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      Introduction

    


    
      The whole history of baseball has the quality of mythology.


      —Bernard Malamud, author


      This book was born back in 1995, when another author suggested we collaborate on a work about baseball myths. It sounded like a great idea. I had already done many articles and research projects that debunked myths in the history of the game and had a lot of fun doing them. I started gathering them together and telling people about this wonderful book we were writing.


      For whatever reasons, my would-be coauthor soon stopped communicating with me and eventually decided to go his own way. I was left with a few dozen short chapters I had written, a bunch of half-baked ideas, and diminished enthusiasm for the project. Then, a series of personal setbacks and situations practically ground my efforts to a halt. I had occasional fits of progress, but, by 2007, I had only about half a book’s worth of material to show for twelve years. To people asking how the book was coming, I’d respond that it was becoming more of a myth than any I had written about. Finally, I made a breakthrough and, except for one more hiccup, kept going until I reached the finish line. The myth became a reality.


      I was debunking myths long before starting this book. While employed as senior research associate at the National Baseball Library (NBL) from 1986 to 1994, one of my early duties was documenting stories for Bruce Nash, Allan Zullo, and Bernie Ward, creators of the Baseball Hall of Shame book series. They brought to life stories of shameful escapades and humorously inept performances from the lore of baseball and wanted me to pin down the dates of these events for them. More often than not, my research proved than the oft-told tales could never have happened. The authors got to calling me “Killer.” I only wish they or I saved or remembered this collection of debunked tales. Some of the chapters in this book arose from other NBL projects of mine: trying to prove for patrons that Dummy Hoy invented umpires’ hand signals, or that Vic Wertz’s 1954 World Series drive traveled 460-plus feet, for examples.


      When I started writing this compilation, baseball books with footnotes were the exception; now they are the rule. I regret that this book does not follow that rule, but I have cited sources throughout the text wherever possible. (Well, maybe “regret” is too strong a word.)


      Many people contributed ideas, items, and facts for this book. I wish to acknowledge the following, in alphabetical order: Marshall Adesman, Keith Allison, Mark Armour, Cliff Blau, Larry Boes, Gene Carney, Jim Charlton, Eddie Frierson, John Holway, Bill James, Pat Kelly, Herm Krabbenhoft, Doug Lyons, Jerry Malloy, Wayne McElreavy, Peter Morris, Rob Neyer, Clifford Otto, Pete Palmer, Doug Pappas, Wes Parker, John Pastier, Frank Russo, Bob Schaefer, Steve Schaeffer, Gabriel Schechter, Ron Selter, David Smith, Ted Spencer, Dana Swift, Dick Thompson, John Thorn, Stew Thornley, Jim Weigand, Mark Wernick, Tim Wiles, and Craig Wright. I deeply regret that some of these people did not live to see how it turned out.
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      Baseball’s Infancy

    


    
      Base ball is in its infancy.


      —Dodgers’ owner Charles Ebbets, 1911


      Baseball has a reputation as a conservative sport, with very little change in its rules over the past century or more. But the game evolved drastically during its early decades. With frequent changes and haphazard record keeping, early baseball history became fertile for mythology.


      Abner Doubleday Invented Baseball


      “If baseball wasn’t invented in Cooperstown, it should have been.”


      —historian John Thorn


      Every schoolboy knows that General Abner Doubleday invented baseball in Cooperstown, New York. After all, why else would they have put the National Baseball Hall of Fame there? By now, most adults know there is something fishy about the story but couldn’t tell you exactly what. The Doubleday myth has been debunked more times than any other legend associated with baseball, yet it lives on and spawns other myths. Some will tell you that the real birthplace of baseball is Hoboken, New Jersey, but couldn’t name an inventor. How did this all begin?


      The Mills Commission (1905–1907) started the ball rolling with its declaration that baseball was invented by Doubleday in Cooperstown in 1839. The commission was put together by noted sporting goods magnate Albert G. Spalding, to settle a long-running debate between himself and Henry Chadwick, a pioneering baseball writer and historian. The British-born Chadwick had written that baseball owed its origins to such English games as cricket and rounders, while the U.S. businessman Spalding claimed that the game was as American as apple pie. Spalding handpicked a committee of his cronies, seven elder statesmen with some connection to the game, to gather evidence on the subject. They collected voluminous correspondence but, as it turned out, made their conclusion based on the testimony of one man, Abner Graves. The elderly Graves claimed to have been a playmate of Doubleday’s in Cooperstown, when the future Civil War general used a stick to diagram his new game, an improvement to “town ball,” in the dirt. In a letter dated April 3, 1905, Graves wrote the following:
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          Figure 1.1. Baseball Luminaries Take Time to Honor Baseball’s Inventor (1939).


          Source: Library of Congress

        

      


      The American game of “Base Ball” was invented by Abner Doubleday of Cooperstown, New York, either the spring prior, or following the “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” campaign of General [William Henry] Harrison for President, said Abner Doubleday being then a boy pupil of “Green’s Select School” in Cooperstown, and the same, who as General Doubleday won honor . . . in the “Civil War.”


      In a follow-up letter, dated November 17, 1905, Graves fixed the date as “either 1839, 1840, or 1841” (although the Harrison campaign reference eliminates 1839 as a possibility) and described the game in detail, including a rule specifying 11 players on a side. This was just what Spalding and his cohorts were looking for: credible testimony that baseball was indeed of American origin, and invented by an American military hero to boot! They chose the 1839 date and announced it to the world.


      Anyone who has taken the trouble to examine the evidence realizes that the Mills Commission’s finding was ill advised at best. Abner Graves was only five years old in 1839, while Doubleday was twenty—a striking disparity for playmates. Furthermore, Doubleday was attending the West Point military academy between September 1, 1838, and 1842, and could not have been in Cooperstown at that time, unless he was AWOL (in fact, he never left West Point during those years). Doubleday, who died in 1893, never made any claims of inventing baseball and left behind dozens of journals, none of which mentioned the game. The evidence collected by the Mills Commission supposedly was lost in a fire, although Graves’s letters survive (and, incidentally, the second one ends with, “I would rather have Uncle Sam declare war on England and clean her up rather than have one of her citizens beat us out of Base Ball”). Abner Graves, the star witness, later (1926) died in the Colorado State Insane Asylum.


      But the public prefers fairy tales to facts, and the Doubleday legend was bound to live forever. Who really invented baseball? Probably no individual deserves that credit; the game evolved from various stick and ball games that had been played for centuries. It is the old “creation versus evolution” argument, and the early 1900s was the age of invention.


      As baseball historian and author Peter Morris points out, it is possible that Graves was telling the truth but had his facts mixed up (and had them further mixed up by the Mills Commission). Although it was Graves who identified his playmate as the future general, there was an Abner Demas Doubleday—a younger cousin of the general (born May 1829)—who did indeed live in the Cooperstown area during the time in question. But even if Graves were telling the truth, so what? As Morris writes,


      It is quite possible that there was an actual game of ball in Cooperstown in or around 1839 in which the younger Doubleday proposed some changes to the rules previously adhered to in that region. Obviously, such an event does not entitle Doubleday to be recognized as the inventor of the game, nor anything more than the slightest footnote in the history of baseball.


      As silly as Cooperstown’s “Birthplace of Baseball” claim is, that of Hoboken, New Jersey, is off base as well. Hoboken was the site of the first match game played under the rules of the New York Knickerbocker Base Ball Club—the first team organized for the purpose of playing the sport—on June 19, 1846 (although they had been playing intrasquad games for nine months before that). Because of this, many people want Cooperstown to surrender its title and even its Hall of Fame to that dreary little city. But, it was the New York Knickerbockers, made up of gentlemen from New York, who established what came to be known as the New York Game of Base Ball. It so happened that they took a ferry to Hoboken’s Elysian Fields for their first match game (against a team known as the New York Nine), simply because there was more space there. Does that make Hoboken the birthplace of baseball? If so, then the New York Mets were born in St. Louis, site of their first game.


      Cooperstown celebrated its newfound notoriety. A village of 2,500 or so, with tourists attracted by its Otsego Lake, the town’s previous claim to fame was being the birthplace and home of American novelist James Fenimore Cooper (The Last of the Mohicans, The Deerslayer), whose father founded the town. The author is buried a baseball’s throw from Cooper Park (current home of the National Baseball Library), and a large statue of him sits in the middle of that park.


      As the Mills Commission’s news began to die on the vine, a local dentist named Ernest Pitcher began fund-raising efforts to erect a ball field at the site of Doubleday’s mythical invention. Sportswriter Sam Crane and National League (NL) president John Heydler were two of the early supporters of this effort, increasing its recognition. Doubleday Field, as it is called, is owned by the Village of Cooperstown—not the Hall of Fame, as is commonly thought—and is now used for some 300 amateur, semipro, and professional games each year.


      In 1934, Scottish immigrant Alexander Cleland, inspired by the progress on the field, proposed an idea to his boss, Stephen C. Clark. Clark was patriarch of the Clark Foundation, the philanthropic organization that owns most of Cooperstown. The Clark family had become wealthy through a partnership with Isaac Singer, inventor of the famous sewing machine (in 1989, Forbes magazine estimated the Clark empire fortune at $400 million plus). Cleland suggested a National Baseball Museum at Cooperstown, built in time for the Baseball Centennial celebration in 1939. Cleland predicted that “hundreds of visitors would be attracted.” During the 1930s, times were tough all over, and any idea to promote tourism was a welcome thing. Clark offered his blessing and financial support to the idea and encouraged his employee to follow up on it. Shortly thereafter, a homemade 19th-century baseball was discovered in a farmhouse that supposedly had belonged to Abner Graves’s family, a find that somehow lent credibility to the Mills Commission’s report. Clark bought the ball for $5 and made it the centerpiece of an exhibit that evolved into the museum. It remains essentially the only museum artifact ever purchased by the National Baseball Museum.


      Cleland approached the baseball hierarchy with his idea but found an enthusiastic backer in only one person: Heydler’s successor as NL president, Ford Frick, who offered the “fullest cooperation in any project you may evolve.” It was Frick who conceived the idea of a Hall of Fame as part of the museum and who sold the idea to the baseball establishment. Ironically, Frick went on to be voted into the shrine by the Veterans’ Committee in 1970, 25 days after he resigned from the committee.


      About this time arose the first serious attacks on the Doubleday myth. They were enough to prevent Doubleday from being inducted into the Hall of Fame, but it was too late to stop the museum from becoming a reality. For decades, Hall representatives clung to the Doubleday myth, or at least remained noncommittal to the evidence against it. Even into the 21st century, an essay in the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum Yearbook still reflected that line of thought. “From time to time over the years, various critics have challenged the speculation on Doubleday,” reads the essay penned by former Hall vice president Bill Guilfoile. “Whatever may or may not be proved in the future concerning baseball’s true origin is in many respects irrelevant at this time. . . . The Hall of Fame is in Cooperstown to stay.”


      More than a century after the Mills Commission’s announcement, the commissioner of baseball still clings to the Doubleday myth. “As a student of history, I know there is a great debate whether Abner Doubleday or Alexander Cartwright really founded the game of baseball,” wrote Bud Selig in an October 18, 2010, letter. “From all of the historians whom I have spoken with, I really believe that Abner Doubleday is the ‘Father of Baseball.’”


      Ninety Feet Is a Magical Distance


      Ninety feet between bases is the nearest to perfection that man has yet achieved.


      —Pulitzer Prize–winning sportswriter Red Smith


      Everyone knows that the measurement between the bases in Major League Baseball is 90 feet, a distance established at baseball’s birth and representing near perfection. In reality, the distance is less than 90 feet now, was even shorter in baseball’s infancy, and has nothing to do with perfection.


      It is commonly believed that the 90-foot distance was established by the original rules of baseball. The Hall of Fame plaque of Alexander Cartwright—key contributor to the first set of rules, drafted by the New York Knickerbocker Base Ball Club in 1845—names him as the man who “set bases 90 feet apart.” But, a check of the Knickerbocker rules belies this claim. Rule number four states that, “The bases shall be from ‘home’ to second base, 42 paces; from first to third base, 42 paces, equidistant.” In Total Baseball (2004), 19th-century baseball expert John Thorn says that,


      It has been presumed by scholars that when a three-foot pace is plugged in, the resulting baselines of 89 feet are close enough to the present 90 so that we can proclaim Cartwright’s genius. In fact, the pace in 1845 was either an imprecise and variable measure—to gauge distances by “stepping off”—or precisely two and a half feet, in which case the distance from home to second would have been 105 feet and the Cartwright base paths would have been 74.25 feet.


      The 90-foot distance did not enter the rule books until 1857, by which time Cartwright was out of the organized baseball picture.


      Legendary baseball scribe Red Smith wrote that, “Ninety feet between bases is the nearest to perfection that man has yet achieved.” It was a pet topic of Smith’s. “Whoever first put the bases 90 feet apart qualifies as a genius, the Einstein of the baseball cosmos,” Smith was often heard to say, according to fellow writer Roger Kahn. He continues, saying,


      Ninety feet is what makes the game work. How many times do you see a runner out by half a step? How seldom does a man beat out an infield hit? Almost every ground ball is an “out,” just as it should be. Ninety feet between home plate and first base: one of the few examples of perfection on earth.


      Commissioner Ford Frick expounded on the subject as well. “The establishment of the 90-foot distance between bases must be recognized as the greatest contribution to perfect competition any game has ever known,” writes Frick in Games, Asterisks, and People: Memoirs of a Lucky Fan (1973). He continues saying,


      It is that specification on which our hitting and fielding records are based; that unchanging measurement of success or failure that has set the guidelines for heroes; the great reason why baseball, through the years, has qualified as the most mathematically perfect game ever devised by humankind.


      This sentiment has been paraphrased by countless broadcasters and other followers of the game, saying things like, “On a ground ball, fielded cleanly, the infielder will throw out the runner by half a step, but if he bobbles it for a split second, the runner will be safe by half a step.” The implication is that, if the bases were only, say, 85 feet apart, every ground ball would result in a hit.


      Common sense tells us how ridiculous that is. The deeper infielders play, the more ground balls they can reach. Naturally, infielders play as deep as they can, depending on the field conditions, the speed of the batter, the situation, and their own arm strength, so that they can still throw out the batter at first base on a routine grounder. If the base paths were only 85 feet long, infielders would have to play a bit more shallowly, costing them a speck of range. If they were 95 feet long, fielders could play a bit deeper, enabling them to reach a few more balls than at the 90-foot distance. Batting averages would go slightly up or down, respectively, but it would hardly destroy the competitive balance of the game.


      One need only look at different levels and variations of baseball for proof. In Little League, for example, the distance between bases is 45 feet, and, in slow-pitch softball, 65 feet. There is no shortage of close plays or destruction of competitive balance to be found.


      So, the baselines have been 90 feet long for nearly a century and a half. But, the distances between bases are actually less than that, due to the width and positioning of the bases themselves. The distance from the edge of home plate to the edge of first base is about 87 feet, 9 inches; from first to second and second to third, 88 feet, 1½ inches; and, from third to home, 87 feet, 9 inches. And, prior to 1900, the distances were different still, varying due to changes in the size and positioning of bases.


      Today’s Reds Are Baseball’s Original Pro Team


      If the Reds were baseball’s first team, who did they play?


      —comedian George Carlin


      The 1869 Cincinnati Red Stockings were baseball’s first openly professional team. This paved the way for pro ball as we know it, and the Cincinnati Reds proudly carry the torch of their ancestors. Until 1997, the NL’s opening game was traditionally held in Cincinnati because of this.


      But today’s Reds have no connection with the 1869 team, other than the fact that they play in the same city. In fact, if any team can trace its lineage to the Red Stockings, it is the Atlanta Braves! The 1869 team was led by brothers Harry and George Wright. Harry was the team’s recruiter, manager, and center fielder, while George was its shortstop and best player. Both would wind up in the Baseball Hall of Fame as pioneers of the game. The Red Stockings traveled the country, taking on all comers and emerging undefeated.


      After enduring their first losses the following season, the team essentially disbanded in November 1870, reverting to an amateur team. Club president A. P. Bonte cited “enormous salary demands” in his decision. But, in the wake of the team’s success, the first professional league—the National Association of Professional Base Ball Players—was organized in 1871. The original teams were located in Philadelphia, Chicago, Boston, Washington, New York, Troy, Fort Wayne, Cleveland, and Rockford—but not Cincinnati. The Queen City didn’t have another pro team until 1876.


      Harry and George Wright quickly found employment with the Boston team, and it was called the Red Stockings in honor of their former club. The Wrights weren’t the only Cincinnati veterans to wind up in Beantown; of the nine starters on the 1869 club, six ultimately played for the Boston Red Stockings. Joining the Wright brothers on Boston were former Cincy teammates Charlie Gould, Cal McVey, Andy Leonard, and Charlie Sweasy (Sweasy had originally joined the Washington club, along with former Cincy players Fred Waterman, Asa Brainard, and Doug Allison).


      With Harry Wright at the helm, the Red Stockings took four of five pennants before the league disbanded. Out of its ashes was formed the NL in 1876. The NL’s Boston team, known as the Red Caps, still had Harry Wright as manager, George Wright at shortstop, and Andy Leonard in left field. The team eventually became known as the Braves, playing in Boston for 77 seasons, moving to Milwaukee in 1953, and finally settling in Atlanta in 1966.


      There was also a charter NL team in Cincinnati, but it lasted only five seasons. The forerunner of the current Reds was born in 1882, playing in the rival American Association (AA) for eight seasons before switching leagues. Thus, today’s Reds didn’t join the Senior Circuit until 1890—the fifteenth year of NL play and 21 years after Cincinnati hosted the first professional baseball team.


      Old Hoss Radbourn Pitched His Team’s Last 27 Games in 1884, Winning 26


      Charles “Old Hoss” Radbourn was one of the greatest pitchers of the 19th century, amassing 309 wins between 1881 and 1891. His crowning achievement came in 1884, when he earned a record 59 victories (long thought to be 60, and originally reported as 62), leading the Providence Grays to the NL championship. Old Hoss completed each of his 73 starts, totaling 678l innings. Most remarkably, according to his Hall of Fame plaque, “Radbourne (sic) pitched last 27 games of season, won 26.” That’s not quite true, although Radbourn’s actual accomplishment is scarcely less remarkable. Between August 9 and September 18, Radbourn pitched 26 of the Grays’ 27 games, winning 25; at the end of this streak, Providence still had 14 games remaining.


      In those days, a typical team had only two full-time pitchers. Unless a pitcher was injured, the only way he could be replaced was if he switched positions with another player on the field. Teams played only about four or five games a week. Many, if not most, pitchers, including Radbourn, still threw underhand, although overhand pitching had been legalized that year. The pitching distance was only 50 feet (see the following chapter for clarification). Balls were rarely replaced, so pitchers didn’t have to worry much about the long ball. In other words, it was a whole different ball game, easier for pitchers to amass a lot of innings.


      In late July, Providence and Boston were battling neck and neck for the NL flag, when Grays’ pitcher Charlie Sweeney jumped the team, leaving Radbourn to carry the load (although Ed Conley was available for spot starts). On August 8, Conley shut out Philadelphia, 6–0. Radbourn tossed the next six Grays’ games, winning them all. Conley topped Detroit, 5–2, on August 20, with Radbourn playing shortstop and batting his usual cleanup. Old Hoss returned to the box the next day and didn’t relinquish the position until September 25, by which time the Grays’ pennant seemed assured, thanks to their 20-game winning streak between August 7 and September 6. The streak ended when Radbourn lost to Buffalo, 2–0, on September 9; he then ran off another eight wins in a row, before losing back-to-back starts on September 20 and 24.


      Old Hoss pitched “only” five of the Grays’ 12 regular-season games over the last three weeks of the season. Adjectives used to describe him during those appearances included “sore,” “stiff,” and “listless.” Radbourn was said to be “suffering with lame cords in the arm and neck.” Nevertheless, he won all five starts, then all three games of the first “World’s Series” against the New York Metropolitans of the AA. And, predictably, Radbourn was never quite the same pitcher after 1884.


      The Pitching Distance Was Increased from 50 to 60½ Feet in 1893


      Many historians consider 1893 to be the dawn of “modern” baseball. That was the year the pitcher’s area was moved back from 50 feet to the current 60½—an increase of 21%! Can you imagine facing Justin Verlander from 50 feet away? Actually, the difference was not nearly as great as it sounds. It’s true that, since 1893, the pitcher starts his delivery 60'6" from the back of the plate. Prior to then, the pertinent rules read as follow:


      
        	RULE 5. The pitcher’s lines must be . . . five and one half feet long by four feet wide, distant fifty feet from the center of the home base.


        	RULE 18. The pitcher shall take his position facing the batsman with both feet square on the ground, one foot on the rear line of the “box.”

      


      In other words, while the front of the pitcher’s box was 50 feet away from home plate, the back of the box—where the pitcher had to start his delivery—was 55'6" away. And, since home plate at that time was a one-foot-square base within the diamond, much like first and third, the center of the base was about 8½ inches closer than the rear point—the point from which the modern pitching distance is measured. So, the pre-1893 pitcher was beginning his delivery about 56'2½" away from the back of home plate. Instead of a 21% leap in the pitching distance in 1893, the increase was a relatively modest 7.6%.


      Mike Grady Made Four-Plus Errors on One Batted Ball


      Legend has it that Mike Grady, playing third base for the New York Giants, set an all-time record for short-term fielding futility. Here’s the story, as reported in an undated Sports Digest article found in Grady’s National Baseball Library file:


      Grady never was able to forget one day in 1899, when he was playing third base for New York. Grady often talked and laughed about the play, and the late Robert L. Ripley used the incident in one of his “Believe It or Not” cartoons a few years ago. As friends recall Grady telling it, the play apparently went something like this: The batter hit to Grady, playing third base, and was safe at first when Grady fumbled the ball for an error. However, Grady did try a belated throw across the diamond. The throw was wild, eluded the baseman, and the runner scampered on to second base—error no. 2. The runner continued toward third base, but the ball had been recovered and he would have been out if Grady held the return throw for the tag. Grady didn’t hold the ball—for error no. 3. The runner then scrambled to his feet and started toward home, but the ball had rolled only a few feet from Grady and he recovered it. The runner was trapped in the ensuing rundown and should have been tagged out by Grady when he tried to dive back into third base. However, Grady muffed the play again; the runner got back to the base safely, jumped to his feet, and headed for home again. This time, Grady recovered the ball again and finally would have gotten his man at the plate, but the throw was wild for error no. 5 and a run.


      Several other versions of the story have been found, some saying Grady was charged with “only” four errors on the play, the Des Moines Daily News (Iowa), January 4, 1906, saying six, but most agreeing he was playing third base for the Giants (the exception saying the Reds, whom he never even played for). The one purporting to be a first-hand account was in a 1918 issue of the Sporting News, where W. A. Phelon claimed he witnessed the incident in Chicago and heard the official scorer shout out, “Five errors for Grady!”


      In fact, Grady played only 51 games at third base in his entire 11-year career and never made more than three errors in any game there, let alone in one at bat. Grady was mostly a catcher, appearing in 525 games behind the plate, but he also played every other position, except pitcher, between 1894 and 1906. Included were 246 games at first base, 29 games in right field, 14 in left field, 14 at shortstop, seven in center field, and five at second base. He certainly was no Brooks Robinson in his 51 games at the hot corner: He made 28 errors for an .826 fielding percentage, poor even for that era (the league average was .901).


      But only once was Grady charged with more than two errors in one game at third base: three, against Cleveland on August 25, 1899. Could that have been the infamous day, with just the error count exaggerated? Nope. Cleveland scored four runs that day, and all four were earned. And the Sporting Life’s account of the game includes no mention of Grady.


      Home Plate Is So Named Because It Is Shaped Like a House


      Why is the fourth base called home plate? Some have surmised that it is due to the base’s pentagonal shape, which resembles a house. But the five-sided shape didn’t come about until 55 years after the base was first called “home.”


      The term home dates back to the rules of the New York Knickerbocker Base Ball Club, first recorded on September 23, 1845. Rule number four states that, “The bases shall be from ‘home’ to second base, 42 paces; from first to third base, 42 paces, equidistant.” It is likely the term was borrowed from other games played many years before.


      A revised set of rules, adopted in 1857, specifies that,


      The bases . . . must be constructed as to be distinctly seen by the umpires and referee, and must cover a space equal to one square foot of surface . . . the home base and pitcher’s point to be each marked by a flat circular iron plate, painted or enameled white.


      The shape was changed to square, like the other bases, in 1868, and to the pentagonal shape in 1900.


      Spalding’s Official Base Ball Guide for that year explains the revision, saying, “The change made is undoubtedly an advantage alike to the pitcher and umpire, as it enables the pitcher to see the width of the base he has to throw the ball over better than before, and the umpire can judge called balls and strikes with less difficulty.” And that’s how the home became a house.


      Negro Pitching Legend Rube Foster Taught Christy Mathewson the Screwball


      Christy Mathewson was one of the greatest pitchers in baseball history. Debuting in the majors in 1900, Mathewson had a cumulative won-lost record of 327–133 for the New York Giants between 1903 and 1914—an average record of 27–11. His innovative money pitch was called the “fadeaway,” and is now known as the screwball. Legend has it that Matty learned the pitch from Negro pitching legend Rube Foster, c. 1902. Some even say Giants’ manager John McGraw hired Foster to teach Matty the pitch. This story is propagated in such books as Rube Foster: The Father of Black Baseball (1981) and Blackball Stars: Negro League Pioneers (1988), by John Holway, and The Crooked Pitch: The Curveball in American Baseball History (1984), by Martin Quigley, and in the Ken Burns documentary Baseball. This supposedly explains Mathewson’s transformation from a pitcher who was 34–34 in 1901–1902, to one who was 63–25 in 1903–1904.


      The image is of a crafty veteran, not allowed to play in the all-white major leagues, imparting his wisdom to a neophyte slabsman—notwithstanding that Foster and Mathewson were born less than a year apart. And the improved won-lost records can be almost entirely attributed to the improvement of Matty’s team. Table 1.1 gives his records for the four seasons in the context of the Giants’ records (adjusted to remove his decisions), using a statistic I call “normalized winning percentage,” which gives the pitcher’s projected percentage if pitching for an average .500 team.


      The late, great baseball researcher Dick Thompson punctured the Foster myth in the 1996 Baseball Research Journal. Thompson examined various accounts about who taught Mathewson the pitch and determined that David O. Williams, a southpaw who pitched briefly in the majors, had the best claim. Williams’s obituary in the April 25, 1918, Hibbing Daily Tribune (Minnesota) discusses his early baseball career in Pennsylvania, stating, “It was here that Williams taught Christy Mathewson, now manager of the Cincinnati nine, the ‘fadeaway,’ one of the freaks of the pitching art.” This corroborated a claim made by Mathewson himself, in an article entitled, “How I Became a Big League Pitcher” in the May 1912 issue of St. Nicholas Magazine. Discussing his 1898 efforts for a semipro or amateur team in Pennsylvania, Matty writes, “In Honesdale, there was a left-handed pitcher named Williams who could throw an outcurve to a right-handed batter. Williams exhibited this curve as a sort of ‘freak delivery’ in practice, over which he had no control. He showed the ball to me and told me how to throw it.” Research by Honesdale resident Keith Sutton shows that Christy Mathewson and Dave Williams were teammates on the 1898 Honesdale club.


      
        Table 1.1. Christy Mathewson’s Won-Lost Records, 1901–1904


        
          
            
              	
                Year

              

              	
                W

              

              	
                L

              

              	
                Pct.

              

              	
                Team W

              

              	
                L

              

              	
                Adj. Pct.

              

              	
                NWP

              
            


            
              	
                1901

              

              	
                20

              

              	
                17

              

              	
                .541

              

              	
                52

              

              	
                85

              

              	
                .320

              

              	
                .662

              
            


            
              	
                1902

              

              	
                14

              

              	
                17

              

              	
                .452

              

              	
                48

              

              	
                88

              

              	
                .324

              

              	
                .595

              
            


            
              	
                1903

              

              	
                30

              

              	
                13

              

              	
                .698

              

              	
                84

              

              	
                55

              

              	
                .563

              

              	
                .654

              
            


            
              	
                1904

              

              	
                33

              

              	
                12

              

              	
                .733

              

              	
                106

              

              	
                47

              

              	
                .676

              

              	
                .589

              
            


            
              	
                KEY: W = wins; L = losses; Pct. = winning percentage; NWP = normalized winning percentage (.500 + [(Pitcher Pct. - Team Pct.)/2 x (1.000 - Team Pct.)])

              
            

          
        

      


      Of course, it makes for a better story that Matty was taught the pitch by a Negro leagues’ Hall of Famer, rather than a guy who pitched only 19 big-league innings. But, as Thompson writes,


      Foster’s role is nothing more than a fable. . . . The Dave Williams who played for Boston in 1902 taught Christy Mathewson the fadeaway at Honesdale, Pennsylvania, in 1898. Matty said so, so did Williams. Fact must always remain more important than fascinating legend to true historians.


      Concessionaire Harry M. Stevens, with Help from a Cartoonist, Introduced the Hot Dog


      Famous concessionaire Harry M. Stevens is credited with introducing baseball’s most popular stadium food. As Linda Stradley retells the story in her website, What’s Cooking America:


      [T]he term hog dog was coined in 1902 [or 1907, by some other sources] during a Giants baseball game at the New York Polo Grounds. On a cold April day, concessionaire Harry Mozley Stevens (1855–1934) was losing money trying to sell ice cream and ice-cold sodas. He sent his salesmen out to buy up all the dachshund sausages they could find and an equal number of rolls. In less than an hour, his vendors were hawking hot dogs from portable hot water tanks while yelling, “They’re red hot! Get your dachshund sausages while they’re red hot!” In the press box, sports cartoonist T. A. “Tad” Dorgan (1877–1929), a newspaper cartoonist for the New York Evening Journal, was nearing his deadline and desperate for an idea. Hearing the vendors, he hastily drew a cartoon of a frankfurter with a tail, legs, and a head, so that it looked like a dachshund. Not sure how to spell the word dachshund, he simply wrote “hot dog.” The cartoon was a sensation, and the term hot dog was born.


      Stradley also relates a rival claim, which credits Adolph Gehring for introducing wurst in a bun at a St. Louis game in 1903. But the canine terminology was in use long before either of these examples. For example, in the October 5, 1895, issue of Yale University’s Yale Record appears this poem about a popular lunch wagon that sold sausages in buns:


      Echoes from the Lunch Wagon


      ’Tis dogs’ delight to bark and bite,


      Thus does the adage run.


      But I delight to bite the dog


      When placed inside a bun.


      As baseball historian and longtime Stevens attorney Larry Boes reports, Tad Dorgan wasn’t even employed by the New York Evening Journal in 1902. Furthermore, Dictionary of American Regional English editor Leonard Zwilling found that the term hot dog was in print more than a decade before Dorgan first used it—and that Dorgan’s earliest usage of the term was in relation to an event at Madison Square Garden, not the Polo Grounds.


      Even Stevens himself didn’t take credit for the innovation, although he kept it in the family. In a 1926 interview, Stevens said the following:


      I have been given credit for introducing the hot dog to America. Well, I don’t deserve it. In fact, at first I couldn’t see the idea. It was my son, Frank, who first got the idea and wanted to try it on one of the early six-day bicycle crowds at Madison Square Garden. I told Frank that the bike fans preferred ham and cheese. He insisted that we try it out for a few days, and at last I consented. His insistence has all Americans eating hot dogs.


      The World Series Was Named after a Newspaper


      According to most sources, the World Series was born in 1903, when the NL’s Pittsburg (no “h” in those days) Pirates played the American League’s (AL) Boston club (now known as the Red Sox) in a postseason series of games. Some say a newspaper, the New York World, sponsored the early championship games, which were named in honor of the paper.


      The Fall Classic actually has roots going back nearly two decades before 1903, and the New York World had nothing to do with it. The AA (1882–1891) was a forerunner of the AL as a rival major league to the NL. Starting in 1884, the champions of each league met in a postseason series. The NL’s Providence Grays swept the AA’s New York Metropolitans that year to become what the Sporting Life called the “Champions of the World” (not as pretentious a claim in those days, since the United States was the only nation playing organized baseball). The rest of the press followed suit, thus labeling the games the “World’s Championship Series,” sometimes shortened to “World’s Series.” These series were played through 1890; the AA disbanded a year later.


      As described earlier, the World’s Series was resumed in 1903 and, after a hiatus the next year, became a permanent event (excepting the 1994 strike) in 1905. The apostrophe-s gradually disappeared (although it was still in some usage as late as the 1960s), with the event thus becoming the “World Series.”


      The late baseball historian Doug Pappas describes the New York World of a century ago as a “tabloid much given to flamboyant self-promotion.” Nevertheless, not even they suggested any responsibility for the World Series’ name. Pappas reviewed every issue of the paper for the months leading up to both the 1903 and 1905 Fall Classics and found no hint that the New York World was in any way linked with the World Series.


      Dummy Hoy, a Deaf-Mute, Created Umpires’ Hand Signals


      What is history but a fable agreed upon?


      —Napoleon


      Umpires have been using hand signals to indicate balls and strikes and “safe” and “out” calls for more than a century. A common legend attributes this innovation to William Ellsworth “Dummy” Hoy, a fine deaf-mute big-league outfielder for 14 years. “Hoy was the reason umpires developed hand signals for outs, strikes, balls, fouls, et al.,” according to Sports Collectors Digest. “Umpires began to use hand signals for his benefit in 1886.” The Sporting News agrees that Hoy “was responsible for the system of hand signals universally adopted by umpires.” The book Baseball by the Rules: An Anecdotal Guide to America’s Oldest and Most Complex Sport (1987) states that, “he persuaded the authorities to introduce hand signals.” A 1987–1988 off-Broadway play, The Signal Season of Dummy Hoy, was based on this legend. In reality, umpires’ hand signals came about several years after Hoy retired and were designed for the benefit of fans.
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          Figure 1.2. Dummy Hoy, Hero to the Deaf Community.


          Source: Library of Congress

        

      


      Hoy did indeed rely on hand signals, but they came from his third base coach, not the umpire. According to the April 7, 1888, edition of the Washington Evening Star (Washington, D.C.), “When he bats a man stands in the captain’s box near third base and signals to him decisions of the umpire on balls and strikes by raising his fingers.”


      Hoy died at age 99 in 1961. It was some time after that his supposed connection with umpire’s hand signals began circulating. It probably started upon the release of the classic oral history The Glory of Their Times: The Story of the Early Days of Baseball Told by the Men Who Played It (1966), by Lawrence S. Ritter. In the book, the aging Sam Crawford recalls that Hoy “was the one responsible for the umpire giving hand signals for a ball or strike.”


      But, a thorough check of Hoy’s voluminous clipping file at the National Baseball Library turns up only one article written during Hoy’s long lifetime that mentions anything about hand signals. In The Silent Worker, April 1952, Hoy states that the “coacher at third kept me posted by lifting his right hand for strikes and his left for balls. This gave later day umpires an idea, and they now raise their right . . . to emphasize an indisputable strike.” This indicates that this practice was adopted after Hoy’s career, and, as far as we know, Hoy merely assumed that his coaches’ signals were the inspiration for this idea.


      The 1909 Spalding’s Official Base Ball Guide provides more evidence against the Hoy myth. In a full-page essay entitled “Semaphore Signals by the Umpires,” it is stated that,


      Two or three years ago base ball critics in the East and West began to agitate the question of signaling by the umpires to announce their decisions. At first, the judges of play did not want to signal . . . now there is not an umpire [who doesn’t use his] arms to signal. If he did not, two-thirds of the spectators in the immense crowds would be wholly at sea as to what was transpiring on the field.


      There is no mention of Hoy, who had retired from pro baseball only five years earlier, in the essay.


      NL umpires Bill Klem (who began his big-league career in 1905) and Cy Rigler (who started a year later) have both been credited with the innovation. Another source credits a fan, General Andrew Burt, who suggested the idea to AL president Ban Johnson in the first decade of the twentieth century. Klem’s Hall of Fame plaque states that he was “credited with introducing arm signals indicating strikes and fair or foul balls.” According to the May 1, 1905, edition of the Evansville Courier, Rigler introduced the practice in a Central League game there the previous day: “One feature of Rigler’s work yesterday that was appreciated was his indicating balls by the fingers of his left hand and strikes with the fingers of the right hand so everyone in the park could tell what he had called.” In a 1985 article in the National Pastime, Dan Krueckeberg asserts that, “When Rigler entered the National League a year later [September 27, 1906], he found that his raised-arm call had preceded him and was in wide use.”


      The idea actually preceded him by several years. The Sporting Life of January 27, 1900, announced the following:


      A NOVEL IDEA, a Plan to Help Umpires for the Better Enunciation of Their Decisions. One of the disagreeable features that patrons of base ball are compelled to suffer is to listen to umpires with unintelligible voices, umpires from whose lips come the words, “strike,” “ball,” “foul,” and others, with a mushy coating that makes them all sound alike, much to the disgust and confusion of the spectators in the stands. Mr. Warren J. Lynch, general passenger agent of the Big Four road, who is an enthusiast of the game, suggests an idea that will do away with the confusion occasioned by umpires of uncertain articulation. Mr. Lynch suggests that umpires shall call out when a ball is pitched and raise their right hands when a strike is pitched and raise their left hands in case of a foul. The system would be a simple one and would be certain to do away with the confusion that now follows the efforts of the umpire—although there is a question as to whether he really makes an effort—to inform the spectators just what the pitcher is doing. Close students of the game find much interest in following the balls and strikes as they are called on the batsmen. It adds greatly to the enjoyment that cannot be fully realized under existing conditions, and [that] could be brought about completely by the adaptation of the method suggested by Mr. Lynch.


      The February 3, 1900, Bangor Daily Whig and Courier (Maine) comments on the proposal, which they said was “for the purpose of conveying [an umpire’s] decisions to the spectators at games who occupy seats out of hearing of his voice.” Interestingly, the article quoted Hoy, saying,


      I think the idea is a splendid one. Such a rule, if established, will please not only the patrons of the game, but also the players. By reason of the distance the outfielders do not always hear the rulings of the umpires. The same thing applies to the occupants of the distant parts of the stands. . . . I have often been told by frequenters of the game that they take considerable delight in watching the coacher signal balls and strikes to me, as by those signals they can know to a certainty what the umpire with a not too overstrong a voice is saying.


      But the idea did not become a reality that year.


      There were apparently plans to try such a system as early as 1901. In the September 14 installment of that year, the Sporting Life reports that,


      Noiseless umpiring is to be attempted at [the Chicago White Sox] South Side park Monday afternoon. Impossible as this may seem at first hearing, it is to be attempted, and there are even bets that it will be a go. George W. Hancock, famed in Chicago as the man who invented indoor base ball [forerunner of softball], will be responsible for the success or failure of the scheme. The umpire is to wear a red sleeve on the right arm and a white one on the left; for an out [sic] he will hoist the right arm, for a ball the other. People at the far end of the park, unable to hear even that human buffalo, [AL umpire Jack] Sheridan, can see the colors, and there seems a good chance for the trick to make a hit.


      However, the White Sox didn’t play on any Monday afternoon after September 14 in 1901, and there is no indication that the colorful scheme was ever tried in the majors. And Hoy, a member of the White Sox that year, is not mentioned in the article.


      The Sporting Life (March 30, 1907), reprinting an article from the Chicago Tribune, reports that,


      The Tribune’s agitation for a system of umpire’s gestures to indicate decisions seems to be as far-reaching as popular. Chief Zimmer has been using signs for balls and strikes and delighting New Orleans [Southern Association] patrons. Today Collins, who officiated here, adopted the same system and used it successfully, with the result that the crowd forgave him for not calling everything the local twirler, pitched a “strike.” To date [veteran NL arbiter] Hank O’Day appears to be the only opponent of the idea.


      But, on April 12, 1907, in notes from Opening Day, the Cincinnati Commercial-Tribune reported that “Hank O’Day used the arm signals yesterday, and they were satisfactory. He raises his left hand for a ball. In case he raises neither hand, it is a strike.” The Chicago Tribune of April 14, 1907, notes that,


      There is nothing but this habit of looking at baseball matters through the umpire’s eyes to explain the failure of the big-league presidents to answer the public’s demands by instructing their umpires to adopt a simple code of signals to indicate doubtful decisions on pitched balls, the same as on base decisions. The umpires objected to being overworked by the necessity of moving an arm to indicate a “strike.” Consequently the public must continue to guess, until electric score boards are installed and perfected, and then miss some of the play while studying the score board.


      The next day’s Chicago Tribune reported that NL umpire Bill Carpenter had been a big hit with the fans by raising his right hand to indicate strikes. So, obviously, umpires’ hand signals were in mass usage by 1907, although standardization was lacking.


      There was at least one instance of umpires’ hand signals being used in the minor leagues long before this. It involved a deaf player—but not Hoy. Ed Dundon, who had pitched in the major leagues in 1883–1884, was the innovator. The November 6, 1886, edition of the Sporting News reports that,


      Dundon, the deaf and dumb pitcher of the Acid Iron Earths, umpired a game at Mobile between the Acids and Mobiles, on October 20. . . . He used the fingers of his right hand to indicate strikes, the fingers of the left to call balls, a shake of the head decided a man “not out,” and a wave of the hand meant “out.”


      The October 30, 1886, issue of the New York Clipper concurred with the description, saying, “Dundon, the deaf-mute pitcher, umpired a game in Mobile, Alabama, and gave entire satisfaction.”


      Frank Hough, in the December 27, 1909, Philadelphia Inquirer, recalls that 1880s umpire John Gaffney used crude hand signals to indicate balls and strikes. Peter Morris, in his A Game of Inches, also cites Gaffney as one of the umpires who used signals for the benefit of Paul Hines, who gradually lost his hearing during his 1872–1891 career. Morris also relates the story of AA umpire Robert McNichol, forced to use hand signals for the last two innings of an August 11, 1883, game after he was hit in the throat by a foul tip and lost his voice.


      In a letter to the New York Sun in April 1889, two writers debated the merits of signaling umpires’ calls. James Sullivan suggests that the umps use hand signals, but John Rooney argues that, “The umpire has enough to do in watching the game,” saying he would resemble a “jack-in-the-box” if forced to use the system proposed by Sullivan. Rooney favored having someone using a “pleasant-sounding gong” to relay the ump’s decisions.


      And, the idea of umpires’ signals was suggested even long before this. In a letter to the editor published in the March 27, 1870, New York Sunday Mercury, Cincinnati Red Stockings’ manager Harry Wright writes,


      There is one thing I would like to see the umpire do at [a] big game, and that is, raise his hand when a man is out. You know what noise there is always when a fine play is made on the bases, and it being impossible to hear the umpire, it is always some little time before the player knows whether he is given out or not. It would very often save a great deal of bother and confusion.


      There is no indication that Wright got the idea from seven-year-old Ohioan Billy Hoy. The consensus is that standardized umpires’ hand signals first appeared in the big leagues around 1906, give or take a year. And Dummy Hoy, who last played in the majors in 1902, had nothing to do with them.


      Nick Altrock Won a Game without Pitching a Ball


      On May 1, 2003, Baltimore pitcher B. J. Ryan got credit for a win without throwing a pitch. He entered the game with two outs in the seventh inning, Baltimore losing 2–1, and Detroit rookie Omar Infante taking a big lead off first base. Ryan promptly threw over to first, and Infante was caught trying to advance to second, ending the inning. The O’s scored three runs in the top of the eighth to take a 4–2 lead, and then Buddy Groom took over Baltimore’s pitching chores. The Orioles held on to win, and, consistent with the scoring rules, Ryan was credited with the pitching victory—even though he hadn’t pitched. This helped exhume the oft-told story that Nick Altrock was credited with a win without throwing a pitch, under almost identical circumstances, supposedly with the White Sox in 1906. This feat has been described in many sources, including “Ripley’s Believe It or Not.”


      Trying to document this feat is a hard task. Record keeping was sloppy in the early part of the 20th century, when Altrock did most of his pitching. No official records survive for Nick’s pre-1905 seasons, so we have to rely on the quasi-official “ICI” records (produced by 1960s computer nerds at Information Concepts, Inc.). The AL’s official sheets for 1905 through 1972 were composed in longhand and are difficult to read, especially a century later. From 1905 through 1907, the AL didn’t bother recording pitching lines on their official sheets, just dates and wins or losses. There are errors and discrepancies galore.


      These are just stumbling blocks for an obsessive researcher, however. The following are my findings for each of the nine seasons Altrock is credited with at least one victory:


      
        	1898, Louisville (NL): Won three games, on July 21, August 15, and September 4, pitching at least eight innings each time. He had no appearances of less than one inning.


        	1903, Chicago (AL): Won five games, on July 16, August 4, August 20, September 22, and September 28. The first of these appearances was one and two-thirds innings, and the rest were nine each; he had no appearances all year of less than one inning. The ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia credits Altrock with only four wins that year.


        	1904, Chicago (AL): Won 20 games (ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia says 19), on April 16, April 20, May 1, May 23, May 26, May 29, June 2, June 15, June 24, June 27, July 1, July 9, July 26, July 30, August 6, August 10, August 25, September 5, September 21, and October 9. The June 2 win was five and two-thirds innings, the rest were nine each. He had no appearances with less than three innings.


        	1905, Chicago (AL): Won 24 games (ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia says 23), on April 16, April 28, May 14, May 19, May 26, June 7, June 10, June 25, July 4, July 6, July 21, July 24, August 14, August 22, August 25, August 27, September 8, September 14, September 17, September 20, September 25, September 27, and October 7. He pitched one inning on June 10 (with two strikeouts and a hit allowed) and one and one-third on September 20; the rest of the wins were complete games. The official sheets say he also pitched and won (with four fielding chances) on September 10, but he didn’t; perhaps that accounts for the revision of his win total.


        	1906, Chicago (AL): Won 20 games, on April 20, April 22, April 26, April 29, May 24, June 16, June 18, June 20, June 23, June 28, July 4, July 11, August 16, September 9, September 12, September 14, September 16, September 24, September 25, and October 1. He pitched five innings on April 22, four on June 18, seven on June 23, seven or eight on August 16, and six on September 25; the rest were complete games.


        	1907, Chicago (AL): Won eight games (ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia says seven), on April 18, April 24, May 2, May 18, May 21, September 4, September 20, and September 28. All were complete or near-complete games; he had only one game with an assist as his only fielding chance but had two at bats in that game.


        	1908, Chicago (AL): Won three games (ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia says 5), on July 7, July 16, and July 25; there is also a handwritten note that says “6/7 win.” Each of these four was nine innings or more. This is the only season in which the ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia credits him with more victories than the official sheets, leaving the possibility of the legendary win being among his other appearances; however, he had no games with fewer than four opposing batsmen.


        	1909, Washington (AL): Won one game, on July 7 (nine innings), and had no games with fewer than three opposing batsmen.


        	1918, Washington (AL): Won one game, on June 6 (seven and one-third innings), and had no games with fewer than three opposing batsmen.

      


      Based on this research, we can’t be 100% certain that Altrock’s batterless win didn’t happen, but I’m 99% certain that it didn’t. Maybe it occurred in an exhibition game, or a minor league contest, or in the mind of a creative writer, but there’s no evidence it happened in a major league game.


      Besides Ryan, there have been at least four pitchers to get credit for a win without throwing a pitch:


      
        	In the second game of a Labor Day twin bill on September 7, 1914, Jim Bluejacket of the Brooklyn Federal League team performed the feat against Pittsburgh. According to the next day’s Brooklyn Eagle, “Blue jacket (sic) did not pitch a single ball to a Pittsburg (sic) batter, but even at that he gets credit for winning the second game. He entered the fray in the eighth inning, with Monasky (sic) [Mike Menosky] on third and [Steve] Yerkes on first. Bringing his Indian cunning into play, he caught Yerkes napping off first and ended the inning. In the last half of the same round the local team scored the five runs that won the game.”


        	On May 5, 1966, the Astros’ Frank Carpin entered a 3–3 game against the Cubs in the top of the 13th inning, with runners on first and second. The runners promptly pulled off a double steal before Carpin threw a pitch. The dust had barely settled when the runner on third broke for the plate; Carpin stepped off the rubber and threw the runner out at home. Houston then scored in the bottom of the frame to give Carpin his final big-league victory.


        	On July 1, 1970, the Angels’ Greg Garrett inherited a 2–1 deficit against the Brewers with two out in the sixth inning. Garrett promptly picked Tommy Harper off first base to end the frame. The Angels scored three in the top of the seventh, one on an RBI single by Bill Voss, batting for Garrett. Eddie Fisher hurled the last three innings to save the 4–3 victory for Garrett.


        	On July 7, 2009, the Rockies’ Alan Embree entered a 4–4 game against the Nationals with two out in the eighth inning. Embree picked Austin Kearns off first, and the Rockies scored the go-ahead run in the bottom of the frame. Huston Street then pitched a scoreless ninth for the save.

      


      Honus Wagner Objected to Tobacco Products


      The most valuable baseball card in existence is the “T-206” Honus Wagner tobacco card. This item was produced in 1909, as part of a set of baseball cards distributed with various brands of American Tobacco Company cigarettes. A single Wagner card was recently auctioned for a price of $1,265,000.
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          Figure 1.3. Obviously, Honus (or Hans) Wagner Was Not Averse to Endorsing Tobacco Products.


          Source: National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, New York

        

      


      Although there are scarcer cards, only a few dozen of the Wagner cards are known to exist. This limited supply, combined with Wagner’s greatness and popularity, make the card such a precious commodity. So few of them were produced because Wagner ordered production of the card halted. Why? Legend has it that the genteel sportsman objected to tobacco products.


      The truth of the matter is that Wagner was a notorious user of both chewing tobacco and cigars. Among the many adjectives used to describe Wagner in Superstars of Baseball (1994, by Bob Broeg, a personal acquaintance of Wagner’s) are “tobacco-gnawing” and “cigar-puffing.” And, Wagner not only used tobacco products, but he also endorsed them. As shown in the figure 1.3, Henry Reccius of Louisville, Kentucky, manufactured the “Hans Wagner 10¢ Cigar,” advertising the item with a likeness of Wagner in uniform. As the December 6, 1950, issue of the Sporting News points out, “It was quite a distinction for a sports personality to have a cigar named after him years ago, and Honus Wagner was one of the few who received this honor.”


      So, why did Wagner put the kibosh on the T-206 card? Some suggest the true reason was that he wasn’t getting enough royalties.


      Honus Wagner Viciously Tagged Out Ty Cobb on a Steal Attempt in the 1909 World Series


      The 1909 World Series was ballyhooed as the meeting of each league’s outstanding player: the Pittsburgh Pirates’ veteran, gentlemanly 35-year-old shortstop, Honus Wagner, and the Detroit Tigers’ prodigious, vicious 22-year-old outfielder, Ty Cobb. The two went on to combine for more than 7,500 hits and 1,600 stolen bases, along with 20 batting titles, with Cobb breaking many of Wagner’s career records. Wagner came out on top in this matchup, however, outhitting the Georgia Peach, .333 to .231, and outstealing him, six to two, to pace the Pirates’ World Series victory over the Tigers.


      The tone was set in the first game, according to baseball lore. Here’s the story, as told in Bob Broeg’s Superstars of Baseball:


      When Ty Cobb reached first base the first time at Pittsburgh’s brand new Forbes Field in the 1909 World Series, the fiery Detroit star cupped his hands and shouted to the Pirates’ shortstop, “Hey, Krauthead, I’m coming down on the next pitch.”


      “‘I’ll be waiting,” Wagner answered Ty the Terrible. In this first and only confrontation between players regarded by many as the best each major league ever has developed, Cobb came off a painful second best.


      When Ty slid into second, spikes high, Wagner was there not only holding his ground to make the putout, but applying the tag so forcefully, trying to stuff the ball down tyrannical Ty’s throat, that Cobb wound up with a lacerated lip.


      This is a great story, but pure fiction. Cobb rarely reached first base during the World Series and didn’t have many chances to steal, but he was never thrown out trying. He was twice retired at second base during the Series, but both were force-outs, not tag plays. Table 1.2 is a rundown of Cobb’s 29 plate appearances during the 1909 World Series and his base running exploits, if any.


      
        Table 1.2. Ty Cobb’s 29 Plate Appearances during the 1909 World Series


        
          
            
              	
                G #

              

              	
                Inn.

              

              	
                Batting Result

              

              	
                Base Running Result

              
            


            
              	
                1

              

              	
                1

              

              	
                Walked*

              

              	
                Advanced to second on force-out; scored on single

              
            


            
              	

              	
                3

              

              	
                Grounded out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                5

              

              	
                Reached on force

              

              	
                Stole second; stranded there

              
            


            
              	

              	
                7

              

              	
                Flied out

              

              	
            


            
              	
                2

              

              	
                1

              

              	
                Grounded out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                3

              

              	
                Walked*

              

              	
                Advanced to third on double; stole home

              
            


            
              	

              	
                5

              

              	
                Grounded out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                7

              

              	
                Singled

              

              	
                Retired at second on double play

              
            


            
              	
                3

              

              	
                1

              

              	
                Struck out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                4

              

              	
                Grounded out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                6

              

              	
                Reached on force

              

              	
                Forced out at second

              
            


            
              	

              	
                7

              

              	
                Singled*

              

              	
                Stranded at first

              
            


            
              	

              	
                9

              

              	
                Doubled*

              

              	
                Stranded at second

              
            


            
              	
                4

              

              	
                1

              

              	
                Hit by pitch

              

              	
                Reached second on error after caught in rundown; stranded

              
            


            
              	

              	
                3

              

              	
                Bunted out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                4

              

              	
                Doubled

              

              	
                Stranded at second

              
            


            
              	

              	
                7

              

              	
                Bunted out

              

              	
            


            
              	
                5

              

              	
                1

              

              	
                Flied out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                3
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                Grounded out
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                Grounded out

              

              	
            


            
              	

              	
                8

              

              	
                Flied out

              

              	
            

          
        


        KEY: G # = World Series game number; Inn. = inning; * denotes a runner already occupied the next base

      


      I did consider the possibility that the story is true, except that Cobb was safe on the play in question. Cobb did steal second in the fifth inning of Game 1. Certainly, had there been any trash talk between the two superstars, or any bloody injury resulting from the play, the press would have mentioned it. But they didn’t, as proven by perusal of the Sporting Life and Spalding’s Official Base Ball Guide. Ty Cobb may have been shown up by Honus Wagner in the 1909 World Series, but he wasn’t beaten up. Cobb, in his own autobiography, dismisses the myth as well, expressing only respect for the great shortstop: “Spike Honus Wagner? It would have taken quite a foolhardy man.”


      
        
          [image: 1.4.jpg]

        


        
          Figure 1.4. Ty Cobb and Honus Wagner, Friendly Rivals.


          Source: Library of Congress

        

      


      In defense of Broeg, this story probably originated from Wagner himself. As the author says in the same book, “Separating fact from fancy about Wagner . . . is like trying to determine the veracious from the fallacious in the yarns the old man used to tell in those happy later years when he was a Pittsburgh landmark as a coach.” According to Broeg, Wagner was once called for bluffing by a young teammate. Wagner replied, “That may be so, sonny, but I never told you anything that you can’t repeat to your mother.”


      Tinker, Evers, and Chance Were a Great Double Play Combo


      These are the saddest of possible words: “Tinker to Evers to Chance.”


      —columnist Franklin P. Adams


      The second-most famous baseball poem of all time (after “Casey at the Bat”) was penned by Franklin P. Adams in 1910. It reads as follows:


      “Baseball’s Sad Lexicon”


      These are the saddest of possible words:


      “Tinker to Evers to Chance.”


      Trio of bear cubs, and fleeter than birds,


      Tinker and Evers and Chance.


      Ruthlessly pricking our gonfalon bubble,


      Making a Giant hit into a double—


      Words that are weighty with nothing but trouble:


      “Tinker to Evers to Chance.”


      Adams, a newspaperman, had moved from Chicago to New York (home of the Cubs’ archrivals, the Giants) six years earlier. He was trying to fill up some column space for the New York Evening Mail, when he came up with this little ditty. He could never have dreamed that it would become a baseball poetry standard and help send Tinker, Evers, and Chance into the Baseball Hall of Fame.


      Shortstop Joe Tinker (no “s” on his name), second baseman Johnny Evers (pronounced EE-vers), and first baseman Frank Chance played together in Chicago from 1902 through 1912. The Cubs won four pennants during that span, with the Giants also winning four (the teams finished one-two in five of those seasons). The three players were elected to the Hall of Fame together by the Hall’s Old-Timers’ Committee in 1946, certainly in large part due to the Adams poem. It has been suggested that the poet deserved enshrinement more than the players.


      
        Table 1.3. Batting Statistics for Joe Tinker, Johnny Evers, and Frank Chance


        
          
            
              	
                Player

              

              	

              	
                G

              

              	

              	
                AB

              

              	

              	
                R

              

              	

              	
                H

              

              	

              	
                HR

              

              	

              	
                AVG

              
            


            
              	
                Joe Tinker

              

              	

              	
                1,806

              

              	

              	
                6,441

              

              	

              	
                774

              

              	

              	
                1,690

              

              	

              	
                31

              

              	

              	
                .262

              
            


            
              	
                Johnny Evers

              

              	

              	
                1,784

              

              	

              	
                6,137

              

              	

              	
                919

              

              	

              	
                1,659

              

              	

              	
                12

              

              	

              	
                .270

              
            


            
              	
                Frank Chance

              

              	

              	
                1,288

              

              	

              	
                4,299

              

              	

              	
                798

              

              	

              	
                1,274

              

              	

              	
                20

              

              	

              	
                .296

              
            

          
        


        KEY: G = games played; AB = times at bat; R = runs scored; H = hits; HR = home runs; AVG = batting average

      


      Tinker, Evers, and Chance were all solid players, but they were hardly immortals in their own rights. Table 1.3 gives their batting statistics. Combined, they accounted for 4,623 hits—barely more than Pete Rose had by himself—and a modest .274 batting average. Ah, but surely they were a great double play combination, as the poem attests.


      Wrong. The trio of bear cubs played regularly as a double play combo for eight seasons, from 1903 to 1910. The Cubs never led the NL in double plays during that period. In fact, they never even finished second. Table 1.4 details the double play totals for the Cubs, the league leader, and the average of the eight NL teams during that span (disregarding the fact that the Cubs allowed fewer base runners than other NL teams in this era, thus presenting fewer double play opportunities).


      
        Table 1.4. Double Play Totals for the Cubs, the League Leader, and the Average of the Eight NL Teams, 1903–1910
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                1903

              

              	

              	
                78

              

              	

              	
                7th

              

              	

              	
                111, Cardinals

              

              	

              	
                90

              
            


            
              	
                1904

              

              	

              	
                89
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                93, three teams

              

              	

              	
                89

              
            


            
              	
                1905

              

              	

              	
                99
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                122, Reds

              

              	

              	
                100
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                100
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                110
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                128, Braves
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                1908

              

              	

              	
                76
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                75

              
            


            
              	
                1909
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                137, Braves
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                95

              

              	

              	
                5th

              

              	

              	
                114

              

              	

              	
                95

              
            

          
        

      


      Clearly, Tinker, Evers, and Chance were a more-or-less average double play combination who stuck together for a long time. As renowned baseball analyst and author Bill James says, “Tinker to Evers to Chance surely was not the greatest double play combination of all time, and probably was not the best in baseball at that time. They were good, but they were B/B+ good, not A/A+ material.” But, perhaps because their names roll off the tongue better than “Wagner, Abbatichio, and Swacina,” Tinker, Evers, and Chance gained immortality as a great double play combo.


      Ty Cobb Psyched Joe Jackson Out of a Batting Title


      I won a league batting championship that it seemed I was about to lose.


      —Ty Cobb


      Ty Cobb entered the 1911 season having won four straight batting crowns and a reputation as the most heartless man in pro baseball. This season, Cobb had a new challenger for the former title, in the person of Joseph Jefferson Jackson. Shoeless Joe, in his first full season, blasted the ball at a .408 clip, but Cobb set a career high at .420 to retain the crown. According to Cobb, in his 1961 autobiography My Life in Baseball: The True Record, with Al Stump, there was more than batsmanship involved:


      I won a league batting championship that it seemed I was about to lose. With the 1911 season about finished, Shoeless Joe Jackson of Cleveland topped me nine points in the average; [it appeared] my string of four straight batting titles would be broken.


      Jackson was a Southerner, like myself, and a friendly, simple, and gullible sort of fellow. On the field, he never failed to greet me with a “Hiyuh, brother Ty!”


      So now we were in Cleveland for a season-closing six-game series, and before the first game I waited in the clubhouse until Jackson had taken his batting practice.


      Ambling over, Joe gave me a grin and said, “How’s it goin’, brother Ty? How you been?”


      I stared coldly at a point six inches over his head. Joe waited for an answer. The grin slowly faded from his face to be replaced by puzzlement.


      “Gosh, Ty, what’s the matter with you?”


      I turned and walked away. Jackson followed, still trying to learn why I’d ignored him.


      “Get away from me!” I snarled.


      Every inning afterward I arranged to pass close by him, each time giving him the deep freeze. For a while, Joe kept asking, “What’s wrong, Ty?” I never answered him. Finally, he quit speaking and just looked at me with hurt in his eyes.


      My mind was centered on just one thing: getting all the base hits I could muster. Joe Jackson’s mind was on many other things. He went hitless in the first three games of the series, while I fattened up. By the sixth game I’d passed him in the averages. We Tigers were leaving town, but I had to keep my psychological play going to keep Jackson upset the rest of the way.


      So, after the last man was out, I walked up, gave him a broad smile and yodeled, “Why, hello, Joe—how’s your good health?” I slapped his back and complimented him on his fine season’s work.


      Joe’s mouth was open when I left.


      Final standings: Cobb, .420 batting mark, Jackson, .408.


      About the only accurate sentence in this account is the last one. Cobb had a double-digit lead in the batting race throughout the latter part of the season, the teams had no six-game series to end the campaign, and Jackson outhit Cobb in the last series they played against one another. Through September 9, Cobb was at .420 (213-for-507), Jackson at .406 (199-for-490). The Indians and Tigers played at Detroit on September 10, and at Cleveland on September 12 and September 13, the first time the teams had met since July 2. Cobb went 7-for-17 in the three games, merely holding his average at .420; Jackson had a hit in each game, but his 3-for-11 dropped him to .403. The teams parted until October 2, when they met at Detroit for another three-game series, the next-to-last series of the season for each team.


      Cobb entered the series at .422 (245-for-580), Jackson at .407 (227-for-558). They played a game on October 2, and two on October 4. Cobb went 0-for-3 in the opener, while Jackson went 1-for-3. In the following doubleheader, Cobb went 3-for-7, Jackson 2-for-6. At the end of the day, Cobb’s average was .420, Jackson’s was .406.


      The Tigers then hosted the St. Louis Browns for a season-ending four-game series, October 6 and 7 and two on October 8. Cobb didn’t play in any of the games. Meanwhile, Jackson and the Indians entertained the White Sox for their final three games, two on October 7 and one on October 8. Jackson played in only one of the games and went 3-for-4 to finish at .408.


      Cobb told a similar story 36 years earlier, but the details were quite different. In the 1925 book Batting, by F. C. Lane, Cobb says the following:


      I remember, I think it was in 1916, that Joe Jackson started out at a tremendous pace. He was going to get me that year sure. He came into the clubhouse and told me he was going to get me. I laughed at him, whereupon he grew earnest and offered to bet. “All right, Joe,” said I. “I will bet you $500 that I beat you out this season.” He thought it over for a minute, but he didn’t bet. That game I believe I made two or three hits, and he made but one. Next day I walked over to the bench where he was sitting. He spoke to me, but I did not answer him. I knew he would be puzzled. A little later I walked over again. I thought he might have imagined I didn’t hear him speak, so I looked at him, straight in the eye, until I got very close. He spoke to me again, but I made no reply. . . . And he didn’t make any hits at all that game. The final game, I walked over with a broad smile, clapped him on the back, and said, in the most friendly way, “Joe, Old Boy, how are you?” This seemed to astonish him more than anything else. All the rest of that season I had his goat, and I beat him out by 40 points.


      Surely this story, just nine years after the fact, would hold up to investigation—but it doesn’t. In 1916, Cobb batted .371 to Jackson’s .341—and Tris Speaker unseated Cobb as the batting champ with a .386 mark. There was no other year in which Cobb beat out Jackson by 40 points, or anything within ten of that number.


      Cobb’s Tigers and Jackson’s White Sox began the 1916 season in a four-game series (April 12–15) against one another; Cobb went 4-for-15 (.267), and Jackson was 5-for-13 (.385). By the time the two teams met for another four-game series a week later, Cobb had slipped to .231 (6-for-26) and Jackson to .300 (9-for-30). Surely this couldn’t be the “tremendous pace” Cobb mentioned. Cobb went 3-for-4 in the opener, raising his mark to .300 and then sat out the next three games; Jackson was 2-for-15 in the series.


      By the time the two teams reunited for another four-game set starting on Memorial Day, Cobb had boosted his average to .331 (45-for-136), while Jackson’s had stagnated at .267 (36-for-135). Cobb was 5-for-15 in the series—but Jackson went 12-for-15. A month later, the teams met for yet another four-game series, June 29 through July 2. By this time, Jackson had opened up a nice lead over Cobb, .373 (85-for-228) to .345 (78-for-226). Could this be where Cobb wove his spell?


      If he did, it must have had a delayed effect. Cobb went 4-for-13 in the series, while Jackson was 6-for-12. But by the time the teams met again on July 23 and 24, Cobb led, .356 (110-for-309) to .346 (113-for-327). Jackson went 3-for-11 in the two games; Cobb didn’t play.


      The Tigers and Sox were at it again from August 11 through August 13. Entering the series, Cobb led Jackson, .353 (129-for-365) to .347 (145-for-418). Cobb was 3-for-12, Jackson 3-for-9. The season’s final game between the two teams was on September 2, by which time Cobb led by ten points, .363 (159-for-438) to .353 (172-for-487). Cobb went 1-for-4, Jackson 2-for-4. For the season, Cobb hit a modest .317 (20-for-63) against the White Sox, while Jackson batted a blistering .418 (33-for-79) against the Tigers. As is so often the case, the “True Record” from the memory of a former ballplayer does not hold up to historical scrutiny.


      This is not the only story in the Stump biography that has been dismantled. In one of the most sensational, Cobb claims to have killed a man while defending himself in a 1912 mugging, but in a 1996 National Pastime article, Doug Roberts proves that this could not have happened. In the 2010 National Pastime, William R. Cobb (not a descendant of Ty’s) devotes 18 pages to investigating the book and the coauthor, concluding that Al Stump was a “proven liar, proven forger, likely thief, and certainly a provocateur who created fabricated and sensationalized stories.”


      Old-Time Relief Pitchers Were Nothing More Than Washed-Up Starters


      The only way you’re ever going to see the ninth inning is . . . as a relief pitcher.


      —A’s manager Dick Williams, to pitcher Rollie Fingers, c. 1971


      The popular notion that old-time relief pitchers were nothing more than washed-up starters has some basis in fact, but is far from the whole truth. Aging or marginal starters were frequently used in mop-up roles, but critical relief appearances—including “save” situations—were typically entrusted to ace starting pitchers. For example, the first three men to reach double figures in the save column were Hall of Fame starters still in the prime of their careers: Mordecai “Three Finger” Brown, Ed Walsh, and Chief Bender.


      Brown shattered the record of eight when he notched 13 saves for the 1911 Cubs. It was the fourth straight season he had led the NL in that category, while compiling won-lost records of 29–9, 27–9, 25–14, and 21–11. Walsh reached ten while going 27–17 for the White Sox in 1912. It was the fifth time he had led the AL in saves. And Bender recorded 13 saves to go along with 21 wins for the 1913 Philadelphia A’s. Brown retired in 1916 with a record 49 career saves, safely ahead of second-place Walsh (35) and third-place Bender (32).


      It should be noted that “saves” were not officially recorded before 1969; however, researchers for the first edition of Macmillan’s Baseball Encyclopedia compiled them retroactively for pre-1969 pitchers. The criteria were very lenient, though; all a reliever had to have done was finish a winning game (whether it be 3–2 or 23–2) without earning the win himself, and he was awarded an ex post facto save.


      The first true closer was Frederick “Firpo” Marberry of the Washington Senators. In each of his first three full seasons, from 1924 to 1926, Marberry led the AL in both games and saves, and he upped the career saves record to 101 before he was through. But Marberry wasn’t a washed-up starter, either; he was a 25-year-old rookie on a championship team.


      Thanks in part to Marberry’s success, the practice of using top starters as bullpen aces declined in the 1920s. The practice had a resurgence in the 1930s, when the Depression cut roster sizes, and such eminent starting hurlers as Lefty Grove, Carl Hubbell, and Dizzy Dean led their leagues in saves in different years. The practice was still around as late as the 1950s, when the Yankees’ Allie “Superchief” Reynolds often put out fires between starts.


      The fact is, using unsuccessful starters as relief aces is a relatively recent phenomenon. Most of the great relievers of the 1950s through the 1980s who did try their hands at starting were utter failures in that role: Former all-time saves leader Lee Smith was 0–5 with a 4.62 ERA as a starter; Hall of Famer Goose Gossage was 9–22, 4.49; and Hall of Famer Rollie Fingers was 7–17, 4.12. Some other bullpen heroes who struggled as starters included Elroy Face (8–13, 4.92), Mike Marshall (5–14, 4.95), Tug McGraw (7–23, 4.77), Lindy McDaniel (22–31, 4.65), and, more recently, Mariano Rivera (3–3, 5.94) and Eric Gagne (10–13, 4.70). In fact, until 1988, not a single pitcher with 150 or more career saves was above .500 as a starter.


      Grover Land Hit a 65-Foot Home Run


      One of the oddest home runs in major league history, according to baseball lore, was hit by Grover Land and traveled only about 65 feet. The feat has been described in the New Baseball Catalog and USA Today Baseball Weekly (December 5, 2000), among other places. In a Federal League game in 1914 or 1915, according to the story, there was only one umpire on hand for a game involving Land’s Brooklyn team. In such a situation, the ump normally stationed himself near the pitcher’s mound, so he could call balls and strikes, as well as plays on the field. On this hot day, the arbiter was growing weary of having to jog to the sidelines for new baseballs every time one was hit out of play. Finally, he gathered a bunch of balls and set them up in a neat pile behind the mound.


      Land proceeded to hit a shot into the pyramid of spheres, scattering them like a rack of pool balls. Grover circled the bases as the opponents and umpire tried to ascertain which was the actual ball in play. The ump had no choice but to award Land a home run.


      The only problem with the story is that Grover Land, in 910 at bats over parts of seven seasons, never hit a major league home run. The Federal League also operated as a nonmajor outlaw circuit in 1913, but Land played for Toledo (AA) and Cleveland (AL) that year. Rob Neyer pursued the possibilities that Land was actually credited with a double or triple, or that the game failed to go into the books due to a protest, but came up empty.


      Incidentally, those same New Baseball Catalog and USA Today Baseball Weekly articles describe another “strange but true” home run, hit by Jimmy McAleer. The ball supposedly got stuck in a tomato can in the outfield, and McAleer scored before outfielder Hugh Duffy could retrieve and return the ball (still in the can) to home plate. Strange but untrue. McAleer was credited with only 11 homers in his career, just two (September 10, 1892, and May 30, 1896) of which were hit against Duffy’s teams. Neither of those are listed in the Society for American Baseball Research’s Home Run Log as inside the park, and the Sporting Life didn’t find either homer worthy of mention in their game accounts.


      Christy Mathewson Died as the Result of a Gassing Incident in World War I


      A simple story, however inaccurate, is preferred to a complicated explanation, however true.


      —baseball author Leonard Koppett


      Beloved Hall of Fame pitcher Christy Mathewson died on October 7, 1925, at the tender age of 45. Neither his good looks, his education, nor his athleticism could spare him from tuberculosis (TB). It is said that Matty’s lungs had been weakened by a gassing incident during World War I; however, there is no evidence of a particular incident, and, in fact, it appears that the story is based almost entirely on his wife’s amateur medical opinion.


      Mathewson resigned as manager of the Reds on August 27, 1918, to accept a U.S. Army post. While traveling to Europe, he contracted the flu (a deadly disease at the time) and also got horribly seasick. Mathewson was stationed in France as a captain until 1919, when he returned to baseball as a Giants’ coach (he had been formally replaced as Reds’ manager on January 30, 1919, when he failed to answer a cable). Matty’s health problems became so bad by July 1920, that he went to Saranac Lake for recuperation. That’s where he died five years later.


      Christy’s widow, Jane Stoughton Mathewson, offered her opinion as to the source of her husband’s health woes, saying the following:


      I think the beginning of it was in France. . . . He had influenza there. Besides, as assistant gas officer to the 28th Division, he demonstrated lethal gas shells to the students and inhaled much of the gas. When he came back, the first severe cold he developed settled into a cough he could not shake off. In the summer of 1919 he developed a strange lassitude that he could not shake off.


      Actor and baseball researcher Eddie Frierson—creator of the critically acclaimed one-man show Matty: An Evening with Christy Mathewson—has another theory, saying, “I find it odd that he himself never mentioned that as the cause—even while sick and giving detailed interviews late in his life,” reports Frierson. “I am 99% positive that he had the bug years before going to war.” Matty’s effectiveness had dropped noticeably starting in 1914, due to mysterious pain in his left (nonpitching) side, one his doctors—suspecting a muscular problem—couldn’t pinpoint. Three years later, Christy’s brother Hank died of TB. Frierson has discussed this at length with TB experts, who unanimously theorize that the pain was caused by a lesion rubbing on the inside of Matty’s rib—in other words, that he already had TB then, four years before he ever set foot in France. It then lay dormant for a number of years, they speculate, until it was revived by the stress of managing, travel, war, the flu, losing his job, or any one or more of a number of things.


      But, that’s not the version you’ll find in the history books. Christy Mathewson, the All-American Boy, was a casualty of war. It appears that the press latched onto Mrs. Mathewson’s diagnosis and put it in the books.


      Charles Comiskey Gypped Ed Cicotte out of a 30-Win Season and Bonus


      Eddie Cicotte won 29 games for the White Sox in 1919, leading the team to the AL pennant. But Cicotte also led the team’s surprising loss in that year’s World Series to the Reds, dropping two games in the midst of what became known as the Black Sox Scandal. According to the book Eight Men Out: The Black Sox and the 1919 World Series (1963), part of Cicotte’s motivation to throw the World Series was the Sox’ penny-pinching team owner, Charles Comiskey. Comiskey supposedly promised Cicotte a $10,000 bonus if he won 30 games in 1917, but Comiskey kept Cicotte out of the rotation at the end of the season, grounding him at 28 victories that year (the movie version moves the bonus offer to 1919).


      There is no evidence in Cicotte’s transaction cards (donated by Major League Baseball to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 2002) or the contemporary Chicago Tribune of such a bonus, and it is incredible just at face value. In the final season of a three-year pact, Cicotte was earning just $5,000 per annum in 1917, and had never won even 20 games in a season, let alone 30.


      A bigger problem with this story is that the AL did not even keep track of pitchers’ wins and losses in those years. According to Total Baseball,


      In 1913, [league president] Ban Johnson not only proclaimed the ERA (earned run average) official, he became so enamored with it that he also instructed American League scorers to compile no official won-lost records. This state of affairs lasted seven years, 1913–1919.


      (Of course, the records have been calculated retroactively since then.) In other words, it is not likely that Cicotte or Comiskey even knew how many wins he had in 1917 or 1919, let alone that any bonus would have been offered for reaching a certain victory total.


      Through August 22, 1917, Cicotte lost four straight decisions, giving him an 18–11 record. The White Sox had only 34 games to play, so certainly no one was thinking of Cicotte as a candidate to win 30 games at that point. But Eddie went on a roll. Over the next 25 days, he won eight straight games, including two victories in long relief; however, when he lost his next game, September 19 against the last-place A’s, his record stood at 26–12 and the Sox had just ten games to go. With the pennant virtually decided, there was no reason for Cicotte to pitch in more than two of those games—and that’s how many he pitched, winning both of them to finish 28–12. Cicotte wound up pitching 19 more innings than any other pitcher in the league; there is no evidence that he was being denied a chance to win 30 games.


      In 1919, however (by which time Cicotte’s salary was still just $952.50 per month, equivalent to $5,715 for a full season), Cicotte spent two weeks on the bench in September. After a sloppy victory (six walks) over Cleveland on September 5, he did not pitch again until September 19. The Cleveland Plain Dealer reported on September 17 that Cicotte “told friends that it [his arm] was not lame, but very tired.” Following his return, the Sporting News quoted Cicotte as saying that his “arm has responded to rest and treatment the last two weeks.” Cicotte got two starts following his 29th victory on September 19. On September 24, Eddie was roughed up for 11 hits and five earned runs in seven innings against the Browns, escaping with a no-decision. On September 28, he hurled just two innings against Detroit in a World Series tune-up. Again, there is little evidence that Comiskey tried to prevent Cicotte from reaching 30 wins by benching him in September. And even if he did, it would be a stretch to use that as an excuse to justify Cicotte’s role in the fix, since the conspiracy was probably hatched in August.


      The Reds Hit an Inordinate Number of Triples toward Joe Jackson’s Position in the 1919 World Series


      Shoeless Joe Jackson and seven of his teammates were banned from baseball for allegedly conspiring with gamblers to throw the 1919 World Series. In what has been dubbed the “Black Sox Scandal,” the heavily favored White Sox lost to the Reds, five games to three (the World Series was best of nine from 1919 to 1921). Defenders of Jackson point out that he led all World Series batters in hits, homers, batting, and slugging, while fielding 1.000. Others have picked apart Jackson’s performance, claiming he did not hit in the clutch and that he may have made misplays in the field that were not scored as errors.


      Lloyd Johnson makes this claim in Bill James’s The Baseball Book (1990), saying, “During the series, three triples were hit to left field where Jackson was playing. (Triples normally are rarely hit to left field; almost all triples go to right field and right-center.)” In fact, the Reds’ three-baggers were hit where “almost all triples go.” In Burying the Black Sox: How Baseball’s Cover-Up of the 1919 World Series Fix Almost Succeeded (2006), Gene Carney describes (from contemporary newspaper accounts) each of the Reds’ seven triples in the 1919 World Series, writing the following:


      Game One, 4th inning: Dutch Ruether’s tremendous drive to left center bounced back off the temporary wire fence into [center fielder Happy] Felsch’s hands.


      Game One, 7th: Jake Daubert caught one on the end of his bat and hit it so far to right field that it hopped into the crowd on the first bound. This was a ground rule triple.


      Game One, 8th: Ruether slugged a wonderful drive far over Felsch’s head, which rolled clear to the concrete wall in deepest center.


      Game Two, 4th: Larry Kopf hammered the first ball for a clean three-bagger to left center.


      Game Five, 6th: Edd Roush whaled the ball over Felsch’s head for three bases. Hap misjudged the ball, then let the ball trickle off his left hand.


      Game Six, 4th: Shano Collins overran [Greasy] Neale’s safe hit to right field and the ball rolled far enough to give the batter a triple.


      Game Eight, 5th: Kopf smashed a triple to right field, the ball eluding [Chick] Gandil.


      There may have been a few suspicious triples by the Reds in that World Series (both Felsch and Gandil were also named in the conspiracy), but it doesn’t appear that Jackson had anything to do with them. Incidentally, it is commonly said and written that baseball’s first commissioner, judge Kenesaw M. Landis, punished Jackson and the other Black Sox by “banning them from baseball for life.” In fact, all Landis said was that nobody accused of such deeds would play pro ball. His edict, delivered hours after the Black Sox were acquitted of conspiracy in a court of law in 1921, was as follows:


      Regardless of the verdicts of juries, no player that throws a ball game; no player that undertakes or promises to throw a ball game; no player that sits in a conference with a bunch of crooked players and gamblers where the ways and means of throwing games are planned and discussed, and does not promptly tell his club about it, will ever play professional baseball.


      And, since all of the Black Sox players are long dead, yet still theoretically on baseball’s “Ineligible List” (see page 176), the ban has proven to be much longer than “for life.”

    

  




End of sample
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