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THE NATIONAL PASTIME

The New York Yankees came to town a couple of weeks ago to play three games against the San Francisco Giants, part of Major League Baseball’s Interleague Schedule (something I usually consider a bad idea, but in this case...well, why not!) The last time the Yankees played San Francisco during the regular season was the 1962 World Series at Candlestick Park – alas for Giants fans, the Yankees won that series in Game 7: with two out in the bottom of the 9th, a line drive off the bat of Willie McCovey was speared by the Yankees’ second baseman, Bobby Richardson. But today would be different. It wasn’t the World Series, but nevertheless a rare chance to see these two legendary teams – both with New York roots -  pitted against each other.  I was lucky enough to attend the Saturday and Sunday games, and both times I took the Larkspur Ferry to the ballpark.

The pleasures the Ferry  begin when the eager passengers step on the boat, find a seat, and wait for the captain to give a blast on the horn, which is the order to cast off. Gently, the boat slips backwards from the jetty, carefully turns around, and heads slowly out through a clearly defined channel toward the deeper waters.  Within minutes, we’re chugging past the grim silent facade of San Quentin, relieved on Saturday by the sight of hundreds of inmates exercising in the outdoor yard. Seeing the ferry, many raise their arms and wave. Shouts of “Go Giants” and ”Go Yankees” waft out to us over the water. 

When the ferry reaches deep water, the Captain speeds up and heads towards the Bay. Between the Belevedere Peninsula and Angel Island, there’s a quick glimpse of the Golden Gate Bridge, just a teaser. Once we’re on the Bay proper, there it stands, majestically framing the entrance to the Bay. I never get tired of that reveal.  Sailboats are heading out toward the Bridge in a Yacht Club race.  The city lies ahead of us and, in the bright summer sun it’s easy to pick out Twin Peaks, Coit Tower, Lombard Street, the Pyramid and the Ferry Building at the foot of Market Street. I can just see a big cruise ship tied up along the Wharf.

On the boat, passengers have settled into their seats, or are wandering along the decks, enjoying the views from all sides.  As they pass my seat, I think again about baseball’s universal appeal. Here is a complete socio/economic cross-section of San Francisco, with this one shared passion.  There’s a group of burly construction workers, many with exotic tattoos and swagger, side by side with the captains and young turks of the business, legal and dot-com worlds, the younger ones sleekly built and buff, suggesting more than a few hours spent at the gym or on the mountain bike. And then here comes my internist, for heaven’s sake, almost unrecognizable without his starched white jacket and stethoscope – instead, he’s wearing his favorite Giants t-shirt and cap! We give each other a long look before we make the connection, he as befuddled as I because, of course, I am decked out in my favorite Giants regalia! We are both amused at discovering something new about each other.  An older, retired couple, sit opposite me having driven down from Willits that morning. The man wears a Yankee cap and carries a Yankee sweatshirt, so I ask him where he’s from in NY. Oh no, explains, he’s not from NY, but he’s always loved the Yankees and his sons gave him tickets and Yankee clothing for Father’s Day. This is their first trip to the ballpark. 

I notice a number of young couples, arms entwined, gazing out over the water, or at each other, with that dreamy expression of young love and shared enthusiams.  

And then, of course, there are the families – husbands, wives, children and grandparents.   In a few cases, it’s just a Dad or a Mum and their kid, each one treasuring a day together. I met a fellow Brit who’d been raised in New Zealand, now living in Marin, who along with his son and wife, is mad for baseball. I heard Spanish, Chinese and German and wondered again at the wide appeal of this American national pastime. The childrens’ eyes are bright with the excitement of going to the Yard – some of them just couldn’t sit still and dragged their parents upstairs and downstair, as if they could find a short cut to the ballpartk.

And really, who could blame them? These were the Yankees, after all – with all their storied players: Derek Jeter, Alex Rodriguez, Miguel Cabrera, Jose Posada, etc. etc. My heart also was beating a little faster at the prospect of seeing this face-off against my favorite Giants’ players.

The ferry slips under the Bay Bridge, and just a few minutes later ties up at the Ball Park. We disembark and all make our way to our seats.  I have time to grab a hot dog and a beer and get settled before the lineups are announced. And then some youngster is given the microphone on the field, and yells “Play Ball”! 

And so it begins. My friend Martha who sits next to me, and I both keep score and have done so for years. With complete dedication, we record every play, imagining that when we’re too old to go to the game, we can revisit some of the best ones through our scorebooks.  

These two Yankee games will rank up there with some of the best – these Yankees are formidable! And huge! They’re all 6’2” or more.  And they don’t disappoint the 43,485 eager fans, at least one third of whom are Yankee fans.  Saturday’s game goes to 13 innings! The Yankees are on the board first with three runs in the 3rd inning off the Giants starter, Matt Morris. We get one back in the bottom of that inning when a smart rbi double from Dave Roberts scores Feliz. But those Yankee big guns keep hitting: Rodriguez, Posada and Matsui all reach base in the fifth, with Rodriguez scoring. The Giants come to life in their half of the 6th, Winn scoring on a base hit from Barry Bonds. There’s a really bad call by the first base umpire, ruling Ray Durham out. The Giants manager, Bruce Bochy comes out of the dugout and argues the call to no avail. He argues some more, getting right into the face of the umpire, who immediately tosses him out of the game. The crowd goes berserk as yells of “lousy call” “get your eyes tested” mingle with more obscene suggestions. Bochy flings down his hat down and marches off to a standing ovation. That really fires up the Giants. In the bottom of the 7th, we score three runs and take the lead 5 to 4.  And that’s the way it stays until the top of the 9th inning. Hennessy is pitching for the Giants. Alex Rodriguez, A.Rod, is at bat. First pitch fastball, and Rodriguez sends it sailing out of the park. Game tied. Yankee fans are delirious. Giants fans disgusted as the Giants fail to score in the bottom of the inning. “Vamos a extra innings” as they say in Cuba. The 10th, 11th 12th and the top of the 13th go by, with several scoring opportunities for both teams. Finally in the bottom of the 13th inning, with two out and a tremendous hustle from Vizquel to reach first base with an infield hit, moving Klesko over to 3rd, the rookie Nate Schierholtz comes to the plate and bloops a single over the heads of the infielders. Klesko scores the winning run and the Giants take the game 5 - 4.  Young Schierholtz is mobbed by his teammates, and practically carried off the field, and the Giants fans go home happy.

Baseball provides enormous excitement, tension, and often heartbreak.  But sometimes nothing much happens – this is a famous aspect of game. What greater pleasure then, than to sit and watch the sail boats drift across the Bay or a big tanker creep slowly under the Bay Bridge on its way to the Port of Oakland. 

So, what is it that puts a lightness into our step each spring? That has us carving out precious afternoons and evenings throughout the summer? For me, the passion was set 40 years ago, when my then boyfriend Matthew took it upon himself to introduce me to all things American when I first arrived in Los Angeles. Mingled in with trips to Disneyland, Forest Lawn, Love-ins in Griffith Park, and the drag racing at Long Beach, was a hot August evening spent at Dodger Stadium. One look at that gleaming green field, the sparkling white uniforms and, as the beat poet Gregory Corso puts it, hearing “…the crack of the bat” and I was hooked. This is to my now husband Matthew’s great chagrin, because he, in fact, is not and never has been a baseball fan.

There’ve been many many wonderful books written about baseball – eloquent, poetic, humourous – written by liberals and conservatives alike, from Roger Angell to George Will . Tons of movies, too, with their particular point of view. For me, it’s a game of skill and strategy. It requires enormous athleticism and dedicated training. It is played despite the whims of Mother Nature – in glorious sunshine, or in dense, cold fog, or rain, or wind, or any combination of them all. The eye-hand coordination of batters or fielders is almost superhuman. To get that narrow, wooden bat to make contact with a ball coming at close to 100 mph, reaching the plate just a second after it leaves the pitcher’s hand, to be able to read what kind of a pitch it is, and, therefore, how to respond to it, is some kind of miracle. No wonder people roar and leap to their feet, hoping that the ball will carry all the way to McCovey Cove. Well, if it’s the home team, that is. If it’s the opposing team, then the hope is that the home team’s right fielder will jump higher than any human can jump, and rob that hitter of a sure-thing home run. Then there are the rookies who appear each season, some not even 20 years old, making it to the Big Leagues, The Show.  How will they survive being in the big arena? If they’re pitching, can they handle the bullpen throwing away a hard-earned lead? What about a home plate umpire who won’t  them those close calls just because they’re rookies? That’s when you see some of the veteran players coming over to say something, or just give a look or a slap on the back. “Hang in there, kid, you’re doing okay.”

Sunday’s game has Mike Mussina pitching for the Yankees and Noah Lowry for the Giants.  Lowry pitches one-hit ball through five and 2/3 innings, keeping the Yankees off balance. By the top of the 6th inning, the Giants are leading 3-0, but the Yankees have the bases loaded with one out, and guess who’s coming to the plate? Alex Rodriguez. He fights off 11 pitches from Lowry. The crowd is on its feet. Usually a battle like this favors the hitter because he’s had a chance to see so many pitches, but Lowry lures Rodriguez into hitting a soft ground ball that throws out Jeter at second and A. Rod takes first on a fielder’s choice. One run scores. Lowry leaves the game to a standing ovation and Sanchez comes in in relief and gets Matsui to ground out. Inning over. In the bottom of the 7th inning, Joe Torre, the Yankee Manager, brings in the “Rocket” Roger Clemens (now back with the Yankees) to pitch. Yankee fans are on their feet cheering. Giants fans are booing. Clemens strikes out Ray Durham and the next batter is Barry Bonds – an unforgettable sight -- two 42 year-olds, each a legend in his own time, and in his own league. 

There’s a fellow from Zimbabwe at his first baseball game sitting next to me. His friend has been explaining the rules, but I turn to him and try to get him to understand that this moment, with these two “giants” facing each other, with every fan standing and yelling, is what baseball is about. He nods but bewildered by it all. Clemens ends up walking Bonds, who goes to third on a base hit from Klesko, and then scores on a fly ball from that super new rookie, Schierholtz. Crowd ecstatic. The Giants go on to score three more times and take the game 7-2, and the series two games to one. 

To the strains of Tony Bennett singing “I left my heart in San Francisco,” we make our way back to the jetty and board the ferry for the trip back to Larkspur. No traffic jam, no scramble to get onto the Muni.  Just a stroll up the gangplank, to find a seat and settle in for the 45-minute ride home. Happy smiles on most of the faces, resigned looks on the faces of the Yankee fans. The kids who’d been so active on the ride over, are now tired but content. Some of us doze off, some go for one more beer, others relive the high points of the games.  And the sun still shines down on the Bay sending late afternoon light slanting over the water and the land.  Life is good.

How is my team doing overall this year? Not so good, I’m afraid. But as every baseball fan would say, with hope springing eternally, “ah well, wait until next year.”

