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ampaign buttons were
clipped to the server’s sus-
penders like rounds in a ban-

dolier. Shapes of guitars. Music notes.
Martini glasses and pointed crowns.
The suspenders were black and so was
her shirt. So were her slacks. Black
shoes. Black apron. Black eyeliner.
She was Ozzy Osborne doing the lunch
shift. Rock and roll will never die.

I sat at a table at the Hard Rock Cafe
at Yankee Stadium. My back was
against the paneled wall where “New
York Yankees” was spelled in white
script between two large TVs. The
music was very loud. 

“Are you ready to order?” the
server says. 

“I’m just going to have a plain burg-
er with fried onions and ketchup,”
says Joe Fosina across from me.
“Medium well.”

“Do you want the onions and
ketchup on the side?”

“You can put it right on.”
“Do you want the eight- or 10-ounce

burger?”
Joe Fosina considered the option. 
He turned 75 a few weeks ago. His

eyes are brown, his eyebrows dark,
his hair white. His smile is symmet-
rical. He is a kind man with a cheer-
ful, heavy voice. In July 2011, he
had open-heart surgery to replace a
weak valve. He said he is feeling
about 80 percent. 

“Ten ounces is good,” he says. “And
can you put some pickles on the side?”

“Yeah,” she says. “And you want it
well done?”

Baseball is a game for storytellers,
and since Joe has been the man to
take an inch here and there on play-
ers’ jerseys and pants, he is one of
only a few non-athletes to go behind
the curtain.

He has seen the glory. He has heard
it all. 

I just wondered how many of his sto-
ries I’d be able to print.

Joe’s first big assignment came
in August 1979. He was coach-
ing at the youth football field in

New Rochelle. He coached for 43
years, and the field now bears his
name. His prize player was Ray Rice,
the running back for the Baltimore

He didn’t. He nodded anyway. I went
with the chicken fajitas.

It was a mild afternoon near the
middle of December 2011, the winter
that never was. I had asked Joe to
meet me for lunch, and while I prefer
to observe a subject in his own envi-
ronment before approaching for ques-
tions, I knew he was leaving for
Florida in a few days for the better
part of the winter. 

Joe is a sales representative for
Riddell, the athletic company that
reconditions the Yankees’ uniforms. Joe
took over the Bronx territory at the end
of the 1977 season, when the company
was Raleigh. They were bought out in
1995 by Riddell. All told, he is respon-
sible for schools in Westchester and
Fairfield counties. Plus the Yankees. 

While his official capacity is in
sales, to the Bombers, he is known as
“The Tailor.” 

On this day, he wore a blue sweater
over a white button-down shirt, tan
slacks and black shoes. Turns out the
man in charge of how the Yankees look
is also stylish yet simple.

When he is in the clubhouse, he
does not approach the players with a
tape measure and pins sticking out of
his lips. Nor does he carry white chalk.
Players come to him for alterations,
and he delivers the information to the
three seamstresses at the factory in
Mount Vernon, New York, not far from
Joe’s home in New Rochelle.

He has seen a lot and worked hard.
And that’s precisely why I wanted to
talk to him. 
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Ravens. But on that particular day in
1979 when Joe saw his wife, Mickie,
hurrying toward him, his heart
dropped. Worry overwhelmed him. 

“I have six kids,” he thought, his
mind turning through the worst possi-
ble scenarios. 

“What’s going on?” he asked her.
“The Yankees are looking for you,”

she said. The expression she wore on
her face made Joe nervous. “Hurry up
and call them.”

Joe rushed home, but the news
came over the radio in his car. Yankees
captain and catcher Thurman Munson
had died in a plane crash. Joe was
ordered to the Stadium, where he met
with Pete Sheehy, the longtime club-
house manager. They put together a
list of options for honoring Munson on
the uniform, then presented it to
George Steinbrenner. A simple black
armband. A patch with his number.

“Look,” Joe said, rolling down the
window. “I’ve got the uniforms. But
I’m afraid of going through this crowd.
If they ever see me, I don’t know
what’s going to happen.”

The officer called for backup, and
Joe was escorted to the press gate,
where he carried the jerseys stacked in
his arms like boxes of pizza. 

But in the lobby, Joe was told by
security that nobody, under any cir-
cumstances, was going into the club-
house unless they were players or
coaches.

“What am I supposed to do with the
uniforms?” he asked. “Is security
going to take them down?”

“We can’t go down, either,” the
guard responded.

“Listen, guy,” Joe said. “One, these
are getting heavy. Two, common sense.
They gotta play today. They need the
uniforms. I gotta drop these off, go
back, pick up the second set, and
come back again.”

Joe and the uniforms were saved by
Bill Bergesch, director of scouting.
Bergesch happened to be walking by,
and Joe told him the situation.
Bergesch had a few choice words for
the guards, then permitted Joe to go
down to the basement and into the
clubhouse, where it was a somber
scene. Joe left the uniforms with
Sheehy and returned to the warehouse
for the second set. In the end, the job
was completed, and the team took the
field without their captain. 

“It was really tough,” Joe says
across from me. “I didn’t say a word
for days in the clubhouse. I just went
in, did my business and got out.”

On Aug. 13, 1995, Mickey
Mantle died. It was a Sunday,
and factories were closed. There

was little time to spare before the 1
p.m. game. Joe decided to take the roll
of black material for armbands to the
Stadium. The only problem was how to

Different styles. They made three or
four samples. Steinbrenner picked the
armband.

“I knew that was going to happen,”
Joe says now, stirring the ice cubes in
his Sprite. “We didn’t have enough
armbands in stock.”

Joe thought quickly. How was he
going to fix two sets of home uniforms? 

Joe thought more. Don’t some foot-
ball uniforms have black braids run-
ning down the legs? He checked the
warehouse. Yes. And they were the
right size. Joe grabbed the roll of mate-
rial and began measuring and cutting,
measuring and cutting.

When the first set was done, he
jumped in his car and raced to the
Stadium. At this point in the day, fans
had surrounded the press entrance in
an outpouring of grief and condo-
lences. Joe stopped the car and
flagged a police officer.

the tailor

Fosina and Sheehy put together a list of options for honoring
Munson on the uniform, then presented it to George
Steinbrenner. A simple black armband was the choice.
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address. A clubhouse attendant
approached Joe and asked if he knew
the area. Eastchester is very close to
Joe’s home in New Rochelle, so yes, Joe
knew the area well, but he wouldn’t
have been comfortable trying to explain
the directions to a cab driver leaving
from Yankee Stadium. This was 1995,
before most cabs had GPS. So Joe
offered to drive the kid. The next day,
the kid needed a ride back to the
Stadium. Eventually, the kid moved to
New Rochelle, a mile from Joe’s house,
and the two became close friends. The
kid was Mariano Rivera. 

“We just tried to help out,” Joe
says. “We never knew he’d become
this. We tried to be his friend. He was
the same age as some of my kids. We
stayed close.”

In the late ’90s, Joe would pick up
Mo, then head over to the plant in New
Rochelle before driving to the
Stadium. They’d go inside the factory,
walk around and grab the uniforms,

get them onto the sleeves. Was he
going to hand stitch them? He went
with double-sided tape. 

“I’m scared to death,” he says,
thinking about it now. “I’m worried
they weren’t going to hold.”

With the help of Nick Priore, then
the clubhouse manager, and Rob
Cucuzza, soon to be the clubhouse
manager, Joe had time to finish the
players’ and trainers’ uniforms. Was
there time to do the uniform of man-
ager Buck Showalter, who famously
wore a windbreaker, even in the sum-
mer heat? The players were on the
field. The national anthem was begin-
ning to play.

“Buck, listen,” Joe said. “We don’t
have time to get armbands on your
jacket. So today, leave your jacket
inside and just wear your shirt.”

It didn’t seem like an outrageous
request, but when Joe got home,
turned on the game and saw Showalter
wearing the jersey, he laughed.

“Who am I to tell the manager what
to wear in the dugout?” he says now.
“The pressure was on me, and that’s
how I reacted. It was close.”

But the work was not done. After
Munson died, a decision was made to
wear black armbands for all Yankees
when they passed, but armbands and
numbers for those players who had
their numbers retired. There wasn’t
time to fix Mantle’s number on the jer-
seys that Sunday, and the team was
leaving for a road trip to Boston after
the game. So with the factory still
closed, Joe had to think quickly. He
called his counterpart with the Red
Sox, and in a gesture of kindness and
sportsmanship, representatives there
got started collecting material to put
Mantle’s No. 7 on the sleeve of the
Yankees’ road jerseys.

Rookies. He needed to get to his
agent in Eastchester, New York,
and the poor kid only had an

the tailor
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which had been cleaned and pressed.
There’s Mariano Rivera sitting over
there, quietly waiting for his pal to fin-
ish a few errands. No big deal.

“He said I drive too slow,” Joe says,
his burger almost done. “So now I pull
in front of his house and give him the
keys. That’s when he really relaxes.”

When Joe and his wife have brunch-
es, Rivera and his wife are among the
guests. Rivera always says he’s just
going to stop by, but he ends up stay-
ing for hours. 

“Nobody bothers him for pictures,”
Joe says. “Nobody bothers him for
autographs. He can be one of the guys.
That’s just the way it is. Privacy. That’s
a lot to ask of a person.”

The server came to our table a
final time. Dessert? No, thank
you. Coffee? Not today. Joe

asked about my life, my interests, my
career. He told me about his six chil-
dren, 15 grandchildren and how 13
of them live in New Rochelle. The
holidays must be fun at his place.
Then the conversation returned to his
life in baseball. 

Are the players nicer today than they
were in the ’70s and ’80s?

“They’re much more demanding
today, but polite about it,” he says. “The
older guys, they screamed and shouted,
but they didn’t need anything.”

He was quiet for a second, and he
seemed to smile a little.

“It’s been a good ride for me,” he
says. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll
be doing it. There comes a time — ”

The server cleared the table, and
Joe’s thought was taken away with the
empty plates. The server presented the
bill.

“Old-Timers’ Day,” he says when
we’re alone. “Now that’s a day. It’s hys-
terical. The stories that come out of
there. The best story I ever heard was
from — ”

He interrupted himself. Sheehy
taught him to respect the privacy of
the players, but he wanted to be
clear about something.

“Thank you,” he says. “I enjoyed
talking about this today.” 

“It’s been a good ride for me. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be doing it.”
—Fosina

the tailor


