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It was a month after the Baseball 
Hall of Fame induction ceremony 
in 1983, and legendary Los Angeles 
Times columnist Jim Murray felt it 

was appropriate to devote his column 
space to one of the inductees — legend-
ary Dodger manager Walter Alston.

“Walter Alston was one of the most 
unafraid men I have ever known,” Mur-
ray wrote. “Almost everyone has the 
smell of fear, the hint of panic, the look 
of swallowed hysteria at some time or 
another. Alston’s throat was always flat.”

It’s now 60 years since the quiet-man-
nered baseball man from Darrtown, 
Ohio, became the Dodgers’ manager. 
For 23 seasons, beginning in 1954, 
Alston skippered the Dodgers to un-
precedented success for the franchise. 
Throughout that tenure and in all the 
years since his final game in the dugout 
in 1976, Alston was and has been known 
as a calming presence — as fearless and 
patient as Murray described him.

However, the beginning was challeng-
ing, maybe chaotic in some respects. The 
man was calm, but the world around 
him wasn’t. 

PROVING GROUND
“He was essentially unknown,” said Roger 
Kahn, the legendary Brooklyn Dodger 
beat writer who penned the revered 
book, “The Boys of Summer.”

Kahn recalled that Dodger general 
manager Buzzie Bavasi and owner Wal-
ter O’Malley didn’t like all the publicity 
that Charlie Dressen, the manager from 
1951-53, received. 

“So they picked a man who was fa-
mous for not being colorful,” said Kahn, 
now 86 and living in Stone Ridge, N.Y.

The Dodgers won the National 
League pennant in 1952 and 1953 un-
der Dressen, who Kahn described as a 
sharp baseball guy who got along with 
players and the press. But Dressen test-
ed O’Malley’s famous stance of not go-
ing beyond a one-year contract with 
his managers after the 1953 season. He 
asked O’Malley for a multiyear deal, and 
he was out. Alston was in.
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Pee Wee Reese was the favorite to 
replace Dressen, Kahn said, but Reese 
didn’t want the job. The mainstay at 
shortstop for the Dodgers, Reese had 
developed an ulcer due to tension. Kahn 
remembered Reese fearing that manag-
ing would provide more pressure than 
he could bear.

Famously greeted by a New York 
newspaper headline of “‘Alston (Who’s 
He?) New Dodger Manager,” the new 
skipper’s ways confused outsiders imme-

diately — especially in New York, where 
managerial color was in abundance with 
the Yankees’ Casey Stengel and the Gi-
ants’ Leo Durocher. Alston was the anti-
Stengel and more so the anti-Durocher. 

“His personality was so different than 
these firebrand managers who had plen-
ty to say to the press and to give their 
opinion,” said Carl Erskine, who played 
for Alston on the Dodgers from 1954-
1959. “Walt was so laid back. 

“In the first spring games in ’54, we 

played away from Vero Beach north 
with the Braves. … I got a phone call in 
my room at the hotel. I was the player 
representative. ‘Would you come down 
and speak to us?’ (a reporter asked). I 
thought something had erupted. I went 
down and was asked, ‘Carl, tell us about 
this guy. He won’t talk.’”

Kahn said Alston didn’t endear him-
self to his players right away either.

“Every position on this team is up for 
grabs,” Kahn remembered Alston telling 
the press early.

The writers thought that was silly with a 
star-studded roster that included the likes 
of Jackie Robinson, Roy Campanella, Don 
Newcombe, Duke Snider, Reese and Gil 
Hodges. Kahn reasoned that there was no 
team in 1954 better than the Dodgers, but 
they played at a disadvantage.

Alston had managed in the Dodger 
minor league system for a decade and 
skippered teams with a 17-man roster, 
Kahn said. Kahn and other New York 
sportswriters noticed that he managed 
the Brooklyn Dodgers like it had 17 men 
in 1954, and Durocher managed the Gi-
ants by making the most of all 25 men 
on his roster. The Giants won the pen-
nant and swept the Cleveland Indians in 
the World Series that year.

In 1955, Alston adjusted.
 “I think he played what the Dodgers 

system taught him,” Erskine said. “He 
played solid baseball. Wasn’t a gambler, 
but not afraid to make a decision.” 

Simple. And in 1955, the Dodgers 

Alston managed Tommy Lasorda in Triple-A 
Montreal from 1950 to 1953 before moving 
on to Brooklyn and then Los Angeles.
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won their first World Series ever by beat-
ing the Yankees in seven games.

And simplicity carried on through 
his managerial career, through the next 
generation in Los Angeles with Sandy 
Koufax, Don Drysdale and Maury Wills. 
Silent-and-steady Walt guided Dodger 
teams to World Series titles in 1959, 
1963 and 1965.

“He is non-irritating,” Walter O’Malley 
said of Alston’s longevity, according to 
the New York Times. “‘Do you realize 
how important it is to have a manager 
who doesn’t irritate you?”’

Though confrontations behind the 
scenes with players could often be heated 
– one 1963 legend has Alston challeng-
ing players to step off the team bus and 
fight him – by the early-to-mid-1970s, 
Alston remained known as the strong, 
silent type. But the Dodgers went seven 
seasons without making the postseason 
between 1967-1973.

A March 1974 Sports Illustrated ar-
ticle on the Dodger manager said many 
of his players interpreted his silence as a 
sign of wisdom. The headline of that sto-
ry was, “Strong, Silent, Enduring.” But it 
had a subhead that began, “But is Walter 
Alston a superior manager?”

LEGACY BEYOND ’76
The Dodgers returning to the World Se-
ries that year may have answered that 
question. But it might have also been an-
swered by the last generation of Dodgers 
he managed.

The end of Alston’s career (he was just 
shy of 65 when he retired) was the be-
ginning for a young group that included 
the legendary infield of Ron Cey, Bill 
Russell, Davey Lopes and Steve Garvey. 

Cey and Garvey both say that the 
Dodgers’ success toward the waning 
years of Alston’s on-field leadership and 
after Tommy Lasorda took over as man-
ager at the end of the 1976 season had 
something to do with Alston being pa-
tient with his younger players and giving 
them the opportunity to learn on the job 
and grow.

“One of the reasons he was so successful 
was he had a great deal of patience,” Cey 
said. “As a player in Major League Base-
ball, I think he had one at-bat and didn’t 

get a hit. When he didn’t have that kind of 
success (as a player), there has to be a lot of 
patience that goes along with that.”

Said Garvey: “He was the epitome of 
consistency, but he realized the business 
starting to change and with this next era 
of talent, he knew he would have to make 
some alterations and some changes. But 
it wouldn’t change who he was and the 
core beliefs.”

But it was time. Lasorda fostered many 
of these younger Dodgers in the minor 
leagues and took the reins in 1976 with 
four games remaining in the season. He 
went on to make his own impression 
with Alston’s final group and with future 
generations of Dodgers.

Alston became a memory — albeit a 
lasting one.

It’s clear by Murray’s remembrances 
of the great Dodger manager that his 
impression of Alston was that of a man 
whose quiet nature was a character 
strength, and never a flaw.

Said Murray: “He was a man you’d 
most like to be next to in a lifeboat. Or a 
foxhole. Alston made mistakes, but they 
were never motivated by fear of failure. 
Alston never cut his losses. Or alibied 
his defeats.”

Murray reasoned that Alston made 
the Hall of Fame because players re-
sponded to he was. 

“He excelled in the far more diffi-
cult area of human endeavor,” Murray 
wrote. “He was a man with a capital M, 
and he made all those around him bet-
ter for it. 
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