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My favorite St. Louis Cardinals team has been always been, and probably always will be, the 1967-68 bunch, which won back-to-back N.L. pennants. 

But recently I’ve wondered how memorable those two seasons have been for fans of any N.L. team besides the Cardinals. St. Louis pulled away from the rest of the league in late July in both seasons, and there really was no doubt over the last two months of those years that the Cardinals would win the pennant.

Having two five-team divisions in both the N.L. and A.L. would have been better for baseball, I concluded, not just in 1967-68 but in the 1961-1968 period. The A.L. expanded from eight to ten teams in 1961, with the N.L. following the next year.

Certainly, one could argue for two divisions by looking at the results: only three N.L. teams won pennants in those seven seasons: the Cardinals and Los Angeles Dodgers with three each and the San Francisco Giants with the other. Five of the ten A.L. teams captured pennants, but the New York Yankees took the first four, three of the easily, while the Minnesota Twins (1965), Baltimore Orioles (1966), Boston Red Sox (1967) and Detroit Tigers (1968) won the others. Only one A.L. pennant race (1967) was decided on the last day.

But a closer look at those pennant races convinced me that baseball would have lost something in that era if it had gone to two five-team divisions. Post-season playoffs between divisional champs would often have been anti-climatic to the regular-season excitement of pennant races. A league championship series in some of those years also would have pitted a much stronger team against a mediocre rival, with the potentially disastrous results we saw in the Mets’ upset of the Reds in 1973 or the Twins’ of the Tigers in 1987.

I’m no turn-back-the-clock person, but just one who tries to understand history in its own setting. In looking back at the sweltering Midwest summer temperatures of that era, we can say that people would have been better off with central air-conditioning in their homes, and they would have been; but most didn’t have it then and wouldn’t until a decade or so later. Still, they got through those summers.
Same with baseball. There was no talk in the expansion era of the early ’60s of going to two divisions like the eight-team National Basketball Association. My guess is that the regular-season schedule would have been either 150 (20 games vs. the four divisional opponents and 14 against each team in the other division) or 160 games (20 games vs. each divisional opponent and 16 against each in the other). 

It’s interesting to speculate on how the N.L. would have realigned itself. For sure the New York Mets, Philadelphia Phillies and Pittsburgh Pirates would been in the eastern division while the Los Angeles Dodgers, San Francisco Giants and Houston Astros would have been in the west. The Chicago Cubs and Milwaukee Braves (until 1966) would have been in the same division, whether east or west, rather than the Cubs-Cardinals. From both the experience of growing up in St. Louis in the ’50s and ’60s, and being co-author, with George Castle, of “The I-55 Series: Cubs vs. Cardinals” (1999, Sports Publishing, Champaign, Ill.) I can attest that there was no real rivalry between the Cardinals and Cubs in the early 1960s. Looking at the Cubs’ attendance figures of 1959-61 shows a marked increase when they hosted the Milwaukee Braves, whether on weekdays or weekends, compared to nearby weekday and weekends. Cubs-Braves games in Wrigley Field vastly outdrew Cubs-Cardinals games in Chicago during that time. The N.L.’s moguls would have kept Chicago and Milwaukee together for the economic boost of their geographic closeness.

The A.L. realignment would have been easy: the Cleveland Indians everyone east of it being in the east, while the Detroit Tigers and everyone west of it making up the western division.
Briefly, here’s the 10-team leagues’ accomplishments in a nutshell:

National League
1962: The Giants rallied from being four games down with 11 to play to tie the Dodgers at the wire, thanks to the Cardinals’ three-game sweep of Los Angeles in Dodger Stadium on the final weekend. San Francisco then won a best-of-three playoff (when the term meant a tie-breaker between teams who’d finished in first with identical records), over the Dodgers, who coming from a 4-2 deficit entering the ninth inning of the third game. I’ll always remember Willie Mays catching the last out and then heaving the ball toward the first-base grandstand at Dodgers Stadium. 
Had there been two divisions, the Dodgers and Giants might not have ended in a tie. But, had they, any NLCS against an eastern division team would have seemed anti-climatic.

1963:  The final standings show the Dodgers winning the pennant by six games over the Cardinals, but the final month of the season was most exciting. As August neared its end, the Dodgers seemed to have a comfortable 6.5-game lead on the Cardinals, then went 13-6 over the next three weeks. But the Cardinals went 19-1 (a nine-game streak and 10-game one sandwiched around a loss). The Dodgers came to St. Louis on Monday, Sept. 16, to start a three-game series leading the Cardinals by a game. Los Angeles then put on a clinic of how a championship-caliber team rebuffs a challenger when it’s on the line. The Dodgers won Monday’s game 3-1 by plating two in the ninth after Stan Musial hit what turned out to be his last homer to tie the game in the seventh; 4-0 behind Koufax’s 24th victory and 10th shutout of the season; and then 6-5 in 13 innings.
1964: Everyone remembers the Philadelphia Phillies’ 10-game losing streak with 12 game to go, which knocked them out of what seemed like a sure first-place finish. But few recall that while the Phils were losing 10, the Cincinnati Reds won eight straight to take the lead going into the last week of the campaign and that the Cardinals won nine of 10 to then take the top spot from the Reds. And the Giants were mathematically in contention until the Cubs eliminated them on the second-last day of the season. The Cardinals clinched the pennant on the last day, finishing a game ahead of the Phils and Reds. Any post-season matchup also would have been anti-climactic to such a nail-biting regular-season ending.

1965: With two and a half weeks to go in the regular season, the Giants owned a 4.5-game lead over the Dodgers. But LA won 13 straight, and 15 of their last 16, to nip the Giants by two games.
1966: A dandy final-weekend with the Dodgers needing to win the second game of a doubleheader to prevent the Giants from making up a rained-out game with the Reds and possibly tying the Dodgers for first. Manager Walt Alston’s choice? Sandy Koufax, pitching on two days’ rest, as he did when winning the seventh game of the 1965 World Series. Koufax went the distance for his 27th win of the season, and the Dodgers clinched the pennant.

American League

As noted, the Yankees won the 1961-64 pennants, 1964’s pennant race being the closest. The Bronx Bombers, in their last hurrah after finishing first in 14 of the previous 16 seasons, eliminated third-place Baltimore with three games to go and clinched it over the second-place White Sox the following day.

In 1967, Boston’s Red Sox achieved the Impossible Dream during the regular season by clinching the pennant on the final day of the campaign by beating Minnesota in Fenway Park and breaking the first-place tie they’d entered the day with the Twins. But, the Bosox then had to sit in the clubhouse and await the result of the second game of the Detroit Tigers-California Angels game. Had Detroit won, it would have forced a one-game playoff between Boston and the Tigers, but the Angels were victorious.
Making two divisions was inevitable and necessary when both major leagues expanded to 12 clubs each in 1969. Nevertheless, while the A.L. endorsed it, N.L. president Warren Giles first resisted, wanting to keep all 12 teams together.

Two divisions in the 10-team leagues of the 1960s might have added some excitement, but it would have often pitted mismatched teams in the league championship series. The 1960s, with a schedule that had every team play every other league opponent the same number of times home and away, was the last decade that gave baseball undisputed league champions. 
