeded 100 innings in each
         of his last three years in Montreal, peaking in 1973 with 179 innings in a league-high
         92 appearances. He did that one better for the ’74 Dodgers, appearing in a record
         106 games and tossing 208 innings. With a 15–12 record and 2.42 ERA, Marshall effectively
         gave the Dodgers starter-type numbers from the bullpen. So despite the reconfiguration,
         Los Angeles once again led the National League in earned run average, dropping slightly
         to 2.97 from 3.00, with 13 shutouts.
      

      
      It had all come together—the 1974 Dodgers were first in in the N.L. in both pitching
         and in scoring. They had the Cy Young Award winner and the MVP. And for the first
         time since 1966, they had first place. L.A. won nine straight games in May and then
         built a 10-and-a-half-game lead over Cincinnati by early July. The Reds, to no one’s
         surprise, made a spirited second-half charge. They closed to within two and a half
         games by late August, and then to within to one and a half games on September 14 after
         two straight wins at Dodger Stadium. Here we go again? Almost. Los Angeles held off
         Cincinnati by closing with nine wins in its final 13 games to finish 102–60. The Reds,
         at 98–64, finished four games behind. No other team in the majors won more than 91
         games. And for the second year in a row, none drew as many fans. Both clubs easily
         surpassed the two million mark at the gate in 1974, nearly doubling the average of
         baseball’s other 22 clubs.
      

      
      The Reds might have pulled it out had they held onto Grimsley, who won 18 games in
         Baltimore in helping Orioles to the A.L. East title while Rettenmund hit .216 in part-time
         duty with Cincinnati. The key for the Dodgers? They were able to turn the tables on
         the Reds in head-to-head matchups, winning 12 of 18. And, oh yes, they also took care
         of business against San Diego this time, opening the season with a message-sending
         three-game sweep by a combined score of 25–2, on their way to beating up the Padres
         with a 16–2 mark for the season.
      

      
      The Dodgers took the 1974 N.L. pennant by winning three of four from the Pirates in
         the League Championship Series, but then went down in five games in the World Series
         to the A’s, with three of their losses coming by a 3–2 score. L.A. had finally gotten
         past its nemesis in the National League West, but still ended up as a bridesmaid.
      

      
      The two clubs mostly alternated their dominance as the decade continued. The Reds
         came back with a vengeance in 1975 and 1976, routing the Dodgers by winning 108 and
         102 games, respectively, on their way to back-to-back World Series titles. Foster
         and Griffey were playing full-time and producing alongside the usual mashers—Morgan,
         Rose, Bench, and Perez. Both Geronimo and Concepcion were winning Gold Gloves along
         with Bench and Morgan, giving Cincinnati a middle-of-the-field defense (catcher, short,
         second, and center) that was almost impenetrable. The pitching was a bit more complicated.
         Billingham was slipping, and Gullett was battling nagging injuries that prevented
         him from ever reaching 200 innings beyond the ’74 season. But Norman was steady, and
         Gullett was terrific when he was out there, going a combined 26–7 during the two championship
         seasons. The rotation also got a lift when right-hander Gary Nolan, a young standout
         in the early ’70s who had developed a bone spur in his throwing shoulder and missed
         nearly two full seasons, came back to toss over 200 innings and win 15 games in both
         1975 and 1976. Rookie Pat Zachry also lent a hand with 14 wins in 1976 before he was
         shipped to the Mets in a big trade that brought Tom Seaver a year later. In the bullpen,
         Hall’s production fell off in 1974 with a 4.08 ERA in just 68 innings, and he wound
         up traded to the Mets in early 1975. But a pair of impressive rookies, right-hander
         Rawly Eastwick and lefty Will McEnaney, joined Borbon and Carroll to form a deep,
         effective bullpen in 1975, just the way Anderson liked it. The Reds finally traded
         Carroll in 1976, which Anderson partly compensated for by squeezing a handful of relief
         outings out of Billingham, Gullett, and Norman. Anderson hadn’t changed—his pitchers
         never got too comfortable.
      

      
      After 1976, though, changes were in the air. Free agency was arriving, and the Reds
         were getting older. The Big Red Machine was peering over the downside of the slope.
         In Los Angeles, Walter Alston retired as manager after 23 seasons and handed the reins
         to Tommy Lasorda, who would hold the job for the next 19 and a half years. A lot of
         people credit the transition to Lasorda, a colorful character who liked to say he
         “bled Dodger Blue,” as a catalyst for freshening the Dodger brand after the Reds’
         two dominant years. Says David Adelman, the L.A. attorney and longtime fan: “It was
         Lasorda who came in and rejuvenated the fans. Alston was never really a PR guy. You
         barely remember him saying two words.” Lasorda certainly wasn’t PR shy. LoPresti recalls
         that “while Sparky would hold court for the press, he wanted the clubhouse cleared
         30 minutes before the game. Lasorda caught wind of that and put out wine and cheese
         for the writers in his office and told them, ‘Stay as long as you’d like.’”
      

      
      The Dodgers’ infield quartet was going strong as the team steadily upgraded the offense
         by remaking the outfield. After Wynn had followed his outstanding 1974 season by slipping
         to 58 RBIs and a .248 average in 1975 (though Wynn was still drawing walks to the
         tune of a .403 on-base percentage), the Dodgers traded him to Atlanta in 1976 in a
         multiplayer deal that brought Dusty Baker, who would be one of their big bats into
         the early 1980s. Reggie Smith came over from St. Louis for Ferguson the same year,
         and by 1977 Rick Monday was in the fold after the trade for Buckner. The steady infield,
         the additional pop from the outfield, and of course the pitching took L.A. past Cincinnati
         and on to consecutive N.L. flags in 1977 and 1978.
      

      
      Los Angeles got a big push back to the top of the division from a return to peak form
         by Tommy John, who had been solid in his 1976 return but who truly came all the way
         back in 1977, his second season after the surgery, when he led the league’s best pitching
         staff with a 20–7 record and 2.78 ERA. Many recall one June night in particular, when
         John pitched the Dodgers to a big midseason win at Cincinnati in a game that asserted
         L.A.’s dominance in the division right after the Reds’ two straight World Series championships.
         The Dodgers had begun the ’77 season red hot, building a big lead during the first
         two months. But at the June 15 trade deadline, the Reds added baseball’s best pitcher
         to The Rivalry when they swung a deal for Tom Seaver, who had become disgruntled with
         Mets management and wanted out. Seaver had been vintage in his Cincinnati debut with
         a three-hit shutout at Montreal. His first home game as a Red came on Friday night,
         June 24, the opener of a three-game series against the Dodgers, who were coming in
         with an eight-and-a-half-game lead. The Reds were down, but there was plenty of season
         left. And now they had Tom Seaver to help propel them back into it.
      

      
      Seaver was solid that night, allowing three runs in eight innings. John, though, did
         him one better, getting the Machine lineup to pound his sinker into the ground all
         night in a 3–2 complete-game win. The race already seemed to be over. “There was a
         lot of extra buzz around the ballpark that night,” recalls LoPresti. “Then when John
         outdueled Seaver it felt like a message game, where it was sort of clear who had moved
         into the driver’s seat.” With Reggie Smith putting up a league-leading .427 on-base
         percentage in his first full year in Los Angeles while teaming with Garvey, Cey, and
         Baker to make the Dodgers the first team in MLB history with four 30-homer players
         in its lineup, the Reds would never really threaten the rest of the way in 1977. That
         October, it was John who pitched the Dodgers into the World Series when he shut down
         the Phillies in Game Four of the N.L.C.S., beating Steve Carlton in a 4–1 win.
      

      
      John followed up with 17 wins in 1978 as the Dodgers built a sizeable lead over the
         Reds and then held on by two and a half games as Cincinnati, which got 40 homers and
         120 RBIs from Foster, closed with 11 wins in their final 13 games to make the Dodgers
         sweat it out. L.A. then beat the Phillies for a second straight year for the N.L.
         crown.
      

       

      They lost both the ’77 and ’78 World Series to the Yankees, but the Dodgers weren’t
         facing as many changes as the Reds were. The resistance on the part of Howsam and
         the rest of the conservative Cincinnati front office toward the coming era of free
         agency has been much discussed over the years. They got their first taste after the
         1976 season, the first free agent class of the new collective bargaining agreement
         in the wake of the Messersmith-McNally case, when Gullett split after seven seasons
         to sign a six-year contract with the Yankees. For George Steinbrenner’s team, it was
         a coup thought to be on par with the signing of Reggie Jackson that same winter. Long
         term, it didn’t work out that way. But the defection of Gullett, a Kentucky boy and
         career Red, to the bright lights and big money of New York marked the start of a different
         era, one of the Yankees’ rise and the Reds’ fall.
      

      
      Gullett’s final appearance for the Reds turned out to be Game One of the 1976 World
         Series, when he beat the Yankees and onetime 1968 Dodger draftee Doyle Alexander 5–1.
         A year later, he was opening the 1977 World Series for the Yankees against the Dodgers.
         His opponent was Sutton, the same pitcher he’d gone up against in the first Reds–Dodgers
         game of 1973. Gullett pitched strongly into the ninth in a game the Yankees would
         win 4–3 in 12 innings, on the way to their first championship in 15 years.
      

      
      Gullett went 14–4 in his first Yankee season, wrapping up a charmed three-year run
         that saw him go 40–11 and win a World Series ring in all three years. But when he
         suffered a rotator cuff injury in 1978, his career was suddenly over at age 27. He
         finished with a record of 109–50, impressive by any measure but still leaving many
         to wonder what might have been. Gullett’s injury could be viewed as a vindication
         of Reds’ management for avoiding the sizable risk of a long-term deal for a pitcher.
         But there were plenty of other rumblings. Perez, whose 1976 season was solid but off
         a bit from the previous three years, was about to turn 35. In the meantime, Driessen,
         who by then had been around for four years while rarely breaking out of his part-time
         role, was nearly 26. The Reds figured that if they didn’t make Driessen a regular
         pretty soon, he might never realize his career potential. And so on December 16, 1976,
         the Reds handed him the first base job by trading the popular Perez to Montreal. Dealing
         Perez and elevating Driessen, who hit .300 and drove in 91 runs in 1977, wasn’t a
         particularly bad move in its own right. The problem proved to be what the Reds got
         in return from the Expos: instead of young talent that could have helped set them
         up for the future, they wound up with veteran starting pitcher Woody Fryman and reliever
         Dale Murray, both of whom would turn in mediocre results during short stays in Cincinnati.
      

      
      The 1977 season was also the last in Cincinnati for Howsam—aside from a brief return
         several years later—who quit at the end of the year. His replacement, Dick Wagner,
         was a guy who didn’t mind clashing with beloved members of the Big Red Machine. After
         the 1978 season, the nearly unthinkable happened when Rose, who loved Cincinnati but
         wasn’t a fan of a new front office that wasn’t inclined to pay a free agent price
         to keep him, signed with the Phillies. Also gone after 1978: Anderson, fired by Wagner
         after two straight second-place finishes behind the Dodgers. He was replaced by John
         McNamara, a former manager of the A’s and Padres.
      

      
      The Reds remained competitive for a few more seasons. Griffey and Foster were in their
         primes. Driessen was solid in Perez’s old spot. Seaver wasn’t the pitcher he’d been
         in his younger days in New York, but he anchored the rotation effectively into the
         early ’80s. Newcomers like third baseman Ray Knight and outfielder Dave Collins blended
         with aging but still productive Machine veterans Bench, Morgan, and Concepcion. Cincinnati
         won at least 88 games every year from 1977 to 1980, including one more division title
         under McNamara in 1979.
      

      
      By 1980, baseball’s owners were making noise for changes to the four-year-old free
         agency system. What they wanted: a team that lost a free agent to be compensated with
         a player of comparable value from the acquiring team to fill the void. The players
         saw the plan as a scheme to kill free agency—why would a team spend on a free agent
         if it had to give up someone in return who might be just as valuable? An eventual
         compromise saw the players agree to allow a team losing a free agent to pick from
         a pool of unprotected players around the league as compensation, but not before a
         50-day strike in the middle of the 1981 season wiped out a third of the schedule.
         When the two sides settled and got set to resume the season in August, the owners
         decided that fan interest and attendance would be better served by splitting the season
         into halves. The four teams in first place when the strike began would be declared
         the first-half winners, with the second-half division races up for grabs. At the end
         of the season, the first-half winners and second-half winners would face each other
         in a best-of-five series to decide each division title.
      

      
      When the players walked out on June 12, 1981, the Dodgers were leading the Reds by
         half a game in the N.L. West. And so they were declared the first-half champion, while
         Cincinnati had to start from scratch. The Reds made another nice run in the season’s
         second half, but wound up a game and a half behind the Houston Astros. Cincinnati’s
         66–42 overall record was tops in all of baseball, but they were shut out of the playoffs
         because they hadn’t finished first in either half.
      

      
      The Dodgers jumped on their opportunity and took it all the way to the bank. In their
         ninth and final year together, the now-iconic infield of Garvey, Lopes, Russell, and
         Cey led the team past the Astros in the special Division Series, past the Expos in
         the National League Championship Series, and, finally, past the Yankees in six games
         in the World Series. After seven second-place finishes and three World Series losses
         over the previous 11 years, the Dodgers were champions. The 1981 season wrapped up
         a 12-year run during which Los Angeles or Cincinnati represented the National League
         in the World Series eight times. Since then, each team has made it once. Even the
         Padres have made it to the series twice in the past 35 years.
      

      
      At Riverfront Stadium on October 4, 1981, as the Reds readied themselves to pack up
         for the winter following their season finale against the Braves, they decided to tweak
         the playoff-bound Dodgers one last time. Bemoaning what they saw as an unfair playoff
         format that had left them without a chance to raise a championship banner, the Reds
         did the next best thing. They unfurled a banner for their fans that read: “Baseball’s
         Best Record—1981.” It might as well have read: “Hey, Dodgers, we’re still better than
         you.”
      

      
      And on that note, one of the greatest rivalries sports had ever known ended.

      
      
         
            1. Lantz Wheeler, “To Pronate or Not to Pronate That Is the Question: Part 1,” BaseballThinkTank.com,
                  April 22, 2013, http://baseballthinktank.com/to-pronate-or-not-to-pronate-that-is-the-question-part-1/.
               

            

         

      

   
      Epilogue

      
      
      The tentacles of the Dodgers–Reds rivalry of the 1970s would spread all the way through
         the 1980s. As time marched on and baseball’s attendance vaulted from 43 million to
         55 million paid customers during the course of the decade, the Cincinnati–Los Angeles
         connection from The Rivalry days continued as a major cog in the baseball machine.
         Not only did Vin Scully or Al Michaels broadcast every World Series on network television
         from 1983 to 1989—with Scully’s handling of the radio broadcasts from 1980 to 1982
         ensuring that at least one of them would work every series of the decade—players from
         The Rivalry continued in the spotlight with other teams.
      

      
      After Rose joined the Phillies in 1979, where he became a teammate of Bud Harrelson’s
         for a year and led the N.L. with a .418 on-base percentage, he helped the club to
         its first World Series title in 1980. His team took an exciting five-game N.L.C.S.
         from the Astros, who won their first-ever division title thanks in large part to the
         return of Joe Morgan, who had signed that year as a free agent. Yes, Cincinnati’s
         indefatigable one-two punch of the ’70s squared off on opposite sides of the first
         N.L.C.S. of the ’80s. The Phils then took the World Series in six games over the Kansas
         City Royals, whose designated hitter Hal McRae was a Red during the early days of
         The Rivarly before his trade to the Royals in 1973. McRae was still the Royals’ regular
         DH in 1985, when they took the World Series from the Cardinals in seven games.
      

      
      Tommy John left The Rivalry the same year that Rose did, signing a free agent deal
         with the Yankees in 1979, the year after the Bombers lost Don Gullett to his rotator
         cuff injury. John pitched for New York in the 1981 World Series against the Dodgers,
         combining with reliever Goose Gossage on a shutout in Game Two but getting yanked
         early in L.A.’s clinching 9–2 win in Game Six. Poor John—despite a stellar career
         he never sipped World Series champagne. He wound up on the wrong end of three Yankee–Dodger
         series in five years, losing with the 1977 and 1978 Dodgers and with the 1981 Yankees.
         Then in 1982, both John, at 39, and Don Sutton, 37, were picked up in late season
         deals by the American League’s two division leaders. John went to the California Angels,
         whose ace that year was 18-game-winner Geoff Zahn, the former Dodger 1968 draft pick.
         Sutton went to the Milwaukee Brewers, an offensive juggernaut in 1982 led by future
         Hall of Famers Robin Yount and Paul Molitor.
      

      
      Both Sutton and John won four games over the final month to help Milwaukee and California
         take their divisions. They didn’t directly oppose each other in the 1982 A.L.C.S.,
         but they both played prominent roles. John started and won the opener for the Angels,
         who also took the next game for a commanding two-game lead in the best-of-five series.
         With the Brewers on the brink in Game Three, Sutton got the ball and pitched into
         the eighth inning of a 5–3 win over Zahn. Milwaukee hammered John the next day to
         tie the series, and then completed the three-game comeback with a 4–3 win in Game
         Five.
      

      
      Sutton went on to start two games in the 1982 World Series against the Cardinals,
         though he didn’t fare well. He lost both Game Two and Game Six in a series the Cards
         would win in seven games. Like John, Sutton would never get a World Series ring despite
         a long, brilliant career. In fact, his 15 years with the Dodgers were bookended by
         the 1965 and 1981 championships. Having broken in with L.A. in 1966, he’d left as
         a free agent for the Houston Astros after the 1980 season, missing both titles by
         a year. After narrowly missing again with the 1982 Brewers, making Sutton’s teams
         0-for-5 in the World Series, his last postseason would come with the Angels in 1986,
         when he opposed Buckner and the Red Sox in the A.L.C.S. He started and pitched very
         well in Game Four, an 11-inning 4–3 Angels win that gave them a three-games-to-one
         lead in the series. But a dramatic ninth-inning homer by Boston’s Dave Henderson in
         Game Five (“Unbelievable!” bellowed ABC’s Al Michaels) would lead the Sox to an improbable
         comeback win in Anaheim from which the Angels never recovered. They dropped the final
         two games at Fenway Park and watched the Red Sox go to the World Series.
      

      
      Sutton would finish up his career at age 43 with a swan song with the Dodgers in 1988,
         where he put up a 3.92 ERA in 16 starts before his release and retirement in August.
         Two months later, the Dodgers beat the Oakland A’s in the World Series.
      

      
      By 1983, both Morgan and Perez had joined Rose in Philadelphia for the Phillies’ second
         pennant winner in four years. The Phillies lost the 1983 World Series to the Orioles,
         but not before they took three of four from the Dodgers in the N.L.C.S. in L.A.’s
         first season in more than a decade without Cey and Garvey, who had both moved on.
         Cey was traded to the Cubs and Garvey signed as a free agent with the Padres. In Philadelphia,
         the 41-year-old Perez pinch-hit and occasionally spelled the 42-year-old Rose at first
         base. Both aging vets were marginal contributors that year for a club led by N.L.
         home run leader Mike Schmidt and Cy Young Award winner John Denny. But Morgan, who
         turned 40 during the 1983 season, was still an indispensable regular. Despite hitting
         just .230, Morgan still had that keen batting eye which resulted in 89 walks, giving
         him an impressive .370 on-base percentage along with 16 homers and solid defense.
         His 3.2 WAR was second on the club behind Schmidt among everyday players.
      

      
      The Cincinnati–L.A. connections to the ’83 Phillies didn’t quite end there: Morgan’s
         double-play partner, Phils shortstop Ivan DeJesus, had broken in with the Dodgers
         in 1974, and then spent two years backing up Bill Russell before the team dealt him
         to the Cubs as part of the Buckner–Rick Monday trade. DeJesus was later a backup infielder
         with the 1985 Cardinals, who would lose to McRae and the Royals in the World Series.
      

      
      Garvey and Cey both helped their new clubs to postseason glory in 1984. Cey led the
         Cubs with 25 homers and 97 RBIs at age 36, as Chicago captured the N.L. East for the
         first time since the start of divisional play in 1969. It was also the Cubs’ first
         postseason appearance of any kind since 1945. The ’84 Cubs won the division with a
         second-half surge to overtake the Mets, who had been resuscitated from last place
         to contending status thanks not only to rising young talent like slugger Darryl Strawberry
         and pitcher Dwight Gooden but also to 24 home runs and 86 RBIs from George Foster.
         Now 35 years old, Foster had come over in a trade from Cincinnati two years earlier,
         just before the option year of his contract, and signed a lucrative five-year deal
         in New York. During the Cubs’ ride to 96 wins, Cey recommended that management go
         ahead and pull the trigger on a June trade with Cleveland for pitcher Rick Sutcliffe,
         whom Cey remembered as “a horse” from his 17-win, Rookie of the Year season in Los
         Angeles in 1979. The 6-foot-7 Sutcliffe was certainly a horse in Chicago, to say the
         least. In 20 starts after the trade, Sutcliffe went 16–1 with a 2.69 ERA. He was overwhelmingly
         voted the National League Cy Young Award despite having spent barely more than half
         the season in the N.L. Also along for the ride to the division title: Davey Lopes,
         picked up by the Cubs in late August for infield depth. Lopes managed to reach base
         10 times in 23 trips to the plate down the stretch to lend an assist to the Cubs’
         run.
      

      
      Cey, Lopes, and Sutcliffe came up short in their quest for the World Series when they
         blew a two-games-to-none lead to Garvey’s Padres in the N.L.C.S. Like the Cubs, San
         Diego also won it’s first-ever division title in ’84. The 35-year-old Garvey didn’t
         provide much pop—just eight homers—but he was a steady veteran presence who started
         158 games at first base and hit a respectable .284. And he saved his best for the
         playoffs. With the Padres down two games to one and fighting to stay alive, Garvey
         played the hero in Game Four by driving in five runs, the last two on a game-winning,
         two-run homer in the bottom of the ninth off Cubs’ relief ace Lee Smith for a 7–5
         win. He wound up as the series MVP with a .400 average and seven RBIs in the five
         games.
      

      
      When Garvey and the Padres got to the World Series, the magic ran out as they lost
         to the 104-win Detroit Tigers in five games. The Tigers’ manager: Sparky Anderson,
         who had taken over in mid-1979, less than a year after the Reds dumped him. Detroit’s
         victory over San Diego made Anderson the first manager in MLB history to win the World
         Series in both leagues.
      

      
      Memories of the 1986 Mets–Red Sox World Series, of course, revolve around Buckner.
         But they also extend to the manager who many blamed for not removing the gimpy first
         baseman for defense in the 10th inning of Game Six. That was John McNamara, the man
         who had replaced Anderson in Cincinnati during the tail end of The Rivalry and piloted
         the Reds to the 1979 N.L. West crown. And it was McNamara’s third baseman from the
         ’79 Reds, Ray Knight, the man who had replaced Rose, who scored the winning run on
         Buckner’s Game Six error, hit a big home run to put the Mets ahead late in Game Seven,
         and walked away with series MVP honors.
      

      
      The 1987 postseason didn’t seem, at first glance, to have a lot of particularly strong
         connections to key Rivalry players from the ’70s. But it did bring the last blaze
         of glory for the Dodger draft class of 1968. The Detroit Tigers, still managed by
         Sparky Anderson, rallied to overtake the Toronto Blue Jays in the A.L. East after
         they swapped a young prospect named John Smoltz to the Braves in August for Doyle
         Alexander. By then a wily, 37-year-old veteran, Alexander started 11 games for Detroit
         down the stretch and shocked everyone by dominating with a 9–0 record and 1.53 ERA.
         In a season in which Cey, Lopes, and Garvey all played their final major league games,
         it was the Dodgers’ ninth-round pick of 1968, a pitcher who’d won all of six games
         for them before launching into a well-traveled career for eight teams, who put the
         final exclamation point on the historic draft. Unfortunately Alexander’s magic didn’t
         last through the playoffs, where he lost both of his starts in the 1987 A.L.C.S. to
         the Minnesota Twins, who went on to beat St. Louis in the World Series. Getting 60
         at-bats for the 1987 Cardinals as a fill-in first baseman and pinch-hitter was 36-year-old
         Dan Driessen. By October, after the team’s slugging first baseman, Jack Clark, had
         gone on the shelf with a late-season ankle injury, Driessen platooned at first base
         in the World Series and went 3-for-13 in the Cards’ seven-game loss. He retired after
         the season with a career .267 batting average, .356 on-base percentage, and 153 homers.
      

      
      By 1988, the Dodgers, under Lasorda, were back. They took the N.L. West by seven games
         over the Reds and then upset both the Mets in the N.L.C.S. and the A’s in the World
         Series to become the only team to win two championships in the 1980s. Oakland’s top
         two pitchers in 1988, both of whom continued as rotation stalwarts for the club’s
         1989 and 1990 World Series teams, were Dave Stewart and Bob Welch. Both were Rivalry
         products, having broken in with the 1978 Dodgers. Stewart proved to be a late bloomer
         whose career didn’t really get going until he reached Oakland in the mid-’80s. Welch,
         though, was a big factor during the later years of The Rivalry. He’d quickly found
         the national spotlight as a hard-throwing 21-year-old who blew a fastball past the
         Yankees’ Reggie Jackson for a strikeout to end Game Two of the 1978 World Series with
         the tying run on second base. Welch went on to win 115 games for the Dodgers before
         he was dealt to Oakland in 1988. His crowning season came in 1990 when he won 27 games
         for the A’s, the most by a pitcher since Steve Carlton had won the same number for
         the 1972 Phillies.
      

       

      The Reds didn’t get to enjoy their boast over baseball’s best 1981 record for very
         long. By the following year, Griffey and Foster had both left for more cash in New
         York, with Foster going to the Mets and Griffey to the Yankees. Bench, at 34, was
         hitting .258 with 13 homers as a third baseman. Concepcion and Driessen remained solid,
         but the other Machine parts were long gone. The 1982 Reds finished 61–101, deeply
         buried in the N.L. West basement. They weren’t much better over the next couple of
         years as Bench retired and Seaver was sent back to the Mets. By 1984, the Reds reached
         into the nostalgia bucket by bringing back Perez and, more importantly, Rose, who
         became the team’s player-manager and immediately reinvigorated his home fans, who
         got to see him break Ty Cobb’s career hit record on that magical night in September
         1985.
      

      
      Things did brighten up for a while as the Reds put up four straight winning seasons
         under Rose and then, after falling back in 1989, made a run to their improbable championship
         under Lou Piniella in 1990. But those days were also fraught with peril. Rose’s gambling
         scandal hit the fan in 1989, forcing him out as manager and serving as a source of
         consternation for fans ever since. Then there was ownership. Marge Schott, a wealthy,
         tone-deaf local widow, had bought control of the franchise in 1984. Her 15-year tenure
         was marked by constant controversy, as quotes attributed to her over the years managed
         to offend nearly every minority group in America.
      

      
      Cincinnati has been a run-of-the-mill franchise for a generation now, with 17 losing
         seasons and just four playoff appearances since the 1990 championship. Some fans believe
         that Great American Ball Park, opened in 2003, and owner Robert Castellini, who took
         over in 2005, have helped point the team toward the future and away from Big Red Machine
         nostalgia. And there has been recent promise—three of the club’s four playoff appearances
         of the past 26 years have come since 2010. Still, with three more losing seasons in
         2014, 2015, and 2016, the team is back in rebuilding mode. Cincinnati is still a passionate
         and sophisticated baseball town, but the modern version of the club has never consistently
         adjusted to its small-market status. While franchises like Kansas City, Tampa Bay,
         Oakland, and Pittsburgh have often figured out how to find player value on limited
         budgets, Cincinnati, aside from the occasional exception, has floundered. Nostalgia
         rolls on. Walk around outside the ballpark on a game night, and you’ll see as many
         fans clad in jerseys honoring Johnny Bench as for the team’s recent stars Joey Votto
         or Brandon Phillips.
      

      
      On November 4, 2010, Sparky Anderson passed away at age 76 in Thousand Oaks, California,
         about 40 miles from both Dodger Stadium and his alma mater, Dorsey High School in
         Los Angeles. Anderson’s death came 26 years after the passing of Walter Alston, who
         died at age 72 on October 1, 1984, in Oxford, Ohio, about 40 miles from both Riverfront
         Stadium and his alma mater, Milford High School.
      

      
      In 2012, the Los Angeles Dodgers were sold to a group led by asset management firm
         Guggenheim Partners and fronted by ex–Los Angeles Lakers great Magic Johnson for a
         record price of $2.15 billion. The premium price came despite the Dodgers being one
         of just a very few teams not to open a new, revenue-enhancing ballpark since the 1990s.
         As Cey, who’s done marketing and community relations work for the club in recent years
         puts it, “The current Dodgers live in the house that we built.”
      

      
      Business, as usual, is booming in Los Angeles, which is both the team’s blessing and
         its curse. The Dodgers have the opposite problem the Reds do. They’re big market,
         and they know it. And they’ve pretty much become addicted to it. The Dodgers have
         built most of their rosters of recent years by throwing money around—no longer does
         the scouting and player development system produce the kind of talent it used to.
         There have been recent signs that the Dodgers’ current president of baseball operations,
         Andrew Friedman, a veteran of Tampa Bay’s front office, is tilting the team’s direction
         back to player development. Time will tell if that plan sticks.
      

      
      For a while now, continuity has been quaint in L.A. From the 2016 roster, only Clayton
         Kershaw and injured outfielder Andre Ethier had tenure that dated further back than
         2012. A club that once had Alston and Lasorda manning the dugout for a combined 42
         years has employed eight managers since Lasorda’s retirement in 1996. The formula
         works fine for staying competitive and drawing fans. Los Angeles has suffered just
         five losing seasons since its 1988 title, and just one in the past 10 years (an 80–82
         mark in 2010). They’ve been to the playoffs eight times since 2004. The Dodgers continue
         to sit at or near the top of baseball’s attendance list every year. The current club,
         like the one Cey, Garvey, and Sutton played on, has often led the league in both home
         and road attendance.
      

      
      Yet the club hasn’t been back to the World Series since 1988. It’s been the era of
         the big tease—enough money to bring in big names and contend, but not enough of an
         underlying foundation to see it all the way through. Then again, maybe the big tease
         era is appropriate. The Dodgers, consistent with their history, are still bridesmaids,
         only with a bigger budget. As he hopes for that return to the Promised Land, Cey doesn’t
         waffle about where the rivalry now lies—exactly where it did before he played. “There’s
         a team to the north that’s won three World Series recently . . .”
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