A Trip-centric Review of 61*

An HBO Production

Of a Billy Crystal Film
Reviewed by Srtrekker

[With additional notes—including this one—from her more normal better half]


Srtrekker:
After spending forty minutes and fifty-four seconds on baseball stuff…


S.O. writes:
As the family of Roger Maris and the entire nation wait for Mark McGwire to break the 61 home runs in a season record of Maris, the film travels back to the tumultuous 1961 baseball season when Mickey Mantle, the hard-living, charismatic, but aging and ailing Yankee star, and Roger Maris, the quiet, reserved up-and-comer, were attempting to break the earlier record of sixty homeruns in a single season set by Babe Ruth.  And they were trying to break that most hallowed record in Yankee Stadium, the House that Ruth Built.


Srtrekker:
Whatever.  …the setting moves to the office of Commissioner of Baseball Ford Frick—if I’m lying, I’m dying on the name.


S.O.:

What can I say?  Commissioner of Baseball Ford Frick was one of Babe Ruth’s most ardent supporters.


Srtrekker:
Ford Frick, Yogi Berra—And you think T’Pol and Vannek are strange names.

As I was saying, Commissioner Frick called together the most influential of the sportswriters to discuss what to do if either Mantle or Maris broke the record.

Connor Trinneer, in a film where most of the actors are portraying actual people, claims the title of Writer #2, a name which conveys a universality, a representation of the print media as a whole.  

The ‘#2’ nicely communicates a modesty not apparent in the guy designated as ‘#1’, which I never did decide who was.

Rather than being the crass and intrusive ‘reporter’, he is a ‘writer’, a creative individual, a literate individual, an—extremely cute individual even in Sixties garb.

He is the only man in the room who isn’t wearing a tie—an indication of fashion sense or forgetfulness, pairing it with a sparkling white, open-collared shirt.  BTW, some of those other ties were actually bow ties—and there were also some suspenders.

He was wearing a tee-shirt.  There was no view of his chest so I don’t know if it was shaved or not.  Nor was there the opportunity to check the style and color of any other undergarments he may or may not have been wearing.

The gray suit coat he was wearing really brought out the blue of his eyes…  


S.O.:

He was wearing glasses.

Srtrekker:
In his portrayal of Writer #2, he wore glasses, black rims with the bottom halves of the frames clear—the de rigeur eyewear of the young Sixties professional—writers, teachers…


S.O.:

…FBI agents.

Srtrekker:
…which really brought out the blue of his eyes—which only a true Tuckerite would be able to see.  (Only special people can see the blue Danube—same concept.)

He was doing the Sixties comb-over.  His hair was darker than on Enterprise, but they had used hair tonic, which would have made it appear darker.  


S.O.:

The movie.  Remember?


Srtrekker:
His character is perhaps less frenetic than Commander Tucker; #2 remains still enough so that the cigarette (which by the way he does not smoke—good boy!) in his hand actually has visible ashes.

He has only a few lines, but in those he concentrates and illuminates the purpose, the essence of the scene.  He speaks for the fans, his fellow journalists, and the public in general, all those people who are focused on this race.  What happens if Mantle breaks the record on game 154?  What if both break the record in those extra games—won’t it tarnish the record?  He empathizes with those who hold the opposing view—I hear what you’re saying—while remaining faithful to his own convictions—but there’s something about this that doesn’t seem right.  

So they decide that if anyone gets 61 homeruns they will put what Mantle refers to as a ‘thingamajigger’ after the record.

So Maris does and they do.  This requires another eighty-six minutes or so to accomplish.
  


S.O.:
The asterisk was added by Commissioner of Baseball Frick because in 1961 the baseball season had been extended from 154 games to 162 games, giving Maris the eight more games he required to hit his 61 home runs.  It was but one of the controversies that dogged Maris that season as sportswriters inflamed public opinion in a media circus that saw Maris pilloried in the newspapers, subjected to hate mail, and harassed by both the fans and the general public.  When the injured Mantle fell out of the race, Maris broke the record, but the strain of the 1961 season was such that he never again reached that level of play.  The asterisk haunted him the rest of his life.


Comments:

This movie is for the fan of baseball who is interested in the history of the game.  It’s a nice buddy film.  There is surprisingly little actual playing of baseball, mostly warming up and hitting homeruns. Thomas Jane has a wonderful time as Mickey Mantle.  I’m still trying to decide how well he did Mantle’s accent; after a few minutes of listening to him, you really don’t care. Barry Pepper is very good as Maris.  For the Trinneer fan, rent it, don’t buy it.  (If you do decide to buy, Wal-Mart had it on its shelves in February/March for like seven dollars.)  CT is on screen in only one scene for about two minutes and fifteen seconds at forty minutes and fifty seconds; the movie is two hours and nine minutes long.  

Notes:

Sci-fi connection:  Thomas Jane, Mickey Mantle in 61*, played Carter Blake, shark wrangler, in Deep Blue Sea.

Sci-fi connection:  Anthony Michael Hall played Whitey Ford in 61*.

Mantle and Maris formed a corporation called ‘M & M’.  I find that tidbit of information entertaining.

If you do watch the entire film, there’s a scene just before CT’s where Mantle and Maris are making a commercial for hot dogs.  Loved it.

Watching the baseball scenes in reverse is amusing, but not something you want to do if there is a baseball fan in the room.

