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Praise for Mike Vaccaro’s

THE FIRST FALL CLASSIC


“A marvelous book.… In recapturing this bygone era, Vaccaro shows us a baseball world in which gamblers were as ubiquitous as ‘at-bat introduction songs’ are today.”

—Newsday




“It’s no small feat to re-create a sports event when all the participants and observers are no longer with it. But Vaccaro pulled it off.… It was a different time, one that Vaccaro does a splendid job of bringing to life. This book is a treasure for any baseball fan.”

—The Buffalo News




“Nearly a century later, Mike Vaccaro has brilliantly portrayed a pivotal period in baseball history and how the game reflected the times in American society in The First Fall Classic. Readers will thoroughly enjoy this fascinating look at the 1912 World Series and baseball’s transformation into our national pastime. I enjoyed the book so much I didn’t want it to end.”

—Baseball Commissioner Allan H. (Bud) Selig




“A truly compelling read.”

—New York Daily News




“Whether the 1912 World Series was the best of all time is debatable, though, as Vaccaro writes, a case can surely be made that it is. But its importance and excitement cannot be denied. The personalities and style of the game may have changed, but few events can rivet the sporting world like a back-and-forth World Series.”

—MLB.com




“Highly recommended.… As always, Vaccaro has exhaustively researched his subjects.… The book is the third for [him], and it meets the high standards of his first two excellent books.”

—Lowell Sun (Massachusetts)




“Informative yet entertaining, Vaccaro’s extraordinary baseball chronicle renders the early days of our national pastime in all its grit and glory.”

—Publishers Weekly
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Most of this book—perhaps 80 percent, perhaps more—is the product of reading contemporary news accounts of all the newspapers and periodicals listed in the Acknowledgments section, covering the prime events detailed in this book: the Becker Trial, the presidential campaign of 1912, the assassination attempt of Theodore Roosevelt, and, of course, the 1912 World Series.

Where matters of fact were concerned—the who, the what, the where, why, and how—I made certain that there were at least two sources that concurred. In order to err on the side of accuracy, I omitted all instances where there were differing accounts of basic facts. As for quotes: Everything outside of conversations between characters that appears between quotation marks in this book appeared previously either in one of the cited newspapers or periodicals or in the research materials provided by the National Baseball Hall of Fame Museum. The sole liberties taken involved re-creating conversations that were referred to outside of quotations by the principals involved in those conversations; these I tried to reconstruct as faithfully as possible, given the knowledge gleaned from studying their characters and personalities over the course of fourteen months of research.

I am confident that having applied these standards to every sentence, everything contained in this book is factual and faithful; any errors that do appear are mine and mine alone to answer for.


INTRODUCTION


BOSTON—The muckerishness of the fan is exceeding itself in muck this Fall. Boston howled that it was “all fixed,” then raved over their team when it won. New York screamed that the Giants were throwing the series. After every game in New York and Boston we were compelled to listen to wild yarns of drinking and dissipation. Such persons really aren’t worth answering, but to them one can only say: If they will invent some system by which baseball games can be made crooked without being detected in two innings they can make fortunes …

—HUGH S. FULLERTON, CHICAGO DAILY TRIBUNE,
OCTOBER 20, 1912



“THE FIRST TIME you see that sign,” David Wright said, “it scares the crap out of you, especially if you know a little bit about history.”

Wright, the third baseman for the New York Mets, was sitting in front of his locker at Shea Stadium in the spring of 2008, pointing over to where the words of Rule Twenty-one were posted on a far wall of the home team’s dressing room. In one form or another, the same words have appeared in every clubhouse in every major-league baseball stadium since 1927, when Rule Twenty-one was officially adopted at the urging of Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the first commissioner of baseball, a man hired in the wake of the most infamous gambling scandal in the history of professional American sport. From the moment a baseball player signs his first pro contract, these words—and the spirit of the words—are drilled, and instilled, and grilled, in a place of permanence and prominence deep within their souls:


“Any player, umpire, or club or league official or employee, who shall bet any sum whatsoever upon any baseball game in connection with which the bettor has not duty to perform, shall be declared ineligible for one year. Any player, umpire, or club or league official or employee, who shall bet any sum whatsoever upon any baseball game in connection with which the bettor has a duty to perform shall be declared permanently ineligible.”



“It’s hard to conceive of a world in which that kind of stuff is even possible,” Wright said, before nodding at another sign listing another set of crimes and consequences. “Now that, I guess, seems more relevant to me.”

He was pointing at a new set of regulations freshly introduced to baseball clubhouses in recent years, detailing the punishment schedule for any player found using performance-enhancing drugs. For most of its latter history, baseball had turned a blind eye to steroids, HGH, amphetamines, and every other manner of illegal or illicit pharmaceutical (since 2002, it has tried to first minimize and now eliminate entirely steroids’ scourge from its landscape, a slow and painstaking process). In its own way, that mirrored how, for most of its earlier history, baseball had turned a deaf ear and a blind eye to the gamblers, bookmakers, shylocks, and fixers who crowded its grandstands.

Wright shook his head, smiled. The average baseball salary in 2008 was $2 million, meaning ballplayers weren’t quite the easy marks they were a century earlier, when many of them barely made $4,000 a year. The bookmakers who resided in the game’s shadows at the turn of the last century had been replaced by steroid suppliers at the dawn of the new one.

“I guess every generation has its temptations,” he said.

Speaking in a different century, inside a different New York City ballpark, describing in many ways an entirely different game, John J. McGraw held court before a small group of New York City newspapermen on the eve of the 1912 World Series, sitting in a dugout at the Polo Grounds, watching his baseball team take batting practice.

“I don’t worry about my boys,” said McGraw, manager of the National League-champion New York Giants, “and I wouldn’t worry about any group of baseball players good enough to win the pennant in their league. You have to be good at the game, and very skilled, that’s true. But you’d also better be of sound mind and character. If you are, then nothing else matters. Certainly not something as simple as money.”

Then McGraw, whose scatology was legendary in those early years of the twentieth century, smiled, spit a stream of tobacco, and summarized his sentiments in a sentence that made the sportswriters smile.

“Any son of a bitch can make money,” he said. “But it takes a special son of a bitch to be a world’s champion.”

Such was the way baseball conducted its business and policed its players in those times that are often described either as “simpler” or “more innocent”; times, we have long been told, when men were men and they played for the love of the game, before the sport was polluted by money and greed and the corrupting peripheral influences endemic to them. True students of baseball have long had a word for that fable: “Nonsense.”

McGraw, were he so inclined, might have chosen a different word.

“Bullshit,” for instance.

In 1912, when ballplayers played for as little as $1,500 a year and as much as $15,000 a year, they endorsed everything from cigarettes to smokeless tobacco to shoes to whiskey to automobiles and everything else available to consumers flush with disposable income in a relatively prosperous time. They authored books, published newspaper columns, lent their surnames to dram shops and eateries of both high repute and low esteem. They made, on average, anywhere between 5 percent and 200 percent more than the average American worker, traveled in first-class accommodations, lodged at the best hotels, ate gourmet meals mostly on the arm, and if they knew which saloons to visit they could drink to their liver’s content without ever once blowing dust off their billfold.

On off days, and in their spare time, they played poker, bridge, rummy, checkers, chess, billiards, and golf, and they didn’t exactly play strictly for the love of those games, either.

“We were professionals,” Fred Snodgrass, a center fielder for McGraw’s Giants, would say near the end of his life, looking back fondly from a distance of fifty years. “And professionals get paid.”

Not nearly enough, either, if you asked them to tell the truth.

Still, there was a stubborn saliency to McGraw’s words. The ballplayers who were only in it for the money, and who made no pretense about chasing dollars more than dreams, tended to spend their careers mired in the second division. Hal Chase, for instance, a gifted first baseman who made his major-league debut in 1905 for the New York Highlanders of the American League, was known to consort with gamblers in public, and it was an open, dirty secret that some of his strikeouts and some of his fielding errors were significantly more than the product of baseball probability. He was for sale, and the Highlanders (later the Yankees), Chicago White Sox, Cincinnati Reds, and New York Giants—and, briefly, the Buffalo Blues of the short-lived renegade Federal League—suffered for his proclivities.

No, the men of McGraw’s Giants, who in a few days would host the men of Jake Stahl’s Boston Red Sox in the first game of the ninth annual World Series, surely wanted to win a championship. They wanted to be able to hang the large “World’s Champions” flag that would fly high over the victor’s ballpark for all of the 1913 season. They wanted to wear the commemorative clips that generally went to the winners, a permanent symbol of triumph. Back in 1905, after the Giants had captured their first Series title, McGraw had outfitted them in gaudy uniforms that declared them world champions in big block letters, and had provided them with the finest livery and cab service to out-of-town ballgames.

Fine perks, all of them.

But so were these: The $4,000 or so that would go to each member of the winning side (compared to less than $3,000 for the losers), which for some was equal to if not more than their annual income. The vaudeville contracts the winners would be awarded, which could bring in as much as $200 a week depending on the generosity of the impresario, the size of the house, and the breadth of the heroics turned in by the lucky winners.

To say nothing of the potential return on their investment if they’d decided to lay a few dollars down with any of the bookmakers who were as visible at the ballparks as vendors, ushers, and umpires. And if you played for the Giants, you could get yourself at some pretty favorable odds, too: two days before Game One, bookies were pegging the Red Sox as 10-to-8 favorites.

In years to come, all of this would prove to be too much for ballplayers who’d grown tired of watching team owners rake in huge profits from these annual October get-togethers, who’d grown weary fighting with the National Commission, the sport’s governing body that never, not once, ruled against the owners in matters of arbitration. Seven years hence, in fact, some of the nation’s most prominent gamblers would pull the ultimate coup: They would neatly fold eight members of the Chicago White Sox into their back pockets and fix the World Series, nearly crushing the sport in the bargain.

That, though, was still well in the future. For in 1912, baseball would witness a genuine, beautiful contest quite unlike any that had ever transpired. There would be, that year, a World Series that would put the World Series on the map, and it would take years for another series to come along to match it.

For now, even while those very same prominent gamblers were very much in public view—even as the most prominent, a New York hustler named Arnold Rothstein, was entering into a partnership with McGraw opening pool halls across the city—baseball would get lucky, at least in October of 1912. The sport would get two teams, winners of a combined 208 games during the regular season, who may well have been the two finest ballclubs ever assembled to that point. No fewer than five of the men in uniform in that world’s series would ultimately find a permanent home in Cooperstown, New York, enshrined in baseball’s Hall of Fame.

Most important, during the course of eight games spanning nine days in that marvelous baseball autumn, they would elevate the World Series from a regional October novelty to a national obsession, they would show just how arresting and addictive the game could be (especially when it was played on the level—or, at the least, mostly on the level), they would introduce the rest of the nation to the reality of rabid, passionate, unyielding fans willing to go to any length to support their teams. The games would fight for space on the front pages of the nation’s newspapers, battling both an assassin’s bullet and the most sensational trial of the young century, with the games often carrying the day and earning the “wood.”

And they would deliver what remains, nearly a century later, the greatest World Series ever played—so great, in fact, that in all future years, both words would be permanently capitalized. In so many ways, then, the World Series was really born in 1912. What follows is why.


CHAPTER ONE
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Spring, Summer, Fall, 1912: A Prelude


NEW YORK—The advance fanfare is over. The English language has been plucked of its final consonants, and the last of all figures extant has been twisted out of shape in the maelstrom of a million arguments. And now, at the end of it, there is nothing left. Nothing left but the charge of the Night Brigade against the gates at dawn to-morrow—and after that the first boding hush as Harry Hooper flies out from the Red Sox coop and stands face to face with Mathewson, the veteran, or Tesreau, the debutante …

—GRANTLAND RICE, NEW YORK EVENING MAIL,
OCTOBER 7, 1912



THE POOR BASTARDS, they never had a chance, they never even saw the damned thing coming. It was a beautiful Friday night, September 27, 1912, a perfect evening to take the sparkling new toy for a spin, and so twenty-nine-year-old Frank O’Neil and twenty-year-old William Popp, neighbors from Manhattan’s Upper West Side, had decided to take their freshly souped-up motorcycle for a breezy ride through the streets of Harlem, and they’d mostly been ignoring the posted speed limit of nine miles per hour because, let’s face it, who didn’t disregard that patently absurd and outdated law; horse-drawn carriages were allowed to zip along at twelve miles an hour, for crying out loud.

So there they were, young, free, blissfully sailing down a hill at the foot of 145th Street and St. Nicholas Avenue, when, quite suddenly, their worlds went dark as the night sky above them. A man named Frank Linke, driving a Model T Speedster and actually obeying the speed limit, hit them flush with the bumper of his brand-new automobile. O’Neil and Popp went flying over the handlebars of their ruined motorcycle, and now both of them were lying on the street, O’Neil bleeding from his mouth thanks to a bruised liver and damaged gallbladder, Popp groaning thanks to a collarbone now rendered a collection of collarbones.

Frank Linke, more horrified than hurt, searched frantically for policemen.

But before he could locate one, he found himself caught in the glare of a set of headlights belonging to a brand-new Cadillac speeding straight for him before screeching to a halt. Out of the car leapt a tall, lanky man wearing a tam-o’-shanter on his head and a brown suit coat over his shoulder, his spit-shined Regal shoes hitting the pavement without missing a stride.

“Put them in my car!” yelled the helpful stranger.

By now, a policeman named Michael Walsh had arrived at the scene, and his first inclination was to shoo the Good Samaritan to the sidewalk … except, as the well-dressed visitor’s face grew brighter under the glow of the streetlight, Officer Michael Walsh could barely say anything.

“It’s … it’s … you,” the cop said.

Frank Linke, still trembling, squinted at the stranger and his eyes brightened.

“It is you,” he stammered.

“Yes,” said Christy Mathewson, the calmest voice of the three, speaking above Popp’s groans and the wails of the neighborhood dogs, “it’s me. Now, may I suggest loading these unfortunate gentlemen in my car, so we can get them to the hospital?”

Walsh carefully guided Popp to his feet, loaded him in the front seat of Mathewson’s car. Walsh, Linke, and Mathewson laid O’Neil, still unconscious, across the back.

“Hey,” Linke said, “how’d you guys do today, Matty?”

“We beat the Braves,” Mathewson said. “Seven to six.”

“Good luck in the series next week,” Walsh, the policeman, interjected. “I’m hearing you guys will be heavy underdogs against the Red Sox.”

Mathewson smiled.

“We’ll see about that,” he said. “Now, can you see to it that none of your brethren stop me on the way to the hospital? They have a knack of pulling me over and giving me speeding tickets.”

“No worry,” he was told. “Just tell them you know Walsh of the One-Five-Two. And I guess if that doesn’t work, show them your cargo.”

With that, the most famous athlete in the United States of America gunned his gas pedal, sped off into the night for the thirty-block drive toward Washington Heights Hospital. Walsh looked at Linke, still shaken, then peered over at the Speedster, which had a fair-sized dent in it.

“Too bad about your car,” the cop said.

“I met Big Six tonight,” Frank Linke said. Maybe the dent would bother him in the morning. For now, he probably couldn’t see it for the stars in his eyes.

Of course they recognized Christopher Mathewson—known as “Christy” or “Matty” to the common man; known as “Big Six” to teammate and opponent alike, though no one was ever quite sure why; referred to as “The Christian Gentleman” on the editorial pages of the nation’s newspapers, which regularly espoused Mathewson as an ideal role model for both pie-eyed youth and weary citizen alike. Of course they knew the man who had won, to that very moment, 328 games, more than any pitcher who ever lived save for the great Cy Young (and even in 1912, Young’s record of 511 career victories had been declared all but unapproachable), the man who had gained lasting fame tossing three shutouts at the Philadelphia Athletics in the 1905 World Series, the man who embodied, along with his pugnacious manager John Joseph McGraw, the very spirit of the New York Giants, the flagship team of the National League, the pride of Manhattan, the obsession of composer George M. Cohan and Mayor William Jay Gaynor and ex-heavyweight champion James J. Corbett, to name three prominent acolytes.

This wasn’t a malady unique to New York City, of course, for no matter where you traveled in the cities where major-league baseball was played, baseball players were always the most identifiable names and faces, more so than any cop or commissioner, any actor or singer, any pug or politician, any rabbi, priest, or minister. So the denizens of Detroit could spot Ty Cobb or Hughie Jennings from a hundred paces, and the people of Pittsburgh could easily spy Honus Wagner and Claude Hendrix, and the citizens of Chicago were always on the lookout for Joe Tinker and Johnny Evers if they were walking the West Side, home of the National League Cubs, or Ping Bodie and Ed Walsh if they were sauntering along the South Side, ruled by the American League’s White Sox.

And in Boston, the self-appointed Hub of the Universe, if you toiled for the Braves at decrepit old South End Grounds or for the Red Sox at gleaming new Fenway Park, you weren’t merely a celebrity, you were practically celestial. The Braves had a rough go of things in 1912, losing 101 of the 153 games they played, finishing fifty-two games behind the Giants in the National League, but they did feature a future Hall of Famer in twenty-year-old Rabbit Maranville, they did have a perfectly parochially named pitcher named Herbert “Hub” Perdue (who really didn’t need an extra nickname since he’d already been elegantly dubbed “The Gallatin Squash”), and they had the requisite player named “Rube” (no fewer than fourteen men with that less-than-flattering sobriquet were scattered throughout the major leagues in 1912), born Floyd Myron Kroh, who pitched six and a third innings that year, allowed eight hits, six runs, and then quietly faded into retirement before anyone could notice he was gone.

It was the Red Sox, however, who captured the imagination of the faithful in New England and placed a lien on their baseball souls, whose 105 victories shattered the single-season record in the twelve-year history of the American League, who featured an array of stars the locals nicknamed “The Speed Boys” and a rabid following of locals who dubbed themselves the “Royal Rooters”; it is debatable which group would earn more fame across that splendid summer of 1912.

The Speed Boys had Tris Speaker in center field, a twenty-four-year-old Texan who would hit .383 that season and .345 for his career, a number surpassed by only five men in the history of the game. Every fourth day (and sometimes more frequently than that), they sent to the pitcher’s mound a twenty-two-year-old native of Kansas City named Joe Wood, universally referred to as “Smoky Joe,” who that year would enjoy perhaps the finest season any pitcher ever enjoyed, winning thirty-four games, ten by shutout, striking out 258 in 344 innings, and pitching to a microscopic earned run average of 1.91.

But the Royal Rooters had on their roster a spirited leader named Michael T. McGreevy, the proprietor of a popular tavern named the Third Base Saloon (on whose storefront a sign maker had misfortunately misspelled the surname, adding an extra e before the y, a common indignity suffered by so many sons of the Old Country), which was so named because it was, in the parlance of the favored game discussed within its walls, “the last stop on the way home.” Nobody called the affable owner Michael, or Mike, or Mick; he was “Nuf Ced,” which was the command with which he ended any beery argument—baseball, business, politics, money—that filled his lively inn, always punctuated by a tobacco dart sent to a nearby spittoon. Another prominent voice among the Rooters was the foghorn baritone belonging to forty-nine-year-old John Francis Fitzgerald, the fourth of twelve children born to hardworking survivors of the Irish Potato Famine of 1840 who’d emigrated from Counties Limerick and Cavan. Fitzgerald aspired to be a doctor and even spent a year at Harvard Medical School, but when his parents died young he’d been forced to drop out and take a job as a clerk at the Boston Customs House to support his siblings. Soon enough, Fitzgerald immersed himself in the Democratic political machine that ruled the city’s North End, he picked up a catchy nickname—“Honey Fitz,” a tribute to his boundless blarney—then got himself elected to Congress in 1894. And in 1906, Honey Fitz became the first Irish-American mayor of this city whose sound track was increasingly being brushed by the brogue. Defeated in his first bid at reelection two years later, by 1910 he was restored to office and as the 1912 baseball season dawned the Red Sox had essentially become a central part of his personal political platform.

“Baseball,” Fitzgerald said late in September of 1912, after the Red Sox had wrapped up the pennant and ensured themselves a spot in the World Series, “embodies all that is good about America. And the Red Sox embody all that is good about the great city of Boston. We already know that. Soon enough, so will the rest of the country.”

By then, the nation had other sporting icons to worship, if they wished, besides the 400 or so men who filled out the sixteen major league rosters to choose from. That summer, at the Games of the Fifth Olympiad in Stockholm, Sweden, an American Indian named Jim Thorpe, whose Sac and Fox Nation name (Wha-Tho-Huk) translated to “Bright Path,” won both the decathlon and the pentathlon, an astonishing feat of sporting mastery. On the medal stand, King Gutsav V declared, “You, sir, are the greatest athlete in the world.” To which Thorpe replied: “Thanks, King.” Though he was soon honored with a ticker-tape parade down the canyon of heroes along New York’s lower Broadway, Thorpe’s story would take a sad twist when it was discovered he had been paid about $2 a game for a professional baseball team in Rocky Mount, North Carolina, a few years earlier. This led the International Olympic Committee to revoke his amateur status and strip his medals; it would be some seventy years before they were returned to his family.

If Thorpe had been unofficially declared the world’s greatest athlete, another American, Jack Johnson, was undoubtedly its most notorious. It so happened that Johnson was black; he also happened to be the undisputed heavyweight boxing champion of the world, having won the crown on December 26, 1908, when he’d decimated a Canadian named Tommy Burns, punishing him for fourteen rounds in Sydney, Australia, before local police finally stepped into the ring to stop the beating. Johnson’s was an unwelcome ascent and the news of his victory was hardly greeted with glee in his native country, where he’d been born in Galveston, Texas, in 1878, to Henry and Tina Johnson, both former slaves, and 1912 marked the fourth unsuccessful year of seven in the worldwide pursuit of a “Great White Hope” that would restore color-coded sanity to the sweet science.

In 1912, life as an African-American was in truth only slightly brighter than it had been forty-nine years earlier, when the Emancipation Proclamation had been ratified, promising a new life and a new path for children of bondage, pledges that had yet to be delivered. Lynchings littered the South while more subtle discrimination prevailed in the North. The Democratic nominee for president, Woodrow Wilson, a son of Virginia and the president of Princeton University, a northern bastion, was an avowed racial supremacist, while even the Republicans—the Party of Lincoln—refused to make civil rights a prominent part of their platform. And even former president Theodore Roosevelt, running on the Progressive Party (or Bull Moose) ticket, refused to tackle racial issues on his campaign tour, despite privately railing against prejudice, segregation, and inequality. Johnson, of course, wasn’t exactly a unifier. As champion, he spent money wildly and lived flamboyantly, refusing to bend to white discomfort. He married a white woman, Etta Terry Duryea, and when she committed suicide in 1911 he began courting another white woman, Lillian Cameron. And on October 18—two days after the Giants and Red Sox would decide the championship of the baseball season once and for all—Johnson would be arrested in Chicago and charged with “abduction,” an arrest prompted by the nineteen-year-old bride-to-be’s mother accusing the heavyweight champion of the world of “dereliction” and “kidnapping.”

Fans assumed they had no such concerns about the Christian Gentleman, or any of the other men who’d elevated baseball to such a sacrosanct part of the national culture and whose feats—whether legitimate or hyperbolic—were fed daily to an insatiable public in the ever-growing sports sections of their daily newspapers. For two cents a day, you could learn everything you wanted to know about Big Six, about Muggsy McGraw, about grown men named Rube and Hub and Heinie and various baseball players who weren’t only virulent, but virtuous, too.

That was their conviction, anyway, and they would stick to it stubbornly.

The Giants and the Red Sox couldn’t possibly have started their journeys toward their epic confrontation in more diverse locations. The Boston players eagerly anticipated the commencement of spring training, for it would mean gathering in Hot Springs, Arkansas, which in 1912 was the Las Vegas of its day, replete with opulent hotels, bathhouses, and restaurants, bountiful casinos and golf courses and a racetrack. The Red Sox could sweat under the scorching sun all morning and long into the afternoon, meticulously preparing themselves for the six-month test at hand, before retiring to an evening full of possibilities for themselves and the three other teams—the Philadelphia Phillies, Pittsburgh Pirates, and Brooklyn Superbas—who shared Hot Springs as a training-camp dateline.

The Giants, meanwhile, had years before abandoned Los Angeles, where McGraw despaired at the distractions that would too often invade his baseball boot camp, and settled in a small Texas hamlet of four thousand residents called Marlin Springs. If you drew an equilateral triangle connecting Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio, Marlin would fall right about in the heart of it, meaning it was close enough for residents of those cities to make weekend pilgrimages to watch the Giants play baseball but far enough away where the temptations lurking in those towns were safely out of the reach of restless ballplayers during the week. The Giants in 1912 were quartered at the Arlington Hotel, a perfectly clean, perfectly respectable lodging house that wasn’t soon to be confused with the Waldorf-Astoria. Each morning, the Giants would hike along railroad tracks to the training complex, a good half-mile away, and every afternoon they would retrace their steps back.

In between, McGraw drilled them mercilessly, rode them relentlessly.

“I put my heel down good and hard,” said the man known alternately as Little Napoleon and Muggsy (though never to his face).

The Giants who gathered in this dusty paradise came bearing hurt feelings and elevated ambitions. The year before, they’d captured New York’s first pennant in six seasons only to be squashed in the Series in six games by the Philadelphia Athletics, managed by Connie Mack, the one man in all of baseball McGraw believed could approach (though never surpass) him in terms of strategy, success, and acumen. Twice the Giants had lost extra-innings heartbreakers at home, in the friendly Polo Grounds, before getting steamrolled 13–2 by the A’s at Philadelphia’s Shibe Park, where fans rejoiced at the Giants’ humiliation. McGraw, an American League émigré, had long denounced the younger league as “inferior,” had in fact once helped engineer a boycott of the World Series because he believed it a substandard assemblage of second-rate talent. It was one thing to finish second best in the National League, as the Giants had done three times since 1905; the NL, after all, played the best brand of baseball on the planet.

But to lose to—McGraw’s phrase—a “haphazard” league?

It was unthinkable. McGraw, thirty-nine years old, product of a hardscrabble upbringing that was reflected in his baseball philosophy and proud that he was now the highest-paid manager in professional baseball, stewed all winter. In the off-season, he’d led a contingent of Giants on a triumphant tour of Cuba—a country where, years before, as a member of a minor league team from Wellsville, New York, he’d earned the affectionate nickname “El Mono Amarillo” (the Yellow Monkey). They were heavy favorites to repeat in the National League.

None of that made McGraw’s disposition any sunnier.

“I don’t ever want to feel the way I felt last October, men,” he said on the first day of camp. “And I certainly hope you feel the same way. Or else you can find another Goddamned nine to play for.”

McGraw, studying his team each day under the oppressive Texas sun, knew he had the horses to breathe life into even his most demanding aspirations. He knew he had good pitching: Mathewson owned the most famous right arm in the sport, left-hander Rube Marquard had won twenty-four games the year before, and there was a big, raw kid in camp from Ironton, Missouri, Jeff Tesreau, whose fastball had caught McGraw’s attention and whose spitball had dazzled his imagination. Fred Snodgrass, the catcher-turned-center fielder, was raking the ball all spring, as was Larry Doyle, the second baseman who was McGraw’s manager on the field. Even outfielder Red Murray, who’d incurred New York City’s wrath by going hitless in twenty-two at-bats in the World Series, looked to be of sound mind and body.

Not all was perfect; Fred Merkle, the first baseman still best known for committing the rock-headed baserunning blunder that had famously cost the Giants a pennant in 1908, was unhappy with his salary and holding out of camp. Merkle, in fact, had actually accompanied the team to New York’s Grand Central Station before making a point of refusing to step off the platform and into his waiting sleeper car.

“If McGraw doesn’t come across with the necessary money then I refuse to play,” Merkle told reporters as he watched the train head west. “I will go back to Toledo immediately and take up my study of law again.”

McGraw—who’d gone to the wall for Merkle, who’d defended him publicly and privately for four years despite all the civic slander his mistake invited—bristled at this overt display of disloyalty. But what could he do? “I need the Bonehead’s bat in my batting order,” he grumped to his coach and closest friend, Wilbert Robinson, over a hand of bridge a few hours later.

Four hundred miles away, the Red Sox were quietly starting to believe that they, too, had something worth getting excited about. The Sox (then called the Americans) had won the very first World Series ever contested, in 1903, beating Pittsburgh five games to three in a best-of-nine match, and had been hoping to repeat the trick a year later before being rebuffed by McGraw’s Giants, the National League champ that refused to play them. Since that triumphant 1904 season—a pennant made all the more satisfying because it came at the expense of New York City, the Pilgrims outlasting the Highlanders on the final weekend of the season—the franchise had fallen on hard times, bottoming out at a frightful 49–105 mark in 1906. Boston had rebounded to win 88 and 81 games in 1909 and 1910, but a regression to 78–75 in 1911 cost manager Patsy Donovan his job. By then, there had also been a shift in the team’s corporate leadership, as owner John I. Taylor decided to sell half an interest to a group led by Jimmy McAleer, the manager of the Washington Senators who was really a front for AL president Ban Johnson, who wanted a piece of his league’s most lucrative franchise.

To replace Donovan, McAleer placed a call to the president of the Washington Park National Bank in Chicago, to a thirty-two-year-old man who until recently also played a rather elegant first base for the Red Sox. Jake Stahl had retired after the 1910 season to go work for his father-in-law, Henry W. Mahan, and had settled into a comfortable life as an investment specialist. But Mahan was another of Johnson’s silent partners, and Stahl was promised a stake in the club as well, and so it was that Stahl found himself in Hot Springs in late February, welcoming a team to whom few gave any hope of challenging the champion Athletics.

“I have lots to do and lots to learn,” Stahl said, “and not a lot of time in which to get acclimated.” But he liked what he saw, especially his outfield, which he knew had the makings of something special. Speaker was blossoming into a star, anyone could see that, but flanking him to the left was Duffy Lewis, one of the slickest-fielding outfielders Stahl or anyone else had ever seen, and to his right was Harry Hooper, a man who’d recently forced baseball’s rule makers to blue-pencil their sacred text. Hooper, it seems, had perfected the art of patty-caking fly balls hit to him in right field, a tactic that was especially useful when a man on third base was thinking of tagging up on a sacrifice fly. Hooper wouldn’t actually catch the ball until he was a few strides back of the infield, a clever ploy that was now rendered useless; the new rules said a runner could now leave for home the moment an outfielder made contact with the ball.

Stahl himself would play first base. Larry Gardner would play third. Hick Cady and Bill Carrigan would share the catching duties. Wood was a hell of an anchor for his pitching staff, and Stahl figured the rest would shake into place soon enough.

“I make no predictions,” he told The Sporting News in mid-March. “But I like what I’ve seen so far.”

Such was the optimism springing up all over the southern half of the nation, where slowly baseball teams were kicking off the rust of a long off-season, where the players were trying to melt off the fifteen or twenty extra pounds they accumulated while toiling in winter jobs that almost all of them took to supplement their baseball income. Such was the happy talk heard in New Orleans, where the Cubs and Cleveland Indians trained, and in Waco, which hosted the White Sox, and in Monroe, Louisiana, where the Tigers worked out, and even in St. Louis, whose climate was mild enough that the hometown Browns and Cardinals opted to keep the boys home for their drillings.

Even as the season drew nearer, the hold baseball held on the public at large became even more apparent as stories about the game began cropping up in other parts of the newspaper, as well. On February 28, for instance, a bill that would have given cities in New York the local option of playing Sunday home games was buried in committee in the state legislature, killing the proposal for another year, retaining the “blue laws” that kept ballparks quiet on the Sabbath and deprived the Giants, Yankees, and Dodgers from reaping the weekly windfall Sunday baseball would surely have provided.

Then, on March 11, a congressional investigation of the “baseball trust, the most audacious and autocratic trust in the country,” was proposed in a resolution introduced by Representative Thomas Gallagher of Illinois, a measure that would create a special committee of seven representatives to inquire of the Department of Justice “what steps have been taken against the base ball trust as against other illegal combinations” to subpoena witnesses and employ assistants. It accused “the base ball trust of presuming to control the base ball game, its officials announcing daily through the press the dictates of a governing commission, how competition is stifled, territory and games apportioned, prices fixed which millions must pay to witness the sport, how men are enslaved and forced to accept salaries and terms or be forever barred from playing.” In trust-busting 1912, when the single biggest issue facing presidential candidates was how they would deal with the nation’s “monopoly problem,” it seemed only right that baseball—still called “base ball” in many places—should undergo similar scrutiny.

Only baseball didn’t quite see it that way.

The Sporting News, which billed itself as “The Baseball Bible” but was, in reality, an unabashed house organ for baseball’s owners, raged in an unsigned editorial: “It is not necessary to go into the necessity for contracts, reserve clauses, etc. The ordinary intelligent fan well appreciates the fact that they are regulations required for the conduct of the game. And knowing what is necessary for the game they will have no sympathy for the ‘statesman’ who seeks for some purposes not yet clear to embarrass the administration of the game. Once the fans of his district get the idea that he means to be serious in his attack on their popular sport he is likely to be more ‘put out’ than he is described as being at the smiles of base ball leaders. The players whose interests Congressman Gallagher has so much at heart will be the best witnesses for the defense.”

The political uprising, not surprisingly, dissolved quietly, and by 1922 baseball would even be granted an antitrust exemption by the U.S. Supreme Court, an immunity that prevails eighty-seven years later. But that didn’t prevent other lawmakers from believing that baseball’s ubiquitous place in American culture merited some heavy-handed regulation to protect it from that culture’s more sinister elements. Later in March, Pennsylvania governor John K. Tener, who had played three years of big-league ball in the 1880s, declared betting a “devil” in the game that “needed to be driven out, at once. If the sport is to be kept clean, local authorities should take steps to prevent pool-selling on the results of games, high scores, and innings.

“In some cities,” charged Tener, “so much betting has been going on that the state police have been watching it and if District Attorneys are inclined to act I will back them with all the influence of the state administration.”

Still, as the season finally began on Thursday, April 11, everyone seemed to be settled into their proper place: Merkle in the Giants’ dugout (after finally agreeing to a modest $500 raise), the Red Sox in their gleaming new palace by the Fens, and bookmakers planted in their familiar grandstand locations in all sixteen major-league parks. It was, indeed, time to play ball.

It didn’t take long, once the games began, to determine the class of either league. The Giants lost three of their first four games, but then rattled off wins in their next nine games and nineteen of their next twenty to keep pace with Cincinnati, which had broken from the gate with an equally sizzling start, and when they arrived at brand-new Redland Field (later renamed Crosley Field) on Saturday, May 18, for the start of a five-game series, the Giants, at 19–4, were a half-game ahead of the 20–6 Reds. The hosts won the first two games, both tight, taut 4–3 affairs, before the Giants roared back to win the next three and seize first place—for good, as it turned out.

In fact, for much of the season, the Giants threatened to make mincemeat out of the National League. After sixty-nine games, their record stood at 56–13, and there has not been a team in the modern era that has approached that kind of scorching start. By the Fourth of July the Giants had a sixteen-game lead on the rest of the league, and not only did that inspire the baseball cognoscenti to wonder if this might not be the finest assemblage of baseball talent ever, it also served them as proof that the sport, as a whole, was on the up-and-up; surely, the argument went, the Giants were killing themselves at the box office by removing the mystery from the pennant race. Of course, Giants fans had long been looked at as a “peculiar” brand of fan, because the Polo Grounds denizens were known to cheer just as lustily for opponents who performed well as for their own homegrown heroes. Besides, Giants owner John T. Brush had already flirted with alienating his fans, eliminating almost all of the twenty-five-cent seats at the Grounds, and switching starting times of weekday games to 4 o’clock from 3:30, the better to lure the prosperous Wall Street crowd uptown. There was a brief outcry, because the later starting time interfered with dinnertime in many blue-collar homes, and an informal poll taken at the turnstiles informed Brush that some 85 percent of his fans wished the starting times moved back. Brush read the results, pondered them, then ignored them.

“Look at the club Brush has,” a fan named Seamus Kelly said one July afternoon, waiting outside the Grounds to purchase tickets for a game against the Cubs. “He thinks he can get away with doing anything he wants with it. And he’s right.”

The Giants’ dominance was fueled by excellent pitching, though not by the pitcher you might suspect. Mathewson turned in his usually resplendent season—23–12, 2.12 earned run average, thirty-four complete games in forty-three starts—but two odd things occurred. First, for the first time since a six-game sip of coffee as a rookie in 1900 (and for what would be the only time in his whole seventeen-year career), Mathewson failed to record a shutout. More surprising, for much of the year, he wasn’t the clear-cut ace of the New York staff. That honor fell to one of baseball’s fourteen Rubes—in this case, Richard William Marquard, a city kid from Cleveland who earned his nickname as a minor leaguer in Indianapolis thanks to his physical resemblance to another hard-throwing lefty of the day, George Edward “Rube” Waddell. Marquard had been a pet project of McGraw’s, the manager paying Indianapolis an unheard-of $11,000 to secure his services for the Giants. The New York sportswriters quickly dubbed Marquard “The $11,000 Peach,” but after three years, after he’d put together an unsightly 9–18 record in forty-three career games, the scribes had gleefully switched that moniker to “The $11,000 Lemon” instead.

But in 1911, Marquard had unexpectedly blossomed into a star, going 24–7 with a 2.50 ERA and emerging as a perfect left-handed sidekick to Mathewson. So delighted was McGraw by his protégé’s development that he gave Marquard the honor of pitching the season opener in 1912, an 18–3 romp for the Giants over the Dodgers in Brooklyn’s Washington Park. Marquard won his next start, too, at home against the Braves, and his next one, as well, at Philadelphia, and he kept winning, and he kept winning, and by the time the Giants arrived at Chicago’s West Side Park on July 8, not only did the team have a gaudy fifteen-game lead in the standings, but Marquard’s record sat at an otherworldly 19–0 (and should have been 20–0; on April 20, Marquard had relieved Jeff Tesreau late in a game the Giants trailed 3–2 before rallying for a 4–3 win. The official scorer, for reasons known only to him, nevertheless awarded the victory to Tesreau). Nineteen, twenty, it didn’t really matter: No pitcher before or since has approached that number.

The Cubs, of course, took great delight in removing the zero from the right side of Marquard’s hyphen that afternoon of July 8, riding the right arm of rookie Jimmy Lavender and stomping the Giants 7–2. What neither team could know was that not only would that game send Marquard into a two-month tailspin (he’d go only 7–11 after the historic start), it would also lead to a most unexpected pennant chase. The Cubs took three out of the four games in that series, spoiled a one-day visit by the Giants ten days later with a 3–1 win, and by July 16 found themselves only nine games out of first place. Suddenly there was a whiff of panic apparent among the faithful in the Polo Grounds, and even a little self-doubt among the Giants themselves, for as much swagger as McGraw and his crew carried around with them, the Cubs were their own personal kryptonite, the New Yorkers having finished second to them in 1906, 1908, and 1910. Would the hex Chicago seemed to hold in even-numbered years continue, even after the Cubs spotted them sixteen games?

Almost. The Cubs whittled the lead to six when the Giants returned to West Side Park on August 15, and when the Cubs took two out of three the newspapers back home responded with due terror. This was the peak of New York’s grand newspaper wars, Joseph Pulitzer’s World and William Randolph Hearst’s American street-fighting for every reader in New York City (along with twelve other Manhattan-based dailies), and there was no surer way to separate a citizen from his two pennies than to satisfy his baseball jones with huge scare headlines chronicling the collapse of the local nine. And it would get worse: After another failed one-day trip to Chicago on August 21 resulted in another loss, and after the Giants split a doubleheader in Pittsburgh the next day while the Cubs beat the Braves, the Giants’ lead shrunk to only four games, the smallest it had been since May 27.

“They don’t seem so unbeatable now!” the Cubs’ manager, Frank Chance, crowed in the next day’s newspapers, and by Labor Day, September 2, the difference between the clubs was still only four games, with three do-or-die games between them set for the middle of September that everyone in New York had already circled in black ink, knowing how readily the Cubs always feasted on the Giants when they had to.

But then, just as quickly as the Giants had faltered, they righted themselves. They swept a Labor Day doubleheader from the hapless Braves in Boston, pushing the lead back to six. The Cubs—against whom the Giants went 9–13 in 1912 while battering the rest of the league to the tune of 94–35—couldn’t keep up. By the time they arrived in New York for that hotly anticipated series the cushion was back up to ten and a half games, so even though Chicago took two out of three (of course), the panic had vanished. The Giants clinched the pennant on September 26 by sweeping two from the always-helpful Braves, and 10,000 rowdy, yet relieved, fans stormed the Polo Grounds to celebrate the coronation.

The Red Sox suffered no such late-summer drama, though they did have to contend with a smoking-hot start from the White Sox, who won twenty-eight of their first forty games. But the Red Sox were fortified by a twenty-one-game home stand that took them through most of May and allowed them to stay within striking distance of first place. When they nipped the Browns in St. Louis, 3–2, on June 10, they improved to 30–18 for the year, .005 percentage points ahead of the White Sox, suffering through their first losing spell of the season. The next day they shut the Browns out, moved into first place all alone, and remained there for the rest of the year. Their lone challenge would come from the defending champion Athletics, who pointed all spring and throughout most of the early summer to the six-game series they would play against the Red Sox across the Fourth of July holiday, in front of large, expectant crowds in Philadelphia. The A’s entered the series trailing the Red Sox by six games, but were only four back in the loss column and playing as well as they had in 1911. But Boston took four of those six games, left town eight games ahead, and dropped the A’s to fourth place. Philadelphia never recovered, and though the A’s did finish in second place with ninety wins, they ended up a distant fifteen games back of the Red Sox, who suffered only two losing streaks of longer than two games all season.

Throughout six months of relentless command, there were two things that stood out above all the other glories that the Red Sox and the Royal Rooters savored. The first was the gleaming state-of-the-art home that John I. Taylor had commissioned for them, a baseball palace unmatched in the American League that from its first hour of life was christened “Fenway Park.” On April 9, in front of 5,000 curiosity seekers and a few dozen construction workers eager to tend to the park’s final few details, the Red Sox beat the Harvard University baseball team, 2–0, in an exhibition game that officially opened the doors. Nine days later, the Sox were scheduled to open the place for real, against the Highlanders, but rain scotched those plans, which was just as well, for much of the city’s attention was focused on another matter of significant local import: the sinking of the unsinkable Titanic, which had hit an iceberg on April 14, killing 1,517 people, more than a few of them New Englanders. By now survivors had arrived in New York and tales of grief and loss filled Boston’s newspapers; by the time the Red Sox finally beat the Highlanders 7–6 in an eleven-inning thriller on April 20, in front of 24,000 witnesses, it was still a proud civic moment, just not the all-consuming event it was otherwise expected to be.

The other was the performance of Howard Ellsworth Wood, nicknamed “Smoky Joe,” a hard-throwing twenty-two-year-old born in Kansas City and raised in Ouray, Colorado, “not far,” he would later say, “from places with names like Lizard Head Pass and Slumgullion Gulch.” His father was a lawyer, but his hometown could easily have been the set of a spaghetti Western, “and every day I’d see these big stagecoaches go by, drawn by six horses, two guards sitting up there with rifles, guarding the gold shipment coming down from the mines.” Which makes it all the more interesting, then, that Wood’s first professional team would be the Bloomer Girls, an itinerant team of women, and men who dressed as women, similar to the barnstorming House of David teams that would take on all comers in future years wearing long beards as their trademark and Stars of David as their logo. Wood earned $20 for three weeks’ work and liked the idea of playing baseball for a living.

As a nineteen-year-old he’d won eleven games for the Red Sox in 1909, and he’d already piled up forty-seven wins heading into 1912, but nobody could have expected what would happen during that golden season.

“He was untouchable,” his teammate, Harry Hooper, would recall thirty years later. “It was like magic. Guys who were good hitters, rugged ballplayers, would all look like bush leaguers against Joe that year. I never saw anything like it before. I never seen anything like it since. For one season, Joe was—there’s no other way to describe it—invincible. He really was.”

Wood started forty-three games in 1912, completing thirty-eight of them. In 344 innings he struck out 258 hitters, this at a time when striking out was considered a venial sin, when hitters would choke halfway up their bat rather than walk back to the plate having waved at strike three. Even the great Walter Johnson of the Washington Senators, who was generally acknowledged to own the most intimidating fastball in the world in 1912 (and who actually struck out forty-five more hitters in twenty-five more innings than Wood that season), acknowledged Wood’s dominance. Asked that summer which of the two men had the faster fastball, Johnson laughed.

“Can I throw harder than Joe Wood?” Johnson asked. “Listen, my friend, there’s no man alive can throw harder than Smoky Joe Wood.”

In what would be the signature game of the entire 1912 season, a full house at Fenway Park got to judge for themselves on Friday afternoon, September 6, and there has never been a heavyweight title fight that inspired more hype or hyperbole than this otherwise meaningless game between a first-place team and a second-place team divided by fifteen games in the standings. Back on July 3, in the second game of a doubleheader, Johnson had thrown six breezy innings in a 10–2 pasting of the Highlanders, improving his record on the season to 12–9. Five days later—the same day, in the other league, that Marquard’s nineteen-game winning streak finally ended—Wood defeated the St. Louis Browns, upping his personal mark to 16–4. And over the next two months, both Johnson and Wood elevated their profession to art, blitzing through the American League with even greater authority than Marquard had done in the National. Johnson was asked to pitch more than Wood, and picked up some wins in relief, and before he finally lost a 3–2 heartbreaker to the Browns on August 28 Johnson had piled up sixteen wins in a row—still a staggering number, and an American League record.

A record that had stood for all of nine days when Johnson and the Senators arrived at Fenway Park on September 6, and one that looked as if it might not last another nine. Because Wood’s own streak now stood at thirteen, and he was pitching so well that his roommate, Tris Speaker, gushed, “Logic tells you he has to lose again sometime, but then you watch him pitch and you aren’t sure exactly how that’s ever going to happen.” Wood wasn’t originally scheduled to face Johnson; his regular turn in the rotation was to fall on Saturday and Jake Stahl was reluctant to alter his prize pitcher’s schedule for anything or anybody. But then Washington manager Clark Griffith—a Boston nemesis dating to his time managing the Highlanders back in ’04—piped up in the papers. “We will consider [Wood] a coward if he doesn’t pitch against Johnson,” Griffith bellowed.

Stahl, a former football player, understood a challenge to duel when he heard one.

“We will pitch Wood,” he said, “and we will win the game.”

The public bought in, with two fists and armloads of cash. First pitch was scheduled for 3:20 P.M., but by noon the streets around Fenway were choked with humanity. Robert McRoy, the treasurer of the Red Sox, would insist that only 29,000 people were granted admission to the park that day, which still set a record for either league for the biggest crowd ever to see a weekday game. But the real number was closer to 40,000, owing to those who slipped dollar bills into the palms of ushers at the door and those who used more nefarious ways to squeeze into the yard. So thick was the crowd that Wood and Johnson took their warm-ups surrounded on the sidelines by their own personal mobs of admirers.

“That was the only game I ever remember in Fenway Park, or anywhere else, where the fans were sitting practically along the first- and third-base lines,” Wood would recall some fifty years later. “Instead of sitting back where the bench usually was, we were sitting on chairs right up against the foul lines and the fans were right behind us. The overflow had been packed between the grandstand and the foul lines as well as in the outfield behind ropes. Fenway Park must have contained twice as many people as its seating capacity that day. I never saw so many people in one place in my life.”

More often than not, a pitching duel this hotly anticipated yields something else: a 13–11 slugfest, or a one-sided showcase for one of the hurlers. But this time, both men were equal to their billing. Through five shutout innings, the tension mounting inside Fenway grew palpable, and when Wood zipped through the Senators in the top of the sixth the crowd grew restless: What if nobody scored? Would a 0–0 tie be a fitting result, or the worst possible anticlimax? But then, with two outs, Speaker stroked a Johnson fastball down the left-field line that was ruled a double when the ball was swallowed by the overflow crowd. Duffy Lewis followed with a soft, humpbacked liner to right field, and when it fell safely, the crowd nearly imploded: In came Speaker with the ice-breaking run, and now Wood needed only nine outs to earn a splendid one-day Triple Crown: a win over the great Johnson; his fourteenth in a row; and his thirtieth on the season. The nine outs came quickly, and effortlessly, and he finished with a six-hit shutout in only 108 pitches. Johnson, gallant loser, allowed but five hits.

“In my opinion,” Wood said years later, “the greatest pitcher who ever lived was Walter Johnson. If he’d ever had a good team behind him, what records he’d have set.”

But Wood had the better team behind him this day, and that team had the better pitcher in front of them. Perhaps fittingly, Wood would extend his streak to sixteen straight before falling to the Tigers in Detroit two weeks after his epic showdown with Johnson. Both men would have to settle for sharing the league record, and they were delighted to do so.

When the Red Sox finally did secure the AL pennant they weren’t afforded an on-field celebration the way the Giants were, since they learned of their clinching in a Cleveland hotel dining room on September 18, where they’d repaired after their game with the Indians was washed out. There they received wireless reports of the White Sox beating the A’s 9–1 in the first game of a doubleheader in Chicago, which officially eliminated the defending champions and officially elevated the Speed Boys to Boston’s first pennant in eight long, frustrating years.

Jake Stahl was upstairs, in his room, when there came a knock on his door and the manager discovered the smiling visage of T. H. Murnane, the esteemed baseball editor of the Boston Globe, who’d come to deliver the news personally.

“You get to match wits with McGraw,” Murnane informed him.

“Ah, it won’t be me against Manager McGraw,” said Stahl. “It’ll be his boys against my boys, on the field, where it ought to be. These boys worked together as one family, they all had their heart in their work. The more difficult the proposition the stronger they went at their work, so that’s why I think we will land the postseason series with New York. They’ve been working hard since Hot Springs and knew early on they had a chance for the big money. And now they do.”

Murnane—more than any player, any manager, any owner—was the biggest, most beloved baseball figure in Boston, a barrel-chested man with a full white mustache who had himself played eight seasons of big-league ball as a utility player from 1872 to 1884 (including two years with the Boston Red Caps of the National League) and whose stories in the Globe were hungrily consumed in both morning and afternoon editions by well over a million readers. He could be tough and critical, but he was unabashedly partisan, and in the next day’s newspaper he would gush, in prose as purple as a royal sash: “The thrill that electrifies the baseball fan after the victory is won is no new sensation for Boston, but eight years is a long time and the fans of New England are in the proper humor to say, ‘Boys, you did your duty well and we fully appreciate the glorious honor that you have brought to our homes to please the old scouts and delight young America.’ ”

For now, he would just repeat the challenge that soon awaited his friend. To emphasize the point, he opened up the latest edition of The Sporting News, which had already begun speculating about a Red Sox–Giants matchup well in advance of the teams actually guaranteeing one, and began reading aloud:

“John J. McGraw looms larger and larger as the real hope of the Champion Giants. In his ten years of Gotham experience, the Little Napoleon has always been about one-third of the team. Now it appears he will have to better this percentage if the National League champions are to annex the ‘rubber’ of this baseball classic.”

Murnane rolled the newspaper back up, stuck it under his arm.

“You against Muggsy, Jake,” he said.

“Don’t let Muggsy hear you call him that,” Stahl said.

The two friends laughed, shook hands, and then Murnane allowed Stahl to return to his thoughts and his preparations. In a few days’ time, Muggsy’s Giants and Stahl’s Speed Boys would gather in New York City for the first of a best-of-seven showdown for the right to call themselves champions and to cash themselves a winner’s paycheck that seemed sure to exceed $4,000 per man. Already, the nation’s baseball scribes were hard at work predicting in print that this, at last, might be a World Series worthy of their breathless hype and hope, that perhaps it might even take the full seven games to determine the champion—something that had happened only once in the first eight of these autumnal encounters.

What they didn’t know—couldn’t yet know—was that what lay ahead would include far too much intrigue and interest, passion and paranoia, fight and fury, angst and agitation, to be contained to just seven games.

Or even eight, for that matter …
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