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INDELIBLE IMAGES

It’s In the Bag

Sports lllustrated photographer Neil Leifer hit a grand slam
when he set out to capture a double play on filn BY OWEN EDWARDS

l 5 "&FJ_I[HHil“l |

L ,ﬂ e U I}IIL:;quliI W (T
v ”'L e | N y
. "*wf! ! 4,);:"3‘_-, A

\‘J

| 3 5 ) il

- W‘f, et

|

TASCHEN's Press Clipping 1



ORE THAN THE HOME RUN,
more than the strikeout, the
double play distills the physi-
cality of baseball. The instant
the ball is hit, the fielders strive
for timing and precision; the
base runners strive for speed and disrup-
tion. When the lead runner launches him-
self cleats-first toward second base, it’s like
flashing a switchblade during a pas de deux.

Neil Leifer may appreciate the moment more keenly
than even some of the countless major leaguers who have
executed the double play over baseball generations. In
1965, Leifer figured out how to get a worm’s-eye view of
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one. His ingenious methodology yielded just one image,
but that was enough to capture what no photographer had
captured before.

Leifer is both an artist and a techie, with an eye for icon-
ic moments and a head for inventing ways to capture them.
When the Houston Astros started playing in a domed sra-
dium in 1965, he was quick to realize that he could shoot
from a gondola mounted directly above the diamond —and
did, to stirring effect. Using Life magazine’s gargantuan
2000-millimeter lens in the late 19605, he stationed him-
self in the center field bleachers to
focus on where the pitch reached the

Leifer's “handy”
father helped rig
the camera that
caught the
Dodgers' Willie
Davis in mid-slide.

catcher’s mitt, a vantage point now
standard for TV broadcasts. “Neil was
the photojournalistic equivalent of Al-
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“We got the shot,” says Leifer (below: in 2005), but Tony Taylor (No. 8) got Davis out. Davis’ slide knocked the camera from the bag.

fred Hitchcock, with shots like the
overhead angle in Prycho,” says Gabriel
Schechter, a writer who contributed to
a new collection of Leifer’s baseball
pictures, Ballet in the Dirt: The Golden
Age of Baseball.

Born in New York City in 1942 and
raised on the Lower East Side of Man-
hattan, Leifer grew up watching
ballgames with his father, Abraham, a
postal worker, at the Polo
Grounds (home of his fa-
ther's beloved Giants) and
Ebbets Field (home of the
Daodgers). Leifer remem-
bers taking a picture of
Jackie Robinson on Cam-
era Day at a Dodgers
game when he was 13. The
voung photographer re-
ceived training in tech-
nique at the Henry Street Settlement in
New York and began selling photos as a
teenager. At 18, he scored his first Sports
Hlustrated cover (of New York Giants
quarterback Y. A, Tittle).

Leifer almost had to align the plancts
to get his double-play photograph at
Dodgers Stadium, in Los Angeles, on
April 25, 1965. He had brought his father
to the game to watch the Dodgers take
on the Philadelphia Phillies. “It was his
first trip to the West Coast,” Leifer says.

“Miad hadn'r vet oorten aver the Dodeers

TASCHEN's Press Clipping

and the Giants moving to California, but
it was a thrill for him to be there anyway.”
Abraham Leifer was “handy at building
stuff,” so the photographer asked him to
put together a small wooden box that

could be put into a space carved out of

the padding in the second base bag. Into
the box went a Leica connected—
through wires buried a few inches under
the infield dirt—to a remote release be-
hind first base. (Dodgers
officials, Leifer says, were
keen to cooperate with Sports
Hlustrated, and seemingly in-
different to any travails this
imposed on the groundskeep-
ers.) “T used a 21-millimeter
lens”—a wide-angle lens—
“because I wanted to get the
stands as well as the play,”
Leifer recalls. “My father actu-
ally had the remote release, while I was
shooting with another camera.”

A classic double play developed in
the third inning. With Willie Davis—
the Dodgers’ great center fielder and
then the fastest man in baseball—on
first, batter Tommy Davis poked the
ball to the infield. With perfect timing,
Leifer pére hit the remote release and
caught Willie Davis launching into his
slide toward the fielder’s foot.

“We got the shot,” Leifer recalls.
But Davis hit the bag so hard he

knocked the Leica out of place, so “that
picture was the only one we got.” (For
the record, the Phillies got the two
outs, and eventually the win, 6-4.) The
image went unpublished in Sports [llus-
trated— it “just didn’t fit into a particu-
lar story,” Leifer says —and so makes its
print debut in Ballet in the Dirt.

Did Davis see the camera? “No, [
couldn’t pay attention to stuff like
that,” he says. “I pur a notebook ro-
gether of all the ways to slide, so when
I slid into base, I put everything to-
getherinasplit second. In my mind, it
was as if I'd already done it before I did
it.” Davis, 68, retired from the majors
in 1979 and lives in Burbank, Califor-
nia, near his old team’s stadium.

Leifer shot for Spores Illustrated
from 1960 until he left in 1978 to
make his mark photographing every-
thing from politics to wildlife for
other titles in the Time-Life family.
His dad died in 1982, By the time the
younger Leifer left Time Inc. in 1990
(to concentrate on filmmaking, both
documentaries and shorts), he had
produced more than 200 covers for
the company’s magazines —and an
archive that suggests nobody got in-
side baseball better than he did. ©
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