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By RICK PALLEY

Walter Francis O’Malley.

The name probably doesn’t mean much to most New Yorkers these days; he isn’t a rock star, “Joe Millionaire,” or a promising new NBA draft choice. But if you’re from Brooklyn, and especially if you’re older than, say, 50, chances are the name will ring in your ears, raze the hackles on your neck, or possibly even inspire you to curse like a sailor.

Walter Francis O’Malley was the guy, THAT GUY, who moved the Brooklyn Dodgers, our beloved Bums, to Los Angeles. 

And while 45 years later many people still haven’t forgiven the Dodgers’ owner for doing it, there is at least one voice out there offering, if not exactly forgiveness, at least a reappraisal in light of research that suggests that Walter O’Malley did want to keep his team in Brooklyn. 

That voice belongs to author Michael Shapiro, a native Brooklynite, no less, whose recently published book “The Last Good Season” (Doubleday) tells the story of Brooklyn’s love affair with their often maddeningly inconsistent Dodgers, the team’s unsuccessful struggle to hold onto the championship in 1956, and O’Malley’s fruitless attempts to build a new stadium in a changing Brooklyn.

“God bless Walter O’Malley. He was a convenient man to hate,” Shapiro told the “Skyline” last week. “He was unctuous, he was manipulative, he was very smart, but he’s innocent of the crime of the Brooklyn century.” 

But if O’Malley isn’t to blame for the Dodger’s move, than who is?

That dubious honor belongs to Robert Moses, says Shapiro. (The author spent part of his three years researching “The Last Good Season” sorting through the Robert Moses Papers, in the collection of the New York Public Library.)

Moses, who lorded almost God-like power as head of the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority, New York Parks Commission, Construction Commission, and Slum Clearance Committee, briefly considering building a new stadium for the Dodgers in downtown Brooklyn, but concluded that he couldn’t justify condemning land for a privately-owned stadium under the pretext that its parking garage could be used, off-hours, by the public.

Proposals went back and forth between O’Malley and Moses; Moses flip-flopped on the suitability of using his slum-clearance powers and came up with a new stadium site in Bed-Stuy; O’Malley countered with one right across the street from the LIRR terminal on Flatbush Avenue, on the land occupied by the decrepit Ft. Greene meat market. In the end, the Brooklyn stadium never happened.

It’s hard to argue with Shapiro’s assertion that Moses was “arrogant, imperious, and cruel.” It’s all there for everyone to see, in his letters to politicians and subordinates. Yet Shapiro’s claim that “Robert Moses is the bad guy in this story,” seems an over-simplification -- Moses was justifiably concerned about dwindling attendance at Ebbets field, and whether the team could draw enough of a crowd to fill a bigger stadium.

“I am ready to concede that Brooklyn is crazy about the Dodgers. Whether it is crazy enough to support a $6, 000, 000 stadium is another matter,” Moses is quoted as saying in the book. (Later estimates ran closer to 20 million)

Moses eventually decided to build a new stadium in Queens, not Brooklyn. O’Malley opted to relocate to Los Angeles, a booming city without a major league franchise and with plenty of available land on which to build a stadium. (O’Malley made public his decision two months after uptown rivals the New York Giants announced they were jumping ship to San Francisco in August 1957.)

But while this largely behind-the-scenes battle was being fought, the Dodgers and their National League rivals the Milwaukee Braves were engaged in an equally dramatic battle, this one taking place in front of thousands of cheering fans. The Dodgers wound up claiming the pennant, only to lose the championship, in a memorable seven game series to the team they bested the year before, the Yankees.

Shapiro’s book crackles with anecdotes about Dodger’s greats like Pee Wee Reese, Gil Hodges, Roy Campanella, and Duke Snider, players who represented the core of an aging team that had won the pennant (but not the series) so many times that the fans rallying cry was “wait till next year.” 

But after 1957, there were no more “next years” for the Dodgers. Brooklyn was changing in ways like many older cities were at the time; people who could afford it were moving out of the city, and those who stayed often saw them change, as many low-rise neighborhoods were replaced by faceless projects.

Shapiro fills “The Last Good Season” with vignettes about Brooklynites of every age and ethnicity who were part of this change; little kids who snuck into games; blacks and Puerto Ricans, many of them new to the city, who came to Ebbets Field to support players like Jackie Robinson and Don Newcombe; and middle-class married couples who jumped at a chance to move to Long Island, leaving the tiny yards and row houses of Brooklyn behind them.

Ironically, Shapiro’s parents stayed put in Midwood, moving only relatively recently to Manhattan. Shapiro, 50, who currently lives on the Upper West Side and teaches at the Columbia School of Journalism, has spent as much time living out of Brooklyn as in it. But he still remembers being a kid and feeling the absence of the Dodgers, even though he never actually saw them play in Brooklyn.

“There was a palpable sense for me, and I don’t think I was alone in this, of this void, of if only the Dodgers had stayed, life would have been better,” Shapiro said. “The Dodgers were more than a team – they were a great Brooklyn institution.” 

