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This book is dedicated to the nearly sixteen million baseball fans who have made the journey to Cooperstown to visit the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum since it first opened on June 12, 1939.













FOREWORD     BY TOM BROKAW



Somewhere in the Americas, a young man is in a backyard, bat in hand, checking his cuts, making sure the wrists roll over and the legs provide the power. Or he is rehearsing the overhand motion with two fingers tucked along the baseball seam, trying to release just as his body pushes off the rubber.


Then he looks around, stands on a small rise, and rehearses the speech he will give one day. His speech at the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, that monument to the game and the men who played it at levels beyond the ability ordinary mortals can achieve.


The Hall of Fame is also something beyond that honorable calling of game, players, and supporting cast.


It occupies a central role in the American idea of an immigrant nation constantly evolving as a society of different origins; of rules that govern the strongest as well as the weakest player; of loyalties to teams that can be momentarily tempered in appreciation of the great player in the other colors.


To get into the Hall of Fame as a player is hard, very hard; the career must be long, consistent, and bold in that most cherished standard for baseball worthiness: the stats. If you don’t have the numbers, you don’t get in.


The original organizers sent a message with their first class in 1936: Tyrus “Ty” Cobb, the Georgia Peach with the spikes up and the bat on the ball; Walter “Big Train” Johnson, a pitcher so dominant his record of 3,509 strikeouts held up for more than fifty years; John “Honus” Wagner, a coal miner’s son who left the mines for the new game spreading across America and within a few years was one of its biggest stars, a power-hitting shortstop for the Pittsburgh Pirates who, for fifteen consecutive seasons, hit .300 or better.


Another pitcher (the most represented position in the Hall) was in that first class: Christopher “Christy” Mathewson, a college man, a rarity in the early city streets and country-boy origins of baseball. Mathewson’s career as a pitcher for the Giants is best summed up by two stats: in the era of the so-called dead ball, he had a 2.13 ERA over seventeen seasons—including one in which he won thirty-seven games.


The final inductee for that first class: George Herman “Babe” Ruth, a baseball player, yes, but more than that, a legend of such outsized proportions in life and death there is little I can add to his stats or story. He was in his day the best-known American in the world. He loved the game and played it at the highest levels, first as a pitcher and then as a hitter. To this day the name Babe Ruth is at once mythical, and yet we feel as if he walks among us still.


So that was the standard in 1936 for this new shrine to the game and the best who played it. Cooperstown was chosen in the mistaken belief that baseball was first played in that picturesque town nestled between the foothills of the Catskill and Adirondack mountains, about an hour’s drive west of Albany, New York.


Never mind the historic hiccup. I believe shrines should have bucolic settings and connections to that which they honor. Cooperstown, by its location and size, pays tribute to a game and players who came of age in rural America, largely working-class young men with the right physiology and determination to dominate a game that quickly became our National Pastime.


Selecting that first class, small and so elite, the organizers sent a message that remains: This is the baseball shrine. It is our national game, attracting presidents for the first pitch, movie stars who shrink in the presence of our stars, ballparks filled with the moneyed and the barely making it, side by side in their loyalty to the home team.


This is the Hall of Fame.


There will be others, in all the major sports and even in business, broadcasting, bowling, door-to-door sales, whatever a promoter can dream up.


But there’s really only one founding Hall of Fame, and you’ll find it in Cooperstown. The first visit is probably a fan’s pilgrimage to a favorite player. It quickly becomes a walk through America: the early days of the immigrant-family stars from the German and Welsh coalfields, the Polish and Italian neighborhoods. The Irish city kids and the first Jewish superstar. Farm boys with big hands and sinewy backs.


When so many of them interrupted their careers to fight in World War II, they came home to a different country and a game that was ready to let African American ballplayers take their place in the show. Branch Rickey knew, for many reasons, it was time to bring a Negro Leagues player to the majors, and the man he chose was destined to become a historic figure from the moment he pulled on a Dodgers uniform.


Jackie Robinson, number 42 on his uniform, number one in the historic break through baseball’s color line.


As a lifelong Robinson fan—for his skills as a player and for his values as a man—I confess I wept as I stood in front of his bronze plaque in Cooperstown. I also realized he was inducted in 1962, and a full year later Alabama governor George Wallace was standing in the schoolhouse door, promising “segregation forever.”


Rickey and eventually all of baseball knew better—years earlier. Baseball was more than a game. It was a social force that fulfilled the promise of the American ideal.


Robinson, of course, was just the first, followed by the long roster of black superstars and those who had been stranded in the old Negro Leagues.


Then new names began to appear on the Hall roster: Marichal, Aparicio, Cepeda, Méndez, as the game moved deeper into the Americas and the Latin stars of little-known barrios found their place in major league All-Star Games and MVP voting.


How long before we read the names of Asian players who have crossed the Pacific and taken their place in the everyday lineup, determined to get into Cooperstown?


In this book you’ll revisit the glory that made each Hall of Famer a member of sport’s most cherished club. You’ll also hear fresh perspectives of the chosen as they reflect anew on the honor that will never diminish.


You will be reminded that baseball, as the late commissioner Bart Giamatti once put it, is a game “designed to break your heart. [It] begins in the spring, when everything else begins again, and it blossoms in the summer, filling the afternoons and evenings, and then as soon as the chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.”


Giamatti’s eloquent melancholy, expressed as only a Renaissance scholar and true fan could, has an antidote.


The stories of the men who loved a game, played it so we could share their joy and remember their breathtaking plays—these are the stories that get you through the lonely fall and see that you don’t face the winter alone.
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INTRODUCTION



Since June 12, 1939, when the first four classes of Baseball Hall of Fame members were honored, every summer the newest inductees are welcomed into the Hall of Fame family, the most exclusive club in all of sports.


When the bronze plaque documenting an individual’s career achievements is installed in the Hall of Fame Gallery, the culmination of a lifetime of baseball excellence is finally recognized for all future generations to witness.


Earning election to the National Baseball Hall of Fame is the top honor for those who have played, managed, umpired, or served as executives in our great National Pastime.


The roster is reserved simply for the best: those who have excelled at the highest level throughout their career and have done so with character, integrity, and sportsmanship.


At the time of this writing, only three hundred individuals have earned a bronze plaque in Cooperstown. There is no honor like it anywhere else in the sports world.


My grandfather Stephen C. Clark had the vision to honor baseball’s greatest moments and greatest heroes by founding the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum.


The first five electees were chosen in 1936. The tradition of welcoming the newest members to the Hall of Fame coincided with the opening of our Museum in 1939 and has continued since, becoming the highlight of the summer baseball calendar.


Within these pages you will find the stories of the members of the National Baseball Hall of Fame. They are major league players; they are Negro Leagues stars. Umpires, managers, executives—they too are honored for being the best at their craft.


You will find not only biographies of players and managers in the Baseball Hall of Fame but also extended essays by ten Hall of Fame legends, talking about their careers, the people who influenced their lives in baseball, their position, and what earning baseball’s highest honor means.


The Hall of Fame members. They are in a class by themselves.


The release of this unprecedented collection of stories and biographies celebrates our 75th Anniversary and our commitment that the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum preserve history, honor excellence, and connect generations.


We are looking forward to seeing you in Cooperstown!


Jane Forbes Clark


Chairman of the Board


National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum
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PITCHERS     BY NOLAN RYAN
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	During a remarkable career that lasted twenty-seven seasons and spanned four decades, flamethrower Nolan Ryan established fifty-three Major League Baseball records. Among them: most strikeouts in a career (5,714) and a modern-era record 383 in a season. “The Ryan Express” also threw a record seven no-hitters, including one against Toronto in 1991 at age forty-four. Ryan became the first player to have his number retired by three teams—the California Angels, the Houston Astros, and the Texas Rangers. His influence on the game and pitching continues to be felt today.








People are surprised to hear this, but when I was a kid, I wasn’t this dominating, take-your-breath-away pitcher. I wasn’t one of those phenoms you see who wow everybody at an early age by striking out seventeen, eighteen guys a game and throwing no-hitters every other start. I can assure you that no one was calling me “The Ryan Express” way back then. In fact, I didn’t really throw any harder than other kids my age. I could always throw a ball farther than most, but not harder. Then I had this growth spurt during my sophomore year of high school, and all of a sudden it was like I had been struck by a lightning bolt. It was like someone had screwed a new right arm into my shoulder socket, and the baseball started coming out of my hand like a rocket being launched. I must have picked up a good twenty, thirty miles per hour on my fastball. I certainly didn’t have an explanation for this other than the growth spurt, and being blessed. I felt like I had been given a gift.


I tried out for the varsity team at Alvin (Texas) High School my sophomore year, just hoping to make the team, and I wound up becoming our number two guy behind a senior pitcher, who was a very accomplished high school player. I was pretty wild in those days. I was still learning how to harness my gift, and it would be several years into my big league career before I finally got a handle on it and started making that transformation from thrower to pitcher.


Like millions of other boys growing up in the 1950s, early ’60s, I followed Mickey Mantle and the Yankees. I also took a liking to Hank Aaron and those Milwaukee Braves World Series teams in ’57 and ’58. After I started to become really interested in pitching and started being able to throw hard, I gravitated toward Sandy Koufax. He became my favorite player because he was the most dominating pitcher of that time, maybe even of any time. I was just thrilled to see what he was accomplishing, and maybe in the back of my mind I was dreaming a little that one day that could be me.


My high school coach at Alvin was a guy named Jim Watson, who also was the school’s football coach. Football was his true passion, but he worked hard at learning as much as he could about baseball. He made sure we were in great physical condition and he preached toughness. He also taught us how to play the game the right way and how to respect the game. Always hustle, always be thinking about what you were supposed to be doing next, whether you were on the mound, at the plate, or in the field—that’s the stuff I learned from him.


Alvin was a pretty small town, tucked away in a rural region about twenty miles southeast of Houston. There were a lot of ranches in the area, a lot of good, hardworking people. It was a great place to grow up, and I continued to make it my home even after I made it to the big leagues because I felt very comfortable there, and my wife, Ruth, and I thought it would be a great place to raise our family. I was the sixth and final child of Lynn Nolan Ryan Sr. and Martha Lee Hancock Ryan. Everybody knows me as Nolan, but I actually was named after my father, so my real first name is Lynn. You can stump a lot of people with that trivia question. I grew up doing things that most kids from that era and that area did. We played cowboys and Indians, climbed trees, and played whatever sport was in season—football in the fall, basketball in the winter, and baseball in the spring and summer. I would tag along with my older brother and his friends when they went to play pickup games at the ball diamond at a nearby school. They would stick me in right field or whatever position they needed me to fill. Those games against the older boys obviously had an impact on me, as far as sports were concerned. In those days, TV was just becoming popular, but there weren’t sports on 24/7 the way there is today. So, basically, your exposure to sports was either through participation on the local level or what you read in the newspapers.


Through the years, much has been made about my work ethic, and when I look back, I owe a lot of that to my parents, especially my dad. He worked full-time as a supervisor for the old Stanton Oil Company. In addition to my older brother, I had four sisters, and to put them through college, my dad took on an extra job, delivering the Houston Post newspaper in Alvin and the rural areas beyond. His distribution route was about forty-five miles long, and he had 1,500 customers. It took a good four hours to complete each delivery, even longer if the weather was bad. And he would make those deliveries every morning, 365 days a year. It reminded me of being a dairy farmer, because cows have to be milked every day—including Christmas and Thanksgiving—and newspapers have to be delivered every day, too. There were no holidays with either endeavor; no days off. People depended on that paper, the same way those cows depended on being milked. My brother helped out, and when I was a first-grader, Dad added me to the workforce. At about one in the morning, the papers would be dropped off at a service station in the old part of Alvin, and I’d start rolling and bundling up those newspapers so they could be tossed onto stoops or tucked into those rural roadside mailboxes and newspaper holders. My dad finally gave up that route when I graduated from high school. By that time he had put each of my sisters through college. And he had taught me and my brother some valuable lessons about hard work.


I worked other odd jobs growing up. We lived in a wooden house, and because the blistering south Texas summers took their toll on that wood, we’d have to paint it every other year. I did my share of scraping and painting. I’d also pick up extra money mowing lawns, and I once worked on a survey crew.


Another thing I did was raise cattle. I started doing that when I was about eight years old. I rented a pasture from the local VFW at the rodeo grounds. I’d buy day-old dairy calves and get them started, get them up to about four hundred pounds, and then sell them. Once I got enough money, I bought a commercial beef heifer. By the time I was in the seventh grade, I had about seven or eight heifers, but I had to sell them because I was beginning to play more sports and I didn’t have the time to do both. But I always had it in the back of my mind that one day I would get involved in the cattle business, and baseball afforded me that opportunity. I got back into it around 1973, when I bought a bunch of heifers, and it really took off from there, to the point where we were ranching about 27,000 acres and running about eighteen hundred mama cows and about four hundred or five hundred heifers and steers. I’ve always enjoyed escaping to the ranch, especially in the offseason. I’d hop on one of my horses and go riding around. It was a great way to clear my mind. I learned how to round up cattle. I knew how to bulldog a steer. Some people have joked that my bulldogging skills came in handy years later when Robin Ventura charged the mound to fight me and I got him into that headlock. I suppose there’s some truth to that. I can tell you this: getting a ballplayer into a headlock is a lot easier than getting one of those big ole steers into a headlock.


Another boyhood dream that I didn’t pursue was becoming a veterinarian. I had considered it as a career path early on because of my interest in cows and horses and other animals. I think I could have become a good vet, but it was probably questionable whether I would have been smart enough to be accepted to veterinary school.


I’d say basketball was my second-favorite sport behind baseball, and I was decent at it. I liked it so much that I actually contemplated trying to land a college scholarship in hoops. I could shoot it pretty well—then again, everybody thinks they can shoot. Fortunately my pitching skills wound up overshadowing my basketball skills, because, quite frankly, I wasn’t going to make a career out of playing basketball.


As I said, I wound up having this growth spurt as a sophomore that resulted in a velocity spurt in my pitches. But even though it was apparent I was throwing harder than my peers, I had no idea what this meant as far as a career in baseball was concerned. Alvin was a small high school, and we were playing small schools in rural areas, so I had no gauge as to how good I was. I figured there were a lot of guys, especially at bigger schools, who probably were throwing as fast as or even faster than me, so any dreams I had of becoming a major leaguer were just that—dreams.


But everything changed for me on April 25, 1963, thanks to a New York Mets scout by the name of John “Red” Murff, who decided to take a little detour on his way to Galveston so he could stop by a high school tournament that our team happened to be playing in. Red wasn’t planning on staying long; he just wanted to thank the high school coach who was putting on the tournament, and he wanted to encourage him to keep scheduling these tournaments because they were helpful to the scouts.


While Red was there, Coach Watson summoned me in from the bullpen to pitch. Out of habit, Red pulled out his scouting notebook, and I really wowed him with my first pitch. Years later, when I was about to go into the Hall of Fame, Red told a reporter that that pitch had to be at least a hundred miles per hour and said it was the fastest pitch he had ever seen. If memory serves, I threw another pretty good heater on my second pitch, then tried to get fancy with a pretty bad curve that the batter doubled into right field. That started off a big inning for the other team—I don’t even know if I got anybody out—and Coach Watson had to take me out of the game. But I guess my speed had really made an impression on Red. He waited around until after the game so he could talk to Coach. Red told him how impressed he was with me, and Coach thought his ears were playing tricks on him. Surely Red must have been talking about some other pitcher, because I had just stunk up the joint. But Red assured him it was me whose arm had caught his eye, and Coach called me over and introduced us. Red told me that he had just come from a major league game the night before, and he said my arm was better than [any of the major leaguers’ he saw that night]. I really thought he was pulling my leg. I had a tough time comprehending how a high school sophomore could be better than two veteran big league pitchers. But Red was dead serious. And I wound up seeing an awful lot of him over the next two years because he and the Mets were that interested in drafting me.


We actually have a copy of Red’s scouting report on display at the Nolan Ryan Center on the Alvin Community College campus. He wrote, “This skinny high school junior has the best arm I have ever seen in my life.… Ryan has the potential to be a high-performance starting pitcher on a major league staff. A smiling, friendly faced kid. Wide shoulders, long arms and strong hands. Good athlete.” Many years later a reporter asked him about that assessment, and Red told him, “In retrospect, I probably made the understatement of a lifetime on my report. I wrote, ‘Best arm I’ve ever seen.’ But that was pinpointing it to one person. I should have written, ‘Best arm the world will ever see.’ ” I was flattered he would think that way, though I think there are many others who could lay claim to that “best arm the world will ever see” statement. I think you could definitely make a case for guys like Walter Johnson, Bob Feller, Sandy Koufax, Bob Gibson, Randy Johnson, and a few others. The funny thing is that Red’s belief in me far exceeded my belief in myself. Never in a million years did I envision having the career I had. Heck, when I was struggling during my first few years of pro ball, I wasn’t thinking Hall of Fame; I was thinking survival. My goal was to get to the big leagues and get at least four years of service in, because that’s what you needed in order to qualify for a pension back then.


The bottom line is that I’ll always be beholden to Red, because who knows what might have happened had he not taken that detour that day? I was just one of many diamonds in the rough he discovered. I think he had signed at least four guys on that 1969 Miracle Mets team, including me, catcher Jerry Grote, and pitcher Jerry Koosman. That’s pretty amazing when you think about it. Four guys on a World Series championship team signed by the same scout. Red and I remained good friends through the years. I was so glad he lived long enough to be there for my induction ceremony and share in my day because he’s the guy who helped me get it all launched.


My velocity continued to increase during the remainder of my junior year and throughout my senior year. I wound up pitching a no-hitter and establishing a national high school record by striking out twenty-one batters in a seven-inning game. But I wasn’t polished like David Clyde, the Texas phenom who had something like six or seven no-hitters during his senior year of high school before jumping directly to the big leagues. I had wild spells where I had trouble finding the strike zone, and sometimes my ball would get away and hit a batter. My combination of speed and wildness struck fear into some of my opponents. I was told there were kids who would beg out of the lineup against me because they were afraid of being hit. I threw so hard that by the end of the season the kid who caught me had no feeling in the first two digits of his [glove] hand. I think my control problems coupled with the fact I played at a small school probably contributed to my lasting until the twelfth round of the 1965 draft. The Mets gave me a $12,000 signing bonus and shipped me off to their Appalachian League team in Marion, Virginia, where I made $500 a month. I was both excited and scared. I think I had been out of the state of Texas only twice in my life. So I had been pretty sheltered up to that point. I really had no idea what I was getting into. I had no concept of whether I belonged or not. I was coming out of a small rural high school. I left for Marion feeling completely overwhelmed. But once I arrived there, I found out that a lot of the other kids on that rookie league team were in the same boat I was. So there was some comfort knowing most of my teammates were as green as I was.


My fastball allowed me to dominate at times. I struck out 115 batters in just seventy-eight innings that season. But I continued to have control problems, walking fifty-six guys. I made twelve starts and finished with a 3–6 record and a 4.38 earned run average. All in all, it was a good debut season. In 1966 the Mets sent me to their Class A team in Greenville, South Carolina, and I totally dominated. I struck out 272 batters in 183 innings, and although I continued to walk too many guys (127), I posted a 17–2 record and a 2.51 earned run average. That earned me a late-season promotion to the Mets, and I wound up appearing in two games. In three innings I struck out six, walked three, and gave up five earned runs—including a homer to Joe Torre. But it was a huge, huge thrill to put on a big league uniform as a nineteen-year-old kid.


The structure of organized baseball was a lot different back then. What people don’t realize is that we didn’t have any pitching coaches working with us at the minor league level. Shoot, I didn’t have a pitching coach until I was promoted to the Mets and began working with Harvey Haddix. And I didn’t have any managers in the minors who had been pitchers, so you and your teammates were kind of on your own to figure things out. My pitching coaches wound up being my teammates. You’d observe your teammates and they would observe you and then you would talk with one another and exchange information.


After the successes I had enjoyed in Greenville and during my brief stint with the Mets, I was expecting big things in 1967, but an arm injury and my Army Reserve obligations restricted me to a total of just four games—one with Winter Haven of the Florida State League and three with Jacksonville in the International League. Fortunately, I bounced back in spring training the following February and March and wound up making the Mets roster. I started eighteen games for New York that season, striking out 133 batters in 134 innings, and going 6–9. The Mets organization had put a heavy emphasis on drafting and developing hard-throwing pitchers, and our [organization] was loaded with live arms. We had Tom Seaver, Jerry Koosman, Gary Gentry, and myself. Each of us could really bring it. And there were other guys who threw just as hard as us. I remember two kids in the organization back then, in particular, who had tremendous fastballs but never made it. Both suffered arm injuries. Who knows what kind of careers they might have had. It’s strange how those things work out.


I learned an awful lot just by watching Seaver go about his business. Tom was just out of the University of Southern California, so he was much more polished than I was. He was very professional, very disciplined, very focused about his work. He taught me, just by his actions, that I needed to develop a strategy for my career, a game plan for how to achieve my goals.


In 1969 I went 6–3 with ninety-two strikeouts and fifty-three walks in eighty-nine innings, but I made fewer starts, and pitched fifteen games out of the bullpen. I was still having control issues—as I would throughout my five seasons with the Mets. A lot of that was because I still hadn’t ironed out deficiencies in my delivery. And some of it was that my Army Reserve duty prevented me from developing the routine and rhythm you need as a starting pitcher. I’m certainly not complaining. I love my country and realize the sacrifices I made were nothing compared to the soldiers who were risking life and limb in Vietnam. Every other weekend I had to fly back to Houston for my reserve meetings, and I also was obligated to spend two weeks each summer at reserves camp. I’m just saying that those interruptions prevented me from pitching on a regular basis, and that certainly didn’t help me solve my control issues.


Although I was disappointed with my overall performance in 1969, I was thrilled to be a part of the Amazing Mets’ drive to the National League Pennant and World Series title against the heavily favored Baltimore Orioles. In the NLCS against the Atlanta Braves, I threw seven innings of relief in Game 3 to pick up the win. Then, in Game 3 of the World Series, I pitched 2⅓ shutout innings to pick up a save that gave us a two-games-to-one lead. Some people think that was the pivotal game of the Series. If we had lost that game, the Orioles might have regained their swagger and we might have begun questioning ourselves. But we wound up winning and then took the next two. It was incredible to be a part of that Mets team. Just seven years earlier, they had been an expansion franchise and the laughingstock of baseball, with just 40 wins and 120 losses. But they had undergone a dramatic turnaround, and they did so during the era before free agency, when there weren’t any quick fixes. They took a very smart approach. They did so by stockpiling good young arms and building their teams through pitching.


I was hoping to become a bigger contributor the next season, but my struggles continued. I went 7–11 in 1970, and after a 10–14 record the following season, in which I walked 116 batters in 152 innings, the Mets traded me and three other players to the California Angels in exchange for shortstop Jim Fregosi. (Ironically, Fregosi would later manage me, and we would joke occasionally about how we were both involved in a trade that many Mets fans regard as the worst in franchise history. He was a good sport about it. He had been a heck of a shortstop and a good manager.) A lot of people thought I wanted out of New York, but that wasn’t true at all. We had a great pitching staff, and I figured the Mets had the foundation to be good for a long time. I was disappointed because I felt like I could still turn it around and become a staple in that rotation along with Seaver and Koosman. So at the time, I felt a little betrayed and disappointed by the organization. In hindsight, though, they did me a huge favor by trading me to an organization that was rebuilding and would be able to let me pitch on a regular basis. The other thing about the timing of the trade is that it coincided with the completion of my Army Reserve obligations. So for the first time in my major league career, I’d be able to spend an entire season with my team and see if I could finally work out those control problems that had hamstrung me my first five seasons in the big leagues. The other thing that helped me right away in California was my work with pitching coach Tom Morgan. He was able to identify a lot of the things I had been doing wrong and help me correct them. Tom got me to stop rushing my pitches. He understood my delivery and helped me develop a sequence where I became more consistent with each pitch.


That 1972 season clearly was a turning point in my career. I wound up going 19–16 with a 2.28 earned run average. I threw a major-league-best nine shutouts and also led baseball with 329 strikeouts in just 284 innings. Yes, I still had problems with my control on occasion—I did lead the league in walks with 157—but I had really begun to make the transition from flamethrower to pitcher and had learned how to retain my cool and work my way out of jams. I surpassed twenty wins in each of the next two seasons, and in 1973 I also set a modern-era record for most strikeouts in a season with 383 to break the record of my pitching idol Sandy Koufax.


That season also would be special because I threw the first two no-hitters of my career—one against Kansas City and one against Detroit. I would wind up with a record seven no-hitters, including my final one in 1991 against the Toronto Blue Jays at age forty-four. I’m really proud of that record. I don’t want to sound greedy, but I could have had several more had I caught a break here or there, because in addition to the seven no-hitters, I threw twelve one-hitters and nineteen two-hitters—and I had five or six no-hitters broken up in the ninth inning. I remember a game against the Yankees—I induced Thurman Munson to pop up in the first inning and our shortstop and second baseman called each other off and watched the ball drop for what would be the only hit of the game. Another time I went into the ninth with a no-hitter against the White Sox, and Dick Allen hit a little bounder down to our third baseman and he couldn’t get the ball out of his glove and it wound up being a bang-bang play at first and Dick was called safe. We wound up losing that game 2–1 in the ninth. Funny how all these years later, this old pitcher remembers things like that. I guess you never forget the ones that get away.


The one versus Toronto is probably the one people remember most because guys that age weren’t supposed to even be playing, let alone blowing ninety-nine-mile-per-hour fastballs by guys young enough to be their sons. That may have been the most dominating game of my career. I had sixteen strikeouts that night and just two walks. I recall heading into that game feeling like I was sixty-four instead of forty-four. My back, head, Achilles tendon, and middle finger on my throwing hand were all ailing that night. Come to think of it, I also wasn’t 100 percent when I pitched some of my other no-hitters. My back was throbbing before my sixth one, in 1990, against Oakland. And before I threw my first no-hitter, against Kansas City, way back in 1973, my stuff was so bad in my pregame bullpen session that I told our pitching coach to get somebody warming up right away because I wasn’t going to last long that night. I don’t know why I was able to pitch some of my best games when I was ailing like that. Maybe it’s just a case of when things aren’t right, it causes you to be more focused.


I was very blessed that the aging process didn’t affect me as early as it did some people. And I was able to stay away from the career-crippling-type injury. I think part of it was really placing an emphasis on my conditioning and nutrition about midway through my career. I was fortunate to work with the Astros’ Gene Coleman. He was one of the first strength and conditioning coaches in baseball, and he got me to go to the weight room to do exercises that were specific to pitching. I owe a lot to him and to my pitching coach Tom House. They definitely helped lengthen my career. I also think the development of an effective changeup aided me. On those nights when my fastball wasn’t quite there, it would still look fast because of the contrast with the changeup. Of course, a huge part of my longevity was a result of being blessed with the type of arm that allowed me to be a power pitcher to the very end of my career. I also believe being able to spend the second half of my career in the Lone Star State, pitching for the Astros and then the Rangers, helped extend my career because it kept me near Ruth and the kids. And that was extremely important to me.


I still can’t fathom that I was able to pitch twenty-seven seasons in the big leagues. Being around that long allowed me to set quite a few records. People ask me if I have a record that I’m most proud of, and I tell them I can’t really choose just one because each milestone means something different to me. Clearly, I’m very proud of the fact I struck out close to six thousand batters in my career because I was a power pitcher, and I just loved that one-on-one competition between me and the batter. To me, that battle is still the best duel in all of sports. I enjoyed challenging the big boys, the sluggers. And I fared well against most of them. Power hitters like Reggie Jackson, Mark McGwire, and Dave Winfield usually didn’t adjust their swings to the count. They went up there with the intent of hitting one of your pitches into the next county. That was their mind-set, and they weren’t going to change it. The guys I had the most trouble with were the left-handed contact hitters that didn’t swing at bad pitches. They would work the count, take pitches. The George Bretts, Tony Gwynns, Rod Carews, Pete Roses, and Don Mattinglys of the world were the guys who gave me problems. Of course, they gave just about every pitcher problems.


My work as [an executive] has given me a firsthand view of how much pitching has changed—and, in my opinion, not necessarily for the better. I’ve made known my views about pitch counts and the issue of coddling pitchers. Some people are obsessed with pitch counts these days. A pitcher hits a hundred pitches and people start acting as if the guy’s arm is about to fall off. We’re aware of pitch counts, but we believe you can’t just throw some arbitrary number out there, because every individual is different.


When I played, a “quality start” was a complete game in which you gave up fewer than three runs. That was my goal. I was going to try to go all nine. Nowadays, we’re looking at six innings and three runs or fewer. I think we are beginning to see a change in how pitchers are handled. They are being allowed to pitch deeper into games. A lot of the changes to pitching in the past few decades have been a result of baseball trying to get more offense into the game, and I understand that. The mound’s been lowered, the strike zone has shrunk, pitchers are less prone to pitch inside, and the ballpark dimensions have gotten smaller—so there’s less foul territory and the outfield fences are much closer to home plate than they used to be. I believe the advances in conditioning, nutrition, and sports medicine also have impacted pitching—for the better. Like I said, weight lifting and eating right helped lengthen my career. When I came up, lifting was taboo. It was supposed to make your arm tight and muscle-bound. The strides we’ve made with Tommy John surgery have been amazing. Eighty-five to 90 percent of these guys who develop elbow problems are able to come back to where they were prior to the injury. In my day, if you suffered that type of injury, you either tried to pitch through the pain or you retired.


Back in 1987, Dr. Frank Jobe told me I had a tear in my elbow and suggested surgery. I was forty at the time, the surgery wasn’t as advanced as it is now, and I figured I was nearing the end of my career. So I decided against the surgery and went home and did my best to rest it and do any rehab or strengthening exercises I could. Not only was I blessed to be able to pitch for another six seasons, but I was able to do so as a power pitcher right to the very end.
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WALTER JOHNSON
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They called him “Big Train,” and it seemed as if Walter Johnson could throw a fastball as fast as a freight train moved. Ty Cobb called him “the most threatening sight I ever saw on a ball field.” Johnson won an incredible 417 games.


Johnson’s favorite win didn’t even count among those victories because it came in the 1924 World Series, when he got the triumph working in relief against the New York Giants. He had been in the sport for years and had accomplished so much, but his Washington Senators were losers most of the time despite his talents.


“It didn’t look as if I’d ever see it come around,” Johnson said of being part of a championship team. “After all, I was 36 years old and that’s pretty far gone to be walking into the last game of a Series, especially when you couldn’t blame people for remembering I’d lost two starts already.” He won that seventh game, though.


What is almost never recalled about the phenomenal hurler’s accomplishments—he was one of the first players elected to the new Hall of Fame when voting began in 1936, though the Hall didn’t open until 1939—is that Johnson actually signed a contract with the upstart Federal League to jump teams. He had already established his greatness and wanted more money than Senators owner Clark Griffith wanted to give him. But then Johnson changed his mind and stuck with Washington.


Confusing the public mightily, Johnson actually wrote a bylined first-person story for Baseball Magazine to explain his thought process. “From the first I was always impressed with the Federal League,” Johnson said. “They looked to me like a game crowd and I admired their courage. I think my attitude toward Washington was always clear. I have repeatedly said that I would play for Washington for less salary than I would anywhere else. I have proved that statement by doing exactly that thing.” Johnson ended up returning a bonus paid to him by the Federal League and playing for the Senators for $7,500 less annually.


One year on Washington’s Birthday, Johnson proved that people may not have been lying when they said that the first president tossed a silver dollar across the Rappahannock River. Before a crowd of six thousand, Johnson emulated the throw of 272 feet and then repeated it. Before accomplishing the feat, Johnson said the distance “looks like two miles to me.”


On the occasion of his fiftieth birthday, friends in Maryland, where he lived, threw a major shindig to honor him. Johnson shocked the crowd when, dressed up formally, he got up to speak and said, “I cannot honestly say this is the happiest moment of my life.” He paused. “The happiest moment of my life will be when I have finished my talk and have sat down again.”


Johnson played for Washington for twenty-one years but died a relatively young man from a brain tumor at fifty-nine. Griffith called him “the greatest pitcher of all time.”


—L.F.
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Chosen as a member of the first Hall of Fame class, the New York Giants’ Christy Mathewson will always garner support as possibly the best pitcher of all time on the basis of his 373 victories, his winning at least twenty games in a season thirteen times, and his 2.13 earned run average.


Connie Mack, owner-manager of the Philadelphia Athletics who saw Mathewson in three World Series contests, said, “Christy Mathewson was the greatest pitcher who ever lived. He had knowledge, judgment, perfect control and form. It was wonderful to watch him pitch when he wasn’t pitching against you.”


A great of a future era was boggled by the statistics listed next to the right-hander’s name in the record books. “There aren’t a lot of people around anymore who can tell you what it was like to see him pitch, but the numbers Christy Mathewson left behind are staggering,” said three-hundred-game winner Tom Seaver. “They’re not even something you can calculate in your mind. That’s how good he was.”


Mathewson was born in Factoryville, Pennsylvania, attended Bucknell University, where he also played football, and was as popular as any player in the sport during his prime, while being regarded as a gentleman. He served during World War I and died at only forty-five, of tuberculosis. Mathewson had an unsullied reputation. He was religious enough that he refused to play ball on Sundays.


While blessed with more talent than most, when asked what it took to be a successful pitcher, Mathewson was self-effacing. “First, control,” he said. “Second, knowledge, and third, ability. And through it all is the great factor of luck.”


Mathewson occasionally penned magazine articles aimed at boys hoping to become ballplayers and also wrote several books, including Pitching in a Pinch. Mathewson said that when he was about eight years old he came under the influence of a cousin who had him throwing stones, and that built up his arm. “I got to be a great stone thrower,” Mathewson said, “and this practice increased my throwing power and taught me something about curves. When I was nine years old I could throw a stone farther than any of the boys who were my chums.”


Mathewson’s real exposure to baseball came a little bit later, when he became the batboy for his hometown’s adult team. “This Factoryville nine was composed of grown men and it was not uncommon for small-town men to wear whiskers in those days,” he said. “Many of the players, too, were really fat men. But boy-like, I felt very important in being connected with this pretentious looking club.”


The opportunity to play on his first team came when Mathewson was twelve, but he was stuck in right field. He got his pitching break with the Factoryville team at fourteen, when the regular starter took ill and the backup was out of town. He impressed with his workout and got the start. “That, I am sure,” Mathewson said, “was the very proudest day of my life.”


—L.F.
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No pitcher in the history of baseball won more games—511 in total—than Cy Young.


In his twenty-two-year career, the durable right-hander was unmatched when it came to excellence and consistency. Young won thirty-plus games five times and topped twenty wins in a season an astounding fifteen times.


One of baseball’s first hard throwers, Young broke in when the pitcher threw only fifty feet from home plate. That prompted his catcher, Chief Zimmer, to put a piece of thin steak inside his mitt to cushion the force of Young’s throws.


Unlike many fireballers, though, Young exhibited pinpoint control and always sought to add another pitch to his repertoire.


“I had excellent control, throwing with four different deliveries and wheeling on the batter to hide the ball,” he is quoted as saying in Superstars of Baseball, by Bob Broeg. “I saw some fast ones—Amos Rusie, Walter Johnson, Lefty Grove and [Bob] Feller, among others—but I was among them, too.”


In 1901 Young enjoyed perhaps his finest season as he led the Junior Circuit in victories, strikeouts, and ERA. In 1903 he won two games in the first modern World Series to help Boston to the championship. In total, he led the American League in victories three times, and the National League once.


In putting up numbers that remain unequaled today, Young became a bridge between the game’s beginning and the modern era. He was a member of the National Baseball Hall of Fame’s second induction class, along with John McGraw, Nap Lajoie, Tris Speaker, George Wright, Ban Johnson, and Connie Mack, and was among the first to donate artifacts to the new Museum in Cooperstown.


“[He] had by far the best control records of his time,” statistician Bill James once wrote, “leading the majors in fewest walks per nine innings many times, beginning in 1893 and not ending until 1901.”


Later in his career, when his fastball had lost some velocity, Young also became known for a sharp-breaking curveball. “He had a fastball, a curve and a spitter that almost hypnotized the batter,” Connie Mack said.


Although Young finished his career with the most innings ever pitched at the big league level (7,356), he admittedly wasn’t much for long warm-ups. “I never warmed up 10, 15 minutes before a game like most pitchers do,” he recalled after his playing days were over. “I’d loosen up three, four minutes. Five at the outside.… That’s why I was able to work every other day.”


Young added, “I figured the old arm had just so many throws in it, and there wasn’t any use wasting them.”


A year after Young’s death, in 1956, Major League Baseball presented the first Cy Young Award for the game’s top pitcher. Brooklyn’s Don Newcombe was the initial winner, and originally the honor covered both leagues. Then, in 1967, the award was split between the National and American Leagues.


—T. Wendel
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By winning a modern rookie record twenty-eight games, and 373 in all, Grover Cleveland Alexander demonstrated he was one of the greatest pitchers of all time, but when it came to making speeches, his induction speech at the Hall of Fame did not rival the Gettysburg Address.


“I’m not much on talking,” the player known as “Ole’ Pete” said. “Didn’t do much on the farm in Nebraska and then when I got into baseball I couldn’t say anything or the umpires would throw me out. I’ve never had much call to say anything since.”


Usually, Alexander’s fastball did his speaking for him with the Phillies, Cubs, and Cardinals, but once in a while a question would prompt a soliloquy. He listed some of the toughest hitters he ever faced: “One day in 1915 I was pitching for the Philadelphia Nationals against St. Louis,” he said, “and had a shutout going. St. Louis has a new second baseman from Texas and he’d struck out twice. So my catcher comes out and says, ‘Let’s lay one in and see if the kid can hit.’ I laid one in and he rammed it right back out the left line for two bases. His name was Rogers Hornsby. Well, I’ve pitched behind him, and outside, and inside, and over and under him, and I never did stop him from hitting. He’s the worst I’ve ever faced.”


Alexander rated Babe Ruth as the next toughest, even though he saw him only in exhibitions and the World Series. “When he hit that ball, it never came down again,” Alexander said. Honus Wagner came in third. “That bowlegged, old Honus Wagner,” the right-hander said. “You look at him and it looks like he can’t even walk straight, but how he could hit!”


During his career Alexander had problems with alcohol, came back from service in World War I suffering from shell shock and epilepsy, and yet still played for two decades. Former major leaguer and longtime minor league executive George “Specs” Toporcer, who was around the sport for forty years, rated Walter Johnson, Christy Mathewson, and Alexander as his three top pitchers of all time, with Alexander number one. His reasoning came down to one key quality: “The ability of each of them to win ball games, games vital to the team on which they happened to be playing at the moment. From this point of view, I feel Alexander simply cannot be faulted.”


Elected to the Hall of Fame in 1938, Alexander said he was curious to hear what his contemporaries would say about him. “Nearly all of them chose as the biggest moment of my career the turning back of the Yankees in that seventh inning of the World Series in 1926,” Alexander noted, “when I went out there and shut out the Murderers’ Row of Tony Lazzeri, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, and other big bats of the New York American team to win the Series for the Cardinals. But I prize most of all the comment… ‘Alexander was a true sportsman.’ ”


—L.F.
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Information on the plaque appears as originally cast.


Even by workhorse 1880s standards, Charles Radbourn’s 1884 feats were extraordinary and came about because of unique circumstances described by Frank Bancroft, then the manager of the Providence Grays. “We had only two pitchers in those days and played a game every other day,” Bancroft said. One pitcher quit the team. Desperately, the idea was advanced that Radbourn pitch ’em all. “I put the proposition up to Radbourn and he said he’d pitch his arm off to win the flag. Put it down in black and white that Old Hoss was to get two men’s salary.”


The alternative was to disband the team, and hearing that from Bancroft, Radbourn committed: “I’ll pitch every day and win the pennant for Providence, even if it costs me my right arm.” He won thirty-one games in sixty-five days, including eighteen straight, but suffered excruciating arm pain. He still managed to strike out 441 men and post a 1.38 ERA.


“What pitcher of today is the equal of Rad?” pondered Hughie Jennings when he was managing in the first decades of the twentieth century. He never answered that question.


In 1884 Hoss Radbourn won a major-league-record fifty-nine games in 678⅔ innings, a record that undoubtedly will not be broken in our lifetime. The rules of the day were different, and through 1883 pitchers were throwing underhand. In 1884 “free delivery” was first allowed, and pitchers were able to use an overhand pitch from a mound fifty feet from home, with six balls equaling a walk. Regardless of the rules, Radbourn’s feat is no less remarkable.


Given the immense workload Radbourn shouldered, it is no wonder his career lasted only eleven seasons. He hung up his spikes after the 1891 season, in which he posted an 11–13 mark for Cincinnati with a 4.25 ERA in only 218 innings. After deciding that he had retired too young, Radbourn sought to make a comeback, and in 1894 he wrote a letter to the St. Louis Browns asking for a job: “I am in good condition and would like to play ball with you this season. [I] have been in training and feel as if I could play ‘out of sight.’ ” Shortly after penning the note, Radbourn was seriously injured in a hunting accident, and his health went into decline. He never pitched again.


Hall of Famer Clark Griffith recalled, “He was brainy and game to the core; he had curves that were as baffling as any sent plate-ward. He had a fastball that was a marvel; a slow ball that was about as deceptive as any I have ever seen thrown. And, best of all, Radbourn had control that was absolutely marvelous. He practiced weeks, months and even years to acquire perfect handling of the baseball, and when he finally decided that he had learned his lesson he was able to place the ball in almost any spot he willed.”


In his eleven seasons on the mound, Old Hoss’s record totaled 309–194, with a 2.68 ERA. He was enshrined in Cooperstown in 1939 by the Old Timers Committee.


—L.F.
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Many Hall of Famers enjoy long, storied careers. Others have brilliant peaks over a shorter time span.


For pitcher Jack Chesbro, his peak featured one of the greatest seasons ever recorded—a season that defined his career but ultimately broke the heart of the right-hander nicknamed “Happy Jack.”


In 1904, pitching for the New York Highlanders, Chesbro started fifty-one games and won a modern-era (post-1900) record forty-one of them. Famous for a spitball, which he had begun throwing two seasons before while winning twenty-eight games for Pittsburgh, Chesbro kept New York in the pennant race until the last day of the season.


It was indeed a year for the ages as Chesbro pitched six shutouts, a one-hitter, and a two-hitter, and had a fourteen-game winning streak. But in the ninth inning of a must-win game against the Red Sox, Chesbro’s wild pitch allowed the winning run to score. That cost New York the pennant.


“I knew we had to win that game and I was working the spitball over the outside corner,” Chesbro said decades later. “The count was 2–2, and I decided to put something extra on the ball.… They said it was a wild pitch—I’ll let it go at that.”


Born in North Adams, Massachusetts, Chesbro is perhaps the only member of the National Baseball Hall of Fame who can actually claim to have played regular-season ball games in Cooperstown, New York. He pitched for a semipro team there in 1896. And that nickname, Happy Jack? Reportedly that came from the positive attitude Chesbro kept up while working in a mental hospital before his pro career took off.


Chesbro went on to become one of the few pitchers to lead both major leagues in win-loss percentage. (He posted an .824 percentage while going 28–6 with Pittsburgh in 1902 and then .774 in that remarkable 41–12 season in New York.) Chesbro claimed he could make his devastating spitball drop anywhere from a few inches to a foot and a half.


“The spitball is worked entirely by the thumb,” Chesbro told the Sporting News in 1904. “The saliva one puts on the ball does not affect its course in any way. The saliva is put on the ball for the sole purpose of making the fingers slip off the ball first.”


After suffering an ankle injury, Chesbro managed just a 10–10 record in 1907 and fell to 14–20 the following season before finishing his career with a handful of games for New York and Boston in 1909.


Major League Baseball would ban the spitball in 1920. But by then Chesbro had retired, after an eleven-year career in which he totaled 198 victories and a 2.68 earned run average.


Clark Griffith, Chesbro’s former manager in New York, made him the pitching coach for the Washington Senators. After leaving baseball, he passed away in 1931.


Chesbro was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1946.


—T. Wendel
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Joe McGinnity was baseball’s original “Iron Man.” Even though he first gained the nickname from working in a foundry during the offseason, the moniker soon came to describe the way he pitched.


Several times he started both ends of a doubleheader, and in 1903 he pulled off the feat three times in a single month, winning all six games. McGinnity was a key cog in pennant-winning teams with Brooklyn in 1900 and the New York Giants in 1905. Through it all, he never experienced a losing season at the major league level.


After ten years in the majors, playing for Baltimore, Brooklyn, and New York, he pitched in the minors until he was fifty-five, retiring with nearly five hundred wins as a professional. In fact he was still winning both ends of a doubleheader at the age of forty-five, that time around for Butte of the Northwestern League.


It wasn’t until McGinnity developed a rising curveball, which he threw with a sidearm, almost underhand delivery, that the right-hander began to make his mark. McGinnity, always one for nicknames, called the pitch “Old Sal.”


The Associated Press later reported that McGinnity took to throwing “Old Sal” most of the time—so much so that catchers caught him without using signs. With the pitch a part of his repertoire, McGinnity broke in with the Baltimore Orioles in 1899 at the age of twenty-eight.


The wait was well worth it, as McGinnity won a league-high twenty-eight games, and then was assigned to Brooklyn the following season, again winning a league-high twenty-eight. By 1902 McGinnity was with the New York Giants, where he teamed up with Christy Mathewson to form one of the most effective one-two pitching tandems in baseball history. That season McGinnity won thirty-one games and Mathewson thirty. The following season they combined for sixty-eight victories.


In his ten-year major league career McGinnity won 246 games, had a 2.66 ERA, and completed 314 of 381 starts. Four times he led the league in innings pitched, and in 1903 he threw an astounding 434 innings.


Manager Connie Mack of the rival Athletics simply called him a “magician,” while Giants manager John McGraw said McGinnity was “the hardest working pitcher I ever had on my ballclub.”


The Giants released McGinnity in early 1909, and he became a minor league team owner and manager in Newark. But he continued to put in major time on the mound, leading the Eastern League in games (55) and innings pitched (422). After winning 246 at the major league level, McGinnity won another 239 in the minors, a professional total surpassed only by Cy Young, according to the Society for American Baseball Research.


“I’ve pitched for 30 years and I believe I’ve averaged over 30 games a season,” McGinnity said, “and in all my experiences I’ve never had what I could truthfully call a sore arm.”


That’s why he will always be remembered as an Iron Man.


—T. Wendel
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The great southpaw, who was born in Gettysburg just ten years after the end of the Civil War, used to say players teased him by suggesting he was born on the battlefield. “But they exaggerate somewhat,” said Plank, the first major league left-hander to win two hundred games and then three hundred. “I admit the 1875 without trying to get away and scalp half a dozen off my age, as some of them do.”


Plank, a star of the Philadelphia Athletics’ 1911 and 1913 World Series championship teams, got a late start in the sport, however, and might well have been tempted to trim a few years from his true birth date. He said he grew up without any ambition to play ball, or to live anywhere but Gettysburg. “Honestly, I never even read the scores, or knew who played in the big leagues until I was 20 years old,” Plank said. “Gettysburg looked big enough to me.”


Plank attended Gettysburg Academy, a prep school. He is also on record talking about having pitched for Gettysburg College: “I was 25 when I began pitching for the Gettysburg college team and I was big and strong and fast, and wild and inexperienced, and everything else that goes to make up a college pitcher.”


Plank was such a neophyte that, he said, “I simply shut my eyes and cut loose and most of those who didn’t strike out got bases on balls, and I have suspected since that a lot of them struck out just to escape from the standing up there at the bat.” In the years before he found his way to the A’s, Plank sounds much like a young Randy Johnson or Nolan Ryan.


In the majors, however, there seems to have been more appreciation for his curveball and other slower stuff than for his speed. Plank finally came to an understanding that there was more to pitching than just throwing, and he went right to the majors in 1901 with no minor league toiling.


One distinctive aspect of Plank’s career, particularly given the era when he starred, was how long he took between pitches. In the early twentieth century, most pitchers wound up and fired almost as soon as their catcher tossed the ball back to them. Not Plank. He was known as the slowest worker in the American League. A headline that appeared on a story years later in Baseball Digest, excerpting a book written by well-known sportswriter Tom Meany, referred to Plank as “The King of Fidgets.”


Plank was known to pull at his cap, fool with his belt, and move his feet around as he prepared his delivery. Such shenanigans are commonplace nowadays, but not one hundred years ago. Meany called Plank “one of the great time-consumers of his era.” And a sportswriter who was a Plank contemporary said he worked so slowly it affected attendance. “No commuters would come out [if they knew Plank was pitching], because they all knew they would miss their regular trains home,” Meany noted in his book.


—L.F.
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Rube Waddell could be overpowering, leading the American League in strikeouts six straight years, including notching a stunning 349 in 1904, but he was also a conversation piece because of sometimes quirky behavior.


In a career of just thirteen years and a life ended too soon at thirty-seven, partly because of alcoholism, Waddell was one of the stingiest pitchers of all time, particularly during his prime years with the Philadelphia Athletics. Waddell recorded a career earned run average of 2.16. Originally from Bradford, Pennsylvania, the fellow born George Edward Waddell picked up the nickname “Rube” because others saw him as a country bumpkin.


Winning as many as twenty-seven games in a season and posting an ERA as low as 1.48, Waddell regularly baffled teammates and manager Connie Mack with zany acts that in later decades made historians wonder if he was afflicted with mental illness, not merely clownlike eccentricities.


Sometimes Waddell sprinted from the dugout in the middle of games to chase fire trucks. Among other lighthearted habits Waddell indulged in were sneaking under the stands to play marbles with kids, occasionally repairing to the stands to sell hot dogs, working as a stand-in for a mannequin in a store window, and performing in vaudeville. There was a running joke in Philadelphia that went like this: “What are the two biggest attractions in the City of Brotherly Love and what do they have in common?” The answer was “The Liberty Bell and Rube Waddell and both are a little cracked.”


Waddell was a brilliant pitcher at his best, and Mack loved him for his mound work. But the boss fretted about his popular thrower’s behavior the rest of the time.


“I have seen Wild Bill This and Screwy Sam That,” Mack said, “but in his heyday the Rube made them all look like amateur night. I never suffered a dull moment as long as he was on my payroll.”


Waddell didn’t mind returning to the small-town life once in a while, and when he visited home, he also stopped in nearby drinking establishments where he was well known. He loved the theater, springing for a batch of tickets for friends to go to the show with him. At intermission Waddell had a routine. He’d yell, “Who’s the best ballplayer in the world?” The gang shouted back that Rube was the man.


Whenever Waddell was away from a ballpark, he was game to try anything suggested. Once at spring training in Florida he rode an ostrich, though it might as well have been a tricycle beneath him. Once, when he was riding in a canoe in swamp water, his hand was bitten by an alligator—not his pitching hand. A drunk Waddell once did major damage to a hotel in Detroit, and when Mack ruled he was to be fined $100 for the hotel escapade, Waddell replied, “Mack, there ain’t no Hotel Escapade in Detroit.”


—L.F.
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Given that Big Ed Walsh won forty games during the 1908 season by relying heavily on a ball slathered with saliva, it should have been no surprise that the former White Sox hurler defended the spitball later in life on behalf of his fellow pitchers. He thought the powers that be in baseball tilted the playing field too much in favor of batters.


“Everything else in the game favors the hitter,” Walsh said. “Livelier baseballs, smaller ball parks. They’ve practically got the poor pitchers working in straight jackets. Those guys have a right to make a living, too. They say removing the spitter helps cut down on hit batsmen. Bah! They still allow the knuckleball and that’s three times as hard to control as the spitter. They say the spitter wrecked pitchers’ arms. Curveballs do that, not spitters.”


The all-time earned run average leader at 1.82, Walsh usually prevailed in his one-on-one encounters with even the best hitters, but he admired some of them. “I never had any trouble with Ty [Cobb],” Walsh said. “He’d hit me. I’d stop him. He was the greatest. [Babe] Ruth was a great pitcher when he was in it. Hitting the home runs, he had it. But the greatest was Mister Ty Cobb. That’s Mister Baseball for me.”


Despite achievements including throwing a no-hitter, Walsh said his most special moment on the mound came in a White Sox game against the Philadelphia Athletics when he struck out Stuffy McInnis, Eddie Collins, and Frank “Home Run” Baker on nine straight pitches. “Not a foul,” Walsh said. “I went in to relieve with the bases filled and none out in the ninth. Came off the bench. They didn’t even get a foul off me.”


Ed Walsh produced pitcher Ed Walsh Jr., too. “I want him to have a college education,” father Ed said. “He’s a good boy and he’s entitled to the best that I can give him. He has the makings of a fine pitcher, I know that. I’ve taught him all I know and he’ll make good.” Ed Jr. played for Notre Dame, won eleven games in the majors, and died at thirty-two from a heart problem.


After he stopped pitching, Walsh, who estimated that he’d signed 1.5 million autographs during his lifetime, saw his baseball career take a very peculiar turn. American League president Ban Johnson hired Walsh as an umpire. “I have health and strength and ambition,” Walsh said. “I know the game and it will be through no fault of mine if I do not justify Ban Johnson’s confidence in me.”


Walsh was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1946, but after being overlooked in prior elections, he developed an opinion about how voters should compare the field of candidates. “Don’t judge a pitcher against an outfielder or a shortstop,” Walsh said. “If I am worthy of being admitted to the Hall of Fame I think I should be judged alongside Rube Waddell, Christy Mathewson and Grover Alexander, not against Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, or Hans Wagner.”


—L.F.
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LEFTY GROVE



CLASS OF 1947


[image: image]


[image: image]


Robert Moses “Lefty” Grove is considered by many the best southpaw pitcher in baseball history. Blessed with an exceptional fastball, he dominated from the mound beginning in the late 1920s and throughout the 1930s like no other hurler in the game.


In a major league career that spanned seventeen years between the Philadelphia Athletics and the Boston Red Sox, Grove amassed exactly three hundred wins and seven consecutive strikeout crowns, while his nine ERA titles are easily the most in the sport’s history.


“Lefty had a control problem early in his career,” said Joe Cronin, his former teammate and manager with the Red Sox. “But even after he mastered his pitches, most hitters were plate-shy. Just to see that big guy [he was six foot three] glaring down at you from the mound was enough to frighten the daylights out of you.”


Grove caught the attention of the then minor league Baltimore Orioles’ owner Jack Dunn and joined his organization in 1920. Dunn refused multiple offers for Grove until 1925—after the pitcher had compiled a 108–36 career record during five seasons with the Orioles, the Athletics offered an unprecedented amount for the young left-hander.


“I couldn’t believe it, either,” Grove said. “But Dunn wouldn’t let me go and that was it. I couldn’t do anything about it. You know, when I finally reached the majors, I was 25. I should have been up at least three years earlier. I could have won 400 games.”


Grove would go on to spend nine remarkable seasons with the Athletics, helping the team win three straight American League Pennants from 1929 to 1931, while compiling an astonishing 195–79 record over that span. He also earned two pitching Triple Crowns in 1930 and 1931, the latter season being named the American League’s Most Valuable Player when he led the Junior Circuit in wins (31), ERA (2.06), and strikeouts (175). Grove also won sixteen straight games in 1931, tying the American League record.


“Lefty Grove didn’t have a curve. All he had was a fastball,” said teammate Doc Cramer. “Everybody knew what they were going to hit at, but they still couldn’t hit him. He was fabulous.”


At the height of the Great Depression, following the 1933 season, the thirty-three-year-old Grove was sent to the Red Sox, along with two teammates, for two players and $125,000. There he would win 105 games over the next eight seasons. Connie Mack, part owner and manager of the Athletics, would later be quoted as saying, “Grove was a thrower until we sold him to Boston and he hurt his arm. Then he learned to pitch.”


In 1941, Grove’s final season in the majors, he won his three-hundredth game, becoming only the twelfth player in history to accomplish such a feat.


Known as a terrible-tempered perfectionist throughout his pitching career, Grove would later admit it was a defense mechanism.


“I was suspicious of everybody,” he said. “And I guess I was scared of the big cities. My attitude was the best defense I could muster. I figured that if I scared people away, they wouldn’t bother me.”


—N.P.
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CARL HUBBELL
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Nicknames sometimes tell us a great deal about a ballplayer. That’s certainly the case with Carl Hubbell, who was nicknamed “King Carl” and “The Meal Ticket.”


Born in Missouri, Hubbell began a winding journey by moving with his family to Meeker, Oklahoma. While pitching for Oklahoma City, he drew interest from the Detroit Tigers. When Hubbell reported to spring training, manager Ty Cobb refused to let him throw his trademark screwball. Hubbell was sent to the minors, where he floundered without his out-pitch.


On the surface, Hubbell did not look like an impressive specimen. With his floppy ears and frail build, he hardly had the appearance of a prospect. At one point he contemplated giving up baseball and entering the oil business in Oklahoma. Then he caught the attention of an influential Giants scout. Watching him pitch for Beaumont in the Texas League in 1928, the scout came away impressed with the young left-hander and encouraged manager John McGraw to acquire him.


McGraw gave Hubbell permission to use his best pitch. “Hub had a screwball and a good one, the best I ever saw,” Hall of Famer Lefty Gomez told the Associated Press. “Before Hubbell came along, they called it a fadeaway. It was Christy Mathewson’s out-pitch. His broke away from left-handed hitters. Hubbell’s broke away from right-handed hitters.”


As a rookie call-up in midseason, Hubbell won ten of sixteen decisions. In 1929 he earned nationwide attention when he hurled a no-hitter against the Pittsburgh Pirates. His masterpiece would portend future greatness. The 1934 Midsummer Classic produced the signature moment of his career. Facing a group of the greatest hitters ever, he struck out five consecutive legends, including Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig. “It wasn’t that much of a fluke,” All-Star second baseman Billy Herman told sportswriter Brad Phelps. “[Hubbell] was an unusual pitcher. If you didn’t know what he threw, it was almost impossible to hit him.”


A durable pitcher who threw more than three hundred innings for four straight years, Hubbell was arguably the greatest National League pitcher of the 1930s. From 1933 to 1937 he led the league in ERA three times; he also led in wins three times. Beginning in July 1936, he strung together a record twenty-four-game winning streak that stretched into the following summer.


Led by Hubbell, the Giants made it to three World Series. The Meal Ticket pitched brilliantly in each Series, winning four of six decisions while posting an ERA of 1.79. He was particularly phenomenal in the 1933 Classic, as he fired twenty shutout innings to lead the Giants to victory.


After his retirement in 1943, the Giants made Hubbell their director of minor league operations. Moving with the Giants to San Francisco in 1958, he remained in the position until 1977, when a stroke forced him to cut back his duties and he become a scout.


Hubbell was a lifelong Giant in more ways than one. And when it came to throwing the screwball, no one was more of a master than King Carl.


—B.M.
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Although he became a Hall of Famer, left-hander Herb Pennock did not own an outsized ego. After retirement, when referring to his years in the big leagues between 1912 and 1934, he said he thought there were two southpaws far and away better than the others. He named Lefty Grove and Carl Hubbell. When someone suggested that a guy named Pennock might appropriately be added to the list, Pennock said, “I don’t know. You see, I never saw him pitch.”


Pennock pitched for three New York Yankees World Series winners between 1923 and 1932 after being traded from the Red Sox. It was the same path Babe Ruth followed, but the Ruth deal overshadowed his. He won 241 major league games, but Pennock never had difficulty picking out his biggest thrill—the July 4, 1925, contest versus the Philadelphia Athletics and Grove was an epic, ending 1–0.


“It was a 15-inning duel,” Pennock said. “It was a great battle, and both of us, mowing down the opposition, were waiting for a break. It came first for the Athletics in the 15th inning, and then for us in the last half of the same session. I weakened a bit in that inning. Grove, too, weakened in the 15th and Steve O’Neill drove in the winning run. It was some ball game.”


Pennock’s first major league club was the A’s. He was signed at eighteen by Connie Mack, who decried his own impatience with the lad after sending him to Boston. “That was my biggest blunder,” Mack said. “I got the impression Pennock was nonchalant, that he lacked ambition.” Pennock, Mack added, “made me rue the day.”


One time, Pennock came down with a sore arm. Treatment was none too sophisticated then, with some medical folks open to suggestions from all sources, reliable or not. Pennock’s big ache flared up during the 1928 season, and a friend, who thereafter may be referred to as a “friend,” said he could cure Pennock’s arm if the lefty followed his instructions.


The plan called for honeybees to be placed on Pennock’s left arm one at a time and permitted to enjoy the habitat until each bee stung him. “Then they brushed off the bees and removed the stingers with a pair of pliers,” Pennock reported. What was the result? “Nothing. All I got out of it was an arm that was both lame and sore.”


The incident had nothing to do with the fact that when Pennock passed away, only seven months before Ruth, the Babe described him as “a honey.” He meant as a quality pitcher, not a beekeeper.


One aspect of Pennock’s style that stood out was his easy motion and delivery. It came across as so smooth that it sometimes didn’t even look as if he was trying. That was until hitters faced him and he punched them out. “He looks easy to hit from where they stand,” said teammate Benny Bengough. “But it ain’t.”


—L.F.
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MORDECAI BROWN
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When it came to throwing the curveball, the fabulous Chicago Cubs pitcher Mordecai Brown could have presided over a graduate school class. It was his bread and butter pitch, though partially because Brown turned a disability into a plus. The boy who suffered damage to and the loss of some of his fingers in a corn shredder on his uncle’s farm became a hurler known as “Three Finger” Brown.


Rather than view his mangled hand as an insurmountable obstacle to his goal of becoming a professional ballplayer, Brown made his injury work for him. The remaining fingers enhanced the spin on the balls he heaved to the plate. Brown adapted so well he became a Hall of Famer.


Brown was raised in a mining town in Indiana, where one of the mine employees was Legs O’Connell, a former minor leaguer. He tutored Brown. “If it hadn’t been for Legs I would never have been anything more than a water boy or a mascot for a ball club,” Brown said. “He was a hard teacher, but he taught me how to overcome the handicap of my fingers and even to put them to great advantage.”


As one might expect from someone who endured such difficulties, Brown possessed a hard-core, determined attitude.


“There are two classes of pitchers,” Brown once wrote in a lesson plan he drew up, called How to Pitch Curves, “winners and losers. I believe there is something in the makeup of a player that makes him a winner or a loser in baseball, something in his character. Luck may enter into the winning of a ball game, but luck, in my dictionary, begins with the letter ‘P.’ It’s spelled P-L-U-C-K. And it favors the man who works hardest and does the best he can under all circumstances.”


Winners, to Brown’s mind, were those who “from the minute they enter the box they are on the job. And it’s their very doggedness and determination to win that brings them victory.”


During the first years of the twentieth century, Brown, whose 2.06 earned run average was the sixth best ever, and the Giants’ Christy Mathewson, played out one of the finest pitching rivalries of all time. They met twenty-four times, with Brown winning twelve, Mathewson eleven, and one no-decision. The two greats brought out the best in each other. Still, whatever Brown accomplished brought up a discussion about his hand. He said there was more to that issue than most ever knew.


“Much has been written about the part my deformed fingers played in my career,” Brown said later. “Undoubtedly, they did have much to do with curves. I couldn’t throw any other kind of ball. Yet those fingers were a terrific handicap. Few know the excruciating pain I suffered when I had to grip the ball in certain ways. I always felt if I had had a normal hand I would have been a greater pitcher. It took me several years to finally perfect my best ball, the down-curve.”


—L.F.
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Few in baseball have been so good so soon as Charles “Kid” Nichols. The right-hander made his professional debut before his eighteenth birthday, when he took the mound for Kansas City of the Western League in 1887. Nichols joined Boston’s National League team in 1890. He was only twenty years old. From there, he became one of the best pitchers in the game, reaching the twenty-five-victory plateau in his first nine consecutive seasons.


All that winning didn’t make him look any older, though, and he was nicknamed “Kid” by a team photographer early in his fifteen-year big league career.


With Nichols on the staff, Boston enjoyed a decade of success, winning five pennants. From 1891 to 1898 he won a record thirty or more games seven times, averaging thirty-one victories a season for the old Beaneaters. In addition, he proved to be remarkably durable. Nichols started 562 games during his career and went the distance in 532 of them.


He ended up winning 361 games, against 208 losses, and nobody younger had ever reached the three-hundred-victory mark. Nichols was just nine months and twenty-three days past his thirtieth birthday when he accomplished this. Later in life, Nichols said he didn’t like the direction baseball was headed in when it came to handling young pitchers. He recalled that back in his time, he threw every three days “just as easy as can be.”


“Once in a while I would get a kink in my arm,” he added, “but I’d just go out in the sun and work it out. These pitchers nowadays try too much fancy stuff and ruin their arms. If they’d stick to a plain overhand motion, they’d be better off.”


Consistency was the key with Nichols, as he didn’t vary his approach much, even with men on base.


“There is nothing very peculiar about his delivery,” Charlie Bennett, Nichols’s longtime catcher, once said. “He has wonderful control over the ball and every one is right around the plate. They don’t get many bases on balls with him. Most of the balls which Nichols throws are either fast or slow straight balls. His delivery for both fast or slow ball is so nearly alike that only a man who catches him right along or watches him constantly can tell what he is going to throw.”


Nichols moved on to St. Louis in 1904 as player-manager. Besides guiding the Cardinals to seventy-five victories that year, the Kid won twenty-one games and struck out fourteen Brooklyn batters in a seventeen-inning game on August 11. After being let go by St. Louis, Nichols finished his playing days with Philadelphia at the age of thirty-six.


When baseball was over, Nichols went into real estate and the film industry, and he became an accomplished bowler as well. He won bowling championships well into his sixties and managed one of the largest bowling alleys in Missouri. For several summers, he ran a youth team called the Kid Nichols Kids in the Inter City League in Kansas City. One of its members was a young Casey Stengel.


—T. Wendel
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One of the kings of the mound for the Philadelphia Athletics under Connie Mack before World War I, the pitcher born Charles Albert Bender was called “Chief” because he was part Chippewa Indian. Bender, though, was a chief of a different sort when hurling, usually in charge and victorious whenever he took his turn.


“If everything depended on one game,” Mack said, “I just used Albert, the greatest money pitcher of all time. I’d tell Albert when I planned to use him in a crucial series. That would be several days before the game. Then I relaxed. He never let me down.” Mack also called Bender “one of the greatest competitors who ever lived.”


Bender was a 212-game winner for five-time pennant-winning A’s clubs, and one reason Mack counted on him so much was that he stayed cool under pressure. In the 1911 World Series, Bender shook up two of his infield teammates, Stuffy McInnis and Eddie Collins, with his attempted pickoff throws, or his throws on groundouts. They seemed perturbed about his tosses. “Do you know why?” Bender asked with a laugh. “I’d throw them curveballs in making a putout. They were both so tense and jittery that I merely wanted to demonstrate this was just another ball game. I think my idea went over.”


Bender’s success was basically dependent on a fastball and a curve. When he gave the spitter a whirl, he didn’t like it. “The spitball, I feel confident, has done me harm,” he said. “I have made a resolution to give it up and will depend hereafter on speed, control and change of pace.”


For recreation during his playing days, Bender indulged in trapshooting and golf, both of which he excelled at, and was once photographed on the links in Atlantic City playing golf with fellow A’s pitcher Jack Coombs and other top-notch golfers. He also once won a trapshooting competition against other ballplayers, the field including pitcher Christy Mathewson.


“Naturally, I like all outdoor games,” Bender said, “but golf and trap-shooting are my favorites after baseball. I am not going to choose between these two, for I expect to continue to play golf and I don’t want to create hard feelings.”


A century ago, when prices were lower and salaries were, too, Bender was preparing to represent Philadelphia in the 1913 World Series. Mack, the owner and manager of the A’s, called Bender into his office and provided a bonus incentive for him to win a key game against the New York Giants. “I’m banking on you to win the Series,” Mack said. “By the way, how much mortgage do you carry on your home?” Bender didn’t want to tell Mack at first, but then admitted it was about $2,500. After the A’s defeated the Giants four games to one, Mack summoned Bender to his office once more—and handed him a check for $2,500.


—L.F.
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Dizzy Dean reveled in his hillbilly image, poking fun at his supposed lack of intelligence. In reality, Dean was far wiser than he let on, and one of the game’s most dominant and entertaining pitchers of the 1930s.


Overcoming a difficult youth that included life as the son of a sharecropper and a stint in the Army, Dean signed with the St. Louis Cardinals organization in 1929. Dean pitched so well in the minor leagues that he earned a late-season call-up to St. Louis in 1930.


As a pitcher, Dean tried to keep his job simple. “The dumber a pitcher is, the better,” he told Baseball Digest. “When he gets smart and begins to experiment with a lot of different pitches, he’s in trouble. All I ever had was a fastball, a curve and a changeup and I did pretty good.”


In 1933 he led the National League in appearances, complete games, and strikeouts. Then came his famous boast of 1934. He predicted that he and his younger brother, Paul, would combine to win forty-five games. Dizzy proceeded to win thirty games while his brother posted nineteen victories. That gave the brothers forty-nine wins.


Dean continued to excel in 1935 and 1936. The latter season, he won twenty-four games and led the big leagues in saves (although saves did not become an official statistic until 1969), an incredible combination.


Dean provided fun off the field, too. Along with Pepper Martin, Dean became one of the leading members of the famed “Gashouse Gang,” a group of rough-and-tumble Cardinals players. Dean pulled off numerous pranks, providing entertainment in hotel lobbies and ballparks. After a 1936 rainout, Dean and some of his Gashouse Gang brethren returned to the team hotel. Donning workmen’s overalls, they carried tools and ladders into the grand banquet room during a formal luncheon. Dean climbed a ladder and began hammering on the ceiling while other players rearranged furniture. Some of the banquet guests became upset, only to realize moments later the true identities of the “workers.” Delighted, the banquet organizers invited Dean and his mates to dine with them.


In 1937 an injury derailed Dean’s career. Pitching in the 1937 All-Star Game, he was hit in the left foot by an Earl Averill line drive. Dean had to modify his delivery so as to put more weight on his right foot. The change in his motion resulted in hip pain, and eventually an injury to his shoulder.


With his career as a pitcher at an end, Dean turned his colorful, outgoing personality into a broadcasting career. He joined the Cardinals’ announcing team and delighted fans with the way he played havoc with the English language.


At his Hall of Fame induction in 1953, Dean retained his ever-present qualities of self-deprecation and humor. “The good Lord was good to me,” Dean told the gathering in Cooperstown. “He gave me a strong body, a good right arm, and a weak mind.”


At a time when he could have basked in his success, Dizzy Dean felt, as always, that it was better to be humble and funny.


—B.M.
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TED LYONS
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The Chicago White Sox found Ted Lyons without even trying. In 1923 the squad paused for a day in Waco, Texas, on the way to its official spring training camp. Sox catcher Ray Schalk agreed to pose for a publicity picture with some thrower for the Baylor University team.


This college hurler tossed four pitches, and Schalk decided he was no average amateur and should suit up for the Sox. Lyons was signed and spent twenty-one years in a White Sox uniform, winning 260 games, which was a phenomenal accomplishment during that or any era.


Lyons became the mainstay of the staff immediately after the “Black Sox Scandal.” Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis banned eight players for life, stripping the team of much of its talent, and the Sox struggled for two decades, coinciding with Lyons’s career. It was tough work for a pitcher whose hitters rarely hit for him. The New York Times referred to Lyons’s mates as “a gosh-awful collection of humpty-dumpties.”


Lyons won a team record number of games, but also took a team record number of losses with 230, a reflection of how weak the White Sox were in the 1920s and 1930s. Shortstop Luke Appling, another Hall of Famer, and the star of the batting order, lived through much of the same grief.


“I never heard Ted complain,” Appling said. “What a grand person he was. He had a heart as big as the Stone Mountain.”


American League players on other teams recognized Lyons’s tenacity and skill and didn’t relish facing him. Star outfielder Tris Speaker was once asked whom he would want on the mound if he were a manager facing a must-win game for the pennant.


“If I were managing a team in an important game on which the pennant hinged and could pick any pitcher in baseball to pitch it, my choice would be Lyons,” Speaker said. “He can be as tough as anybody I know.”


A right-handed thrower who was not especially big at five foot eleven and two hundred pounds, Lyons was proud of his ability to swing a bat, too. But he had to earn the trust of White Sox skippers. Lyons was a genial sort who liked to kid around and tell stories. One of his favorites was his account of playing an exhibition game at the state penitentiary in Joliet. It enabled him to spin a yarn and brag about his hitting.


“They’ve got a short left field there,” Lyons said of the prison wall. “After I slammed four doubles against the bricks the warden asked me not to come back—seems he was afraid I’d knock the wall down and there’d be a break.”


Lyons acquired the nickname “Professor” because he attended college, but it wasn’t as if he viewed baseball as a temporary vocation. He never wanted to retire. The hurler who did not pitch his final major league game until he was forty-five took note when his birthday carried him into a new decade. “Life begins at 40,” Lyons said.


—L.F.
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The best of the Brooklyn Dodgers pitchers during his era, Dazzy Vance had a career that progressed backward. When he was young, Vance had limited velocity and no control. The older he got, the better he got, winning almost two hundred games after his thirtieth birthday.


Born in 1891—not 1893, as he let baseball scouts believe—Vance had a dead arm when he plodded through the minors in 1915. In cameos with the Pittsburgh Pirates and New York Yankees over a couple of seasons in his twenties, he couldn’t win a game, his arm letting him down there and in minor league stops.


“Somewhere in-between my stay with St. Joe and my early experience with the Yankees something went wrong with my right arm,” Vance recalled. “I no longer could throw hard and it hurt like the dickens every time I threw. It was an odd thing. My arm came back just as quickly as it went sore on me in 1915. I awoke one morning and learned I could throw hard again.”


The blessing of a second chance came Vance’s way, but it wasn’t easy to come by. The righty had been released by minor league teams, and the majors thought he was twenty-nine and too old. (He was actually thirty-one as a rookie in 1922.) When the arm was in full flower, Vance was a flamethrower who led the National League in strikeouts seven straight seasons. He developed a special-delivery way to get his message across that hitters shouldn’t stand too close to the plate—a pitch at the shins.


“I make ’em skip rope,” Vance said. “They don’t like it. It keeps them loose up there. Don’t take a toehold on Ol’ Daz boys, and you won’t get hurt.”


Like most boys growing up at the time, Vance spent his playtime outdoors.


“My brother Fred and I lived on our father’s farm near Hastings, Nebraska,” Vance said, “and as we were the only boys in the neighborhood, we figured out a two-man baseball game. We built a backstop out of chicken wire and marked off the foul lines. I was a better pitcher than Fred, but he was the best hitter, so the scores were fairly even.”


Vance liked to think he could hit despite a lifetime average of .150. “Along with my other admirable qualifications,” Vance once joked, “I was also an exceptionally fine hitter.” Near the end of his career he smacked a long homer into a strong wind that would have won the game, 1–0. He imagined the headline in the next day’s paper, “Vance’s Homer Wins for Cards,” and said he was sure it would be in “the biggest and boldest type any newspaper has used since the sinking of the Lusitania.”


Only, Vance faltered in the ninth, revising downward, he said, “the number of copies of the newspapers I had originally intended to buy.” He was removed for a reliever, and his team lost, 2–1.


—L.F.
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No one loved being a Hall of Famer more than Bob Feller. Whether it was through visits in winter storms, perfect attendance at induction ceremonies, or his often professed love of Cooperstown, Feller showed that he considered the Hall of Fame a major part of his life. His presence there was just reward for one of the most storied lives in baseball history.


Feller credited much of his success to growing up on an Iowa farm, where the physically exacting work of farming chores honed his body for a career in pitching. While throwing five no-hitters for Van Meter High School, the blazing right-hander drew the attention of Cleveland Indians scout and general manager Cy Slapnicka. Feller signed as a seventeen-year-old and made the stunning transition straight from high school to major league ball. He actually pitched for the Indians while still in school; after his rookie season, he returned for his senior year.


Once he graduated, Feller concentrated fully on his pitching and became a star. In 1938 he made his first All-Star team and led the American League in strikeouts. He continued his domination over the next three years, winning seventy-six games, including an Opening Day no-hitter in 1940.


Feller left an impression on the league’s best hitters, including a rival with the New York Yankees. “I don’t think anyone is ever going to throw a ball faster than he does,” Joe DiMaggio told a reporter during the 1941 season. “And his curveball isn’t human.”


Feller’s life changed during the winter of 1941, but for reasons having nothing to do with baseball. Just one day after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Feller became the first major leaguer to enlist to fight in World War II, forgoing a deferment as his family’s sole support. Serving aboard the battleship Alabama, he earned eight battle stars and five campaign ribbons.


Courageously serving in the Navy, Feller missed all of three seasons and part of a fourth. Yet he never complained of time lost, and never wanted to be draped in glory. “Heroes don’t return from war,” Feller told USA Today. “It’s a roll of the dice. If a bullet has your name on it, you’re a hero. If you hear a bullet go by, you’re a survivor. There are millions of survivors.”


Feller returned to the major leagues in the late stages of the 1945 campaign. After a strong nine-game comeback, he proceeded to lead the league in wins, innings, and strikeouts each of the next two years. In 1948 he added another nineteen victories during Cleveland’s pennant-winning season.


Off the field, Feller showed concern for the welfare of other players. As the first president of the Players Association, Feller understood baseball as a business and believed that players deserved their fair share of ballpark revenue. He also organized a number of successful wintertime barnstorming tours, which gave him and other star players a chance to earn extra money.


“Feller was the best pitcher I ever saw,” Hall of Famer Ralph Kiner told New York Newsday. Few who saw Feller firsthand would argue with that assessment.


—B.M.
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Winning three-hundred-plus games at the big league level? That draws attention even if the pitcher accomplished the feat more than a century ago. But John Clarkson’s career featured much more than can be described in one number.


After struggling early in his career, the right-hander put together some of the most amazing win-loss totals in baseball’s early days. In 1885, in only his second season with Chicago in the National League, Clarkson started seventy games and won fifty-three of them. During that same season, he won a record fifteen games in June. In 1887 he won thirty-eight games, and two years later Clarkson started seventy-two games, pitched sixty-eight complete games, and won forty-nine.


“Clarkson was one of the greatest pitchers of all time,” said Adrian “Cap” Anson, his manager in Chicago.


Ironically for a guy who put up pitching lines for the ages, Clarkson often suffered from a lack of confidence. Anson said that his star right-hander needed plenty of encouragement. “Scold him, find fault with him and he could not pitch at all,” Anson said. “Praise him and he was unbeatable.”


Perhaps this temperament had to do with Clarkson’s rocky start in the game. He came close to never playing at the big league level, let alone becoming a star. He developed a sore shoulder and appeared in only three games. The following season, his friend Art Whitney took over the East Saginaw, Michigan, squad in the Northwestern League. The new manager brought in Clarkson, who was still honing his craft as a pitcher. So Clarkson took an occasional turn on the field, where he struggled as an outfielder.


But late in the 1883 season Clarkson found himself back in the rotation, where he delivered twenty-six scoreless innings. He joined the Chicago ball club the next year, starting thirteen games and winning ten of them. He soon impressed his new teammates with his pinpoint accuracy.


“I have stood behind him day in and day out and watched his magnificent control,” said Chicago second baseman Fred Pfeffer. “I believe he could put a ball where he wanted it nine times out of 10.”


Following the 1887 season, Clarkson was sold to Boston for $10,000, which was an astronomical sum at the time. He won thirty-three games for Boston in 1888, then captured the pitching Triple Crown in 1889 by leading the National League in wins (49), earned run average (2.73), and strikeouts (284).


Clarkson, who was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, played in Boston until midway through the 1892 season, when he was released and signed by Cleveland. After going 16–17 in 1893 and 8–10 the following season, Clarkson retired.


He finished with a career record of 328–178—good for a winning percentage of .648, the fourth-best figure for any pitcher with at least three hundred wins.


Clarkson passed away in 1909 and was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1963.


—T. Wendel
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EPPA RIXEY



CLASS OF 1963
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At one time or another, southpaw Eppa Rixey held the National League record for wins by a left-hander with 266, losses by a left-hander, and years pitched by a left-hander. He may also have led the majors in self-deprecating humor. When elected to the Hall of Fame in 1963 by the Veterans Committee, Rixey said, “They’re really scraping the bottom of the barrel, aren’t they?”


Alas, Rixey did not experience his actual induction into the Hall because he died of a heart attack a month after his selection.


A four-time twenty-game winner, Rixey was not upset when Warren Spahn surpassed him for most National League victories by a lefty in 1959, lifting the record he’d held since 1933. “No one knew I had it,” Rixey said. “I’m glad Warren did it. If he hadn’t broken my record no one would have known I’d set it.” No fanfare was made about the mark when he retired, Rixey said. “It didn’t rate national headlines.”


Rixey grew up in Virginia and got a late start in professional baseball in 1912 because he was busy earning a degree at the University of Virginia. He also added a master’s degree in 1914 after he began playing. One way Rixey made up for lost time was by skipping the minors altogether and jumping right onto the roster of the Philadelphia Phillies.


The young pitcher was very nervous when tabbed for his first start but somehow made it through the game without anything going haywire. “I was scared to death, but I just chucked the ball where Horace Fogel, the manager [sic], signaled, and we won by shutout,” Rixey said.


Missing the 1918 season because he was serving in the Army as a lieutenant during World War I, Rixey returned to Virginia, where he was challenged by the university president about being a college graduate wasting his life playing sports. One more year, he told the president, who replied, “Oh, Eppa.” Rixey played for fifteen more years and said later in life he would have done it all over again.


Rixey did everything on the slow side. His pitching strength was not his fastball but an assortment of junk. He was also not a fast runner; he stole two bases in his entire career. One of those came on a double steal with teammate Bubbles Hargrave. “I think Bubbles and I were the slowest men in baseball,” Rixey said. “We stole on [the Cubs Hall of Famer] Gabby Hartnett [sic], who had the best throwing arm of any catcher in baseball. Gabby was so surprised he forgot to throw.”


Despite his love of a good joke, Rixey was not always easygoing. When he lost a game and it rubbed him the wrong way, he could go a little crazy in the locker room. “He was one of a kind,” said Clyde Sukeforth, who was a teammate of Rixey’s with the Cincinnati Reds for six years. “He would break chairs in the clubhouse when he lost and you wouldn’t see him for a few days.”


—L.F.
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RED FABER
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Urban “Red” Faber was among the last of the legal spitball pitchers grandfathered in when Major League Baseball banned the pitch. A star for the Chicago White Sox during a time when they were generally a weak team, he later suggested the spitter be brought back into vogue.


“I don’t see any harm in bringing it back, if they think they need it,” Faber said in 1964, forty-four years after the spitter became illegal. “You didn’t mar the surface of the ball. You don’t have to wet the ball, just your fingers. Even if they brought it back, not many pitchers would be able to use it effectively. Remember, only a few of us used it consistently and effectively in my day. Some clubs in the American League didn’t have anybody who could throw it.”


Ray Schalk, the Hall of Fame catcher, said his batterymate was more of an all-around pitcher than just a spitball thrower anyway. “Mostly all you heard about Red was his spitter,” Schalk said, “but he could work on you with a lot of other things. I always said, you know, that his fastball was his best pitch. He used the spitter a lot as a deception. He wanted you to think he was going to throw it, then he’d fire a fastball.”


Faber made it sound as if Schalk had a glove that featured near-magical properties to psych out hitters. “Ray had a mitt that popped real loud,” Faber said. “It made a pitcher feel real good.”


The White Sox won the World Series in 1917 and then made their way back in 1919. That was the year of the “Black Sox Scandal,” when several Sox players were accused of throwing the Series in exchange for money from gamblers. Faber was injured and didn’t pitch at all after winning eleven in the regular season. Schalk said that if Faber had been healthy and taken his regular turn, there never would have been a scandal.


“If Red Faber had been able to work I feel that no [scandal] situation could have come up,” Schalk said. “I did not know what was going on at the time and I never cared to know. I never talked about it and I never will.” In fact Schalk felt that if Faber had been added to the pitching rotation, the White Sox would have won. “Red was our mainstay in defeating McGraw’s Giants in the 1917 Series. He pitched three starts and one relief job in six games, and won three, lost once.”


John McGraw was always a fan of Faber’s talents—just not when they were applied against his team. He saw quite a bit of Faber during the 1913–14 world tour both clubs took, and when Sox owner Charles Comiskey considered sending Faber to the minors, McGraw dissuaded him. “That fellow has a lot of stuff, Charley,” McGraw said. “He’s got the best drop curve I’ve ever seen along the line for some time and his spitter is a pippin too.”


—L.F.
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BURLEIGH GRIMES



CLASS OF 1964


[image: image]


[image: image]


Many people thought Burleigh Grimes didn’t like anybody during his nineteen years pitching in the majors, but it was mostly hitters he held grudges against.


“The only time I was ever scared in my life,” said Hall of Fame second baseman Frankie Frisch, “was one time when Burleigh threw at me on a 3-and-0 count.”


Called “Ol’ Stubblebeard,” a nickname he earned by not shaving for two days before a game, the right-handed pitcher was also a notorious spitballer.


“I used to chew slippery elm—the bark, right off the tree. Come spring the bark would get nice and loose and you could slice it free without any trouble,” Grimes said. “What I checked was the fiber from inside, and that’s what I put on the ball. That’s what they called the foreign substance. The ball would break like hell, away from right-handed hitters and in on lefties.”


At the height of Grimes’s career in the early 1920s, big league baseball banned the spitball but allowed Grimes and sixteen other pitchers to continue utilizing the pitch.


“The idea was to keep it on the hitter’s mind,” Grimes said of the spitter. “That was the psychological advantage. If he was thinking spitter he couldn’t concentrate on hitting the pitch.”


Grimes would win 270 games during a big league career spent with seven different teams, mostly with Brooklyn. The five-time twenty-game winner would gain a reputation over the years for bearing down on hitters at all times.


“Grimes showed no mercy to anyone,” said former teammate Charlie Grimm. “I think he’d have been the same against his own mother in a close game.”


Once Grimes had his game face on, it didn’t come off easily. He did not always agree that it was time for him to vacate the pitching mound when the manager came out to yank him. His most dramatic confrontation occurred while pitching for Brooklyn when Wilbert Robinson was the manager. Grimes surrendered a triple and could hear the phone ring in the dugout, knowing orders from owner Charles Ebbets to take him out were being delivered.


“Uncle Robbie then came out to get me to leave,” Grimes said. “I refused, however. I figured I still had a chance to win. Robbie finally convinced me, but before I left I wound up and threw the ball over the grandstand. That was the most expensive pitch of my career—it cost me $1,500! You see, I was to get a $1,000 bonus if I gave the club ‘my very best.’ Throwing that ball over the stands was not interpreted as ‘my very best.’ I was also fined $500.”


Proving he had a sense of humor when it came to his fiery reputation, Grimes recalled that once, after being thrown out of a game, he picked up a bucket of water and tossed it in the air, hoping it would land on the umpire’s head. “But after I was revived, I learned that the pail had knocked me out,” he said. “I had poor control that night.”


—B.F.
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