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    Part I




    Bad Boys




     




     






     




     




    Chapter One




    Where It All Began: “Big Bill” Devery and the Team that Graft Built




     




    Even with two suspensions, one conviction and a well-deserved reputation as baseball’s biggest blowhard, George Steinbrenner at his worst was practically a saint compared to the sinner that was William Stephen Devery, the original co-owner of the New York Yankees and one of the game’s biggest rascals in an era when you couldn’t swing a dead bat without hitting one.




    New York’s last chief of police was a man of distinction by title only—considering his position and the ill-gotten gains he’s said to have amassed over his more than 20-year career as a civil servant, Devery was widely considered the most crooked cop the city has ever seen.




    “Big Bill,” as he was known in the mostly impolite society he ran with, may have built enough of a fortune to bankroll a baseball team in a major market like New York, but he was hardly your typical turn-of-the-century captain of industry.




    Devery, all six feet and near 300 pounds of him, was a self-made man; a tough, street smart, cigar-chomping, Manhattan-born son of Irish-Catholic immigrants who tended bar in Bowery dives until he moved up in the sordid world that was hardscrabble Manhattan of the late 19th century.




    Corpulent, charismatic and inherently corrupt, he lifted himself up from his humble beginnings the way many first-generation Irishmen of his time did: by lining the pockets of a crooked Tammany Hall politician. For the princely sum of $300, Devery bought his way into the New York Police Department as a patrolman.




    Big Bill’s rise up the NYPD ranks wasn’t only swift, it was lined with dollars and sprinkled with gold dust. In a city powered by Tammany Hall’s vast political machine, an industrious fellow like Devery, who had no qualms about openly milking a system that ran on graft, corruption and greed, was in his glory.




    To say Devery—who joined the force in 1878 and made captain about a dozen years later—would make a nice return on his $300 is an understatement. His stubby fingers were in just about every dirty deal, kickback and bribe that went on in his domain. He lorded over the 22nd precinct on Manhattan’s West Side, which encompassed a huge swath of the infamous “Tenderloin District” rife with brothels, gambling dens, dance halls and illegal after-hour joints whose proprietors were more than willing to grease the proper palms to stay open.




    Devery, who took command of the precinct in 1893, immediately showed his men who was boss.




    “They tell me there’s a lot of graftin’ going on in this precinct,” he supposedly told the assembled horde at his inaugural address.




    “Now that’s going to stop! If there’s any graftin’ to be done, I’ll do it.”




    Devery did, and then some. Word was that if you needed the big guy to look the other way for something or other, you’d pay a visit to his tailor, who would make you a custom-made suit for a cool $1,000—about $28,000 today. Big Bill, puffing on his ever-present stogie, would amble along later to collect before kicking up part of the grand to his Tammany patrons.




    Needless to say, there were plenty of well-dressed crooks strolling the streets of Manhattan in those days.




    Unfortunately for Devery, one can’t be so blatant about “any graftin’ to be done” without attracting the unwanted attention of actual law-abiding officials. He was indicted and tried several times for charges that included bribery and extortion—and skated each time.




    Despite a sketchy reputation forged by newspaper coverage that simultaneously reviled and revered the always-quotable Devery, he was amply rewarded for his alleged sins. In 1898, a Tammany puppet-mayor appointed him chief of police; the proverbial fat rat was now in charge of the cheese factory.




    It took another three years before Devery would be knocked off his lofty perch by an incoming, reform-minded mayor bent on ending corruption—the chief of police title would be forever abolished—but Big Bill would soon be on his way to much bigger things.




    In 1903, he and a partner, an old pal and “businessman” named Frank J. Farrell, paid $18,000 for the Baltimore Orioles of the nascent American League of Professional Baseball Clubs—aka the American League—and shipped the franchise north, where it was renamed the New York Highlanders.




    Farrell was a businessman, all right, just not a particularly upstanding one. Like Devery, he was born into an Irish-Catholic immigrant family in Manhattan, worked as a bartender in West Side saloons where Tammany Hall officials were regulars, and made plenty of friends among the political powers-that-be.




    Unlike Devery, whom he had befriended over their common backgrounds and Tammany ties, Farrell would make his fortune as a saloon owner before eventually becoming one of the city’s most notorious gambling hall operators and bookmakers—“The Pool Room King,” as the papers dubbed him.




    Granting ownership to a pair of disreputable characters was a sign of how desperate American League officials were to establish a successful franchise in New York to compete against the Giants and the more established National League.




    Which would explain why Devery, despite his larger-than-life persona, was pretty much a silent partner during the 13 years he co-owned the team with Ferrell. In fact, his lengthy  New York Times obituary of June 21, 1919, when Devery at 63 died of “apoplexy” at his lavish mansion in Rockaway, Queens, doesn’t once mention his Highlander/Yankee ties.




    Ferrell wisely laid low as well and left the daily running of the Highlanders to club president Joseph Gordon, at least publicly. Both Ferrell and Devery were no-shows at the Highlanders’ first press conference before the 1903 season.




    That changed the next year, when Ferrell—foreshadowing Steinbrenner’s tumultuous reign decades later—would become a hands-on owner known for hiring, firing and feuding with his managers and players.




    Not surprisingly, the Devery/Farrell years weren’t particularly successful. After nearly capturing the AL pennant in 1904 in just their second season, the Highlanders were mostly a second-division club that struggled to attract crowds. The hearts and wallets of New York baseball fans, at least until a pitcher-turned outfielder named Babe Ruth came to town, belonged to the powerhouse Giants.




    By the start of the 1915 season, the cash-strapped partners had sold the team to another pair of moneyed men who presumably acquired their fortunes legally: beer baron Col. Jacob Ruppert, an ex-congressman and National Guard officer, and a former U.S. army engineer with the colorful moniker of Capt. Tillinghast L’Hommideau Huston.




    Devery and Farrell didn’t have a pennant, let alone a World Series championship to show for their 13 years of ownership—Ruth, and the first of 40 American League flags, were still more than five years away.




    But the original partners, under whose stewardship the team officially came to be known as the Yankees, made a killing off their $18,000 investment. They split the $460,000 sale to Ruppert and Huston, though the old friends hadn’t been on speaking terms for years.




    Both men would soon fade into obscurity—and both went to their graves relatively broke. Farrell, who died of a heart attack in 1926 in an Atlantic City hotel, was worth a little over $1,000 when he went—or just enough for a custom suit at Devery’s tailor.




    Devery was $1,000 in the red when he died in the summer of 1919 and wouldn’t live to see the infamous “Black Sox” World Series, a bribery scandal the infamous police chief would have surely appreciated.   






     




    Chapter Two




    The Tabasco Kid




     




    As far as baseball nicknames go, no player ever lived up to his moniker like one Norman Arthur Elberfeld, aka “The Tabasco Kid.”




    A member of the first-ever Yankees team in 1903—back when they were known as the Highlanders—Elberfeld was undoubtedly the toughest, orneriest ballplayer of his or any era. A shortstop who stood just 5’ 7” and weighed barely 160 pounds, he forged a reputation as a fearless, aggressive competitor who was famously described as the “dirtiest, scrappiest, most pestiferous, most rantankerous, most rambunctious ball player that ever stood on spikes.”




    No, going by Norman just wouldn’t do for a player of his ill-tempered ilk, which is why another Deadball Era scribe slapped Elberfeld with the “Tabasco” sobriquet in honor of his “peppery” style of play.




    Just how dirty, scrappy and pestiferous was the Kid? It’s said he once gave a rookie a lesson in the dangers of sliding into a base face-first the youngster never forgot. As the player plowed into second, Elberfeld buried his knee into the back of his neck and ground his face in the dirt.




    The rookie, a Detroit Tiger outfielder named Ty Cobb—who would eventually prove to be no shrinking violet himself—would never again slide headfirst into a base.




    Putting a rookie in his place was just routine baseball business compared to some of Elberfeld’s more legendary antics. The Kid, an Ohio native who broke in with the Philadelphia Phillies in 1898, had an his instant dislike for anyone wearing the uniform of the opposing team that was only surpassed by his hatred for the men in blue.




    As a minor leaguer, he once ended an argument with an umpire by tossing dirt into the ump’s open mouth. As a member of the Tigers in 1900, a year before the team joined the nascent American League, the hot-tempered shortstop was given the thumb three times in a span of eight games.




    Elberfeld wasn’t all mouth, though. By all accounts, he had a cannon for an arm and an inherent fearlessness when it came to turning the double play. He missed most of the 1908 season with the Highlanders after getting spiked, and would spend the last years of his career wearing shin guards made of whalebone to protect legs shredded by opponents tearing into second with spikes high and sharpened.




    He also wasn’t afraid to take one for the team—getting hit by a pitch was a big part of Elberfeld’s arsenal. When he retired in 1914, he was sixth on the all-time list with 165 HBP (another Yankee shortstop, Derek Jeter, has since passed him).




    Elberfeld may have been small and scrappy, but he would also develop into one of the best-hitting shortstops in any league, with only the immortal Honus Wagner considered a bigger threat at the plate at that position.




    Yet as colorful as the Kid was, he had plenty of dog in him. When things didn’t go his way—like, say, when he didn’t like his manager, which happened often—Elberfeld’s behavior could make Manny Ramirez look like the ultimate team player. Suspected of loafing by his manager in Detroit in order to force a trade, Elberfeld was fined, suspended and eventually sent packing to the brand-new New York Highlanders in the middle of the 1903 season.




    While the fledgling A.L. team played in the shadow of the powerful Giants, Elberfeld flourished in the New York spotlight, his exploits chronicled by the huge and highly competitive newspaper industry—it was there that a writer dubbed him the Tabasco Kid, a nickname reminiscent of a Mexican bandido. An arrest for throwing a bottle—or a knife, depending on which paper you read—at a hotel waiter only added to Elberfeld’s rough-and-tumble reputation.




    His occasional on-field tirades weren’t limited to the men in blue. The Kid fought openly with several teammates, Highlanders outfielder Wid Conroy being a particular nemesis and frequent target of Elberfeld’s quick fists.




    That feistiness, though, would end up helping to cost the young Highlander team a shot at their first pennant in 1906. With the team in a tight race for first place with the Chicago White Sox, Elberfeld—who, by the way, was named team captain that year, the second in Yankees history—got into a memorable scrap with home plate umpire Silk O’Loughlin the papers could only describe as “disgraceful.”




    Elberfeld, upset over O’Loughlin’s having called a runner safe in an early September game against the Philadelphia Athletics, took his disagreement with the call a bit too far—he repeatedly tried to spike the umpire with his baseball shoes. It took a trio of city cops to get Elberfeld off the field, who then refused to leave the Highlanders’ Hilltop Park until he was made to realize his team would lose by forfeit.




    The Kid’s childish behavior resulted in a relatively light eight-game suspension, but it was enough to stall the Highlanders’ pennant push. After having swept a record five doubleheaders in five games to that point, they just weren’t the same team without their top-of-the-order sparkplug at short.




    They finished the season three games behind the White Sox, and wouldn’t even come close to sniffing first place for the next 15 seasons, when the arrival of Babe Ruth turned the franchise around.




    Amazingly, it was Elberfeld’s second run-in with O’Loughlin in less than a month. In an August 8 game, an irate Elberfeld had threatened the ump with his bat after O’Loughlin refused to reward him first base after the Kid insisted he had been hit by a pitch.




    The fan favorite would become a pariah by the following season, when Elberfeld would once again be accused of laying down on his team. After a late July game in which he threw the ball away three times, a disgusted Highlander owner Frank Ferrell suspended his rogue shortstop.




    Farrell, much like future Yankees owner George Steinbrenner was wont to do, took his complaints to the press. “For more than two weeks past, [Elberfeld] has refused to talk with other members of the team,” said Farrell.




    “He has declined to be rubbed by the trainer. He has refused to play his best, as the public well knows. In short, he has acted in such a queer manner that if he had not been tampered with, he has gone daffy.”




    Not exactly the same as Boss George berating a lazy pitcher for being a “fat, pussy toad,” but Farrell got his point across—and succeeded in getting the fans to turn against the former fan favorite. When the announcement of Elberfeld’s suspension was made between games of a doubleheader, the crowd of 8,000 at Hilltop Park cheered heartily at the news.




    Farrell, though, apparently had a soft spot for the fiery Elberfeld—sort of how Steinbrenner felt for another troubled, feisty Yankee infielder named Billy Martin, who would end up managing the team five times despite his sordid history.




    A year after insinuating Elberfeld was either throwing games or just plain nuts, Farrell named the Kid to be player-manager about a third of the way into the 1908 season.




    The Tabasco Kid responded with a horrendous 27-71 record at the helm, the first of only four last-place finishes in Highlander/Yankee history.




     






     




    Chapter Three




    The Prince of Darkness




     




    The Yankees’ first-ever, bonafide superstar was a good-looking, smooth-fielding singles hitter who combined Derek Jeter’s charisma, Don Mattingly’s glove work and Reggie Jackson’s ego.




    Hal Chase, the gifted first baseman who spent nearly nine years with the then-New York Highlanders during modern baseball’s infancy, unfortunately had plenty of Pete Rose in him, too.




    Chase was a lifetime .291 batter over 15 seasons, a solid clutch hitter and a good base stealer. But as soon as he joined the team in 1905, the 22-year-old rookie who would soon come to be known as “Prince Hal” set the standard for how defense-minded first sackers would play the position for generations to come.




    He was, in baseball parlance, like a cat out there, known for his ability to pounce on bunts up the line, save his infielders countless throwing errors and snag just about any hard grounder that came his way.




    For fans back then who cared to argue over who was the best first baseman in the game, it was a sure bet Chase would be their first choice—none other than The Babe himself proclaimed there was no one better at the position.




    Knowing what we do now, though, Prince Hal would have likely wagered against himself and walked away with a bundle.




    Despite his range, reflexes and flair for highlight-reel plays—had there been highlight reels then—Chase sure made a lot of errors for such a defensive wizard. As a Highlander/Yankee, he averaged a horrific 30 miscues a season—his high was 36 in 1911—and his career total of 285 errors at first base is still the American League record.




    By comparison, Mattingly, a nine-time Gold Glover, committed 64 career errors at the position over his 13 full seasons, an average of five per year.




    Whether it was easy ground balls that should have been handled, or the throws from short that somehow popped out of his glove as the runner crossed the bag, Chase’s erratic side always seemed to come at the wrong time.




    Like, say, in the late innings, with the game on the line.




    Which naturally prompted some observers to wonder whether New York’s marquee player was tanking games.




    That would come to include Chase’s fed-up teammates and managers, several of who openly accused him of laying down. It didn’t help team chemistry any that Chase was apparently a favorite of Highlander co-owner Frank Farrell, New York City’s most notorious gambling hall owner and no angel himself. Chase, in fact, was named team captain from 1909-1912 despite his tainted reputation.




    Farrell, who usually looked the other way when Chase made one of his late-inning blunders or went AWOL from the team—not an infrequent occurrence—actually fired manager George Stallings late in the 1910 season for having the audacity to question Chase’s purported ties to gamblers.




    In a surreal move that would have shocked even George Steinbrenner in his mercurial prime, Farrell promptly replaced Stallings with Chase, who became player-manager with about two weeks left in the season.




    The Highlanders, a second-place team in ’10 under Stallings, finished 1911 as a sixth-place, .500 club with Chase at the helm, 25.5 games out of first place.




    Chase would eventually be run out of town. In 1913, new manager Frank Chance—the former Cubs first baseman immortalized in the poem, “Tinkers to Evers to Chance,” about Chicago’s famed double-play trio—pulled an unassisted force play on Chase and persuaded Farrell to trade his star for the good of the team.




    Prince Hal managed to play another five seasons in the National League even as evidence mounted that he was either throwing games or trying to bribe teammates to do the same. But once the Black Sox Scandal of 1919 exposed the World Series was fixed, Chase was among the players caught up in new Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis’ purge of anyone with even the slightest stench of associating with gamblers.




    Chase would spend his final years as a destitute, heavy drinker, a Depression-era drifter taking whatever odd job he could find. But the faded star made headlines again when he gave an interview to  The Sporting News from a hospital bed weeks before his death in 1947, at age 64.




    The so-called “Baseball Paper of the World” touted the exclusive with ads reading, “What has become of Hal Chase? Games greatest first sacker rues mistakes in relating history,” and the story did indeed live up the hype.




    In a shocking confession, Chase gave a detailed account of how rampant gambling was in baseball during his playing days, how in deep he was with gamblers—he wagered up to $100 a game, though, like Pete Rose decades later, he claimed he never bet against his own team—and how he was glad the game had been cleaned up.




    But mostly, the former slick-fielding superstar spoke about how much he regretted the errors of his ways.




    “I was foolish and all the stuff I thought was so smart only robbed me of the kind of life I should be living today,” lamented Chase. “I was wrong, at least in most things, and my best proof is that I am flat on my back, without a dime.




    “I’m the loser, just like all gamblers are. I lived to make great plays, but what did I gain? Nothing!”




     






     




    Chapter Four




    Ray Caldwell




     




    He was a crafty, hard-throwing hurler who could hit almost as well as he could pitch, and just about everyone who saw Ray Caldwell play agreed he could’ve been one of the best there ever was had it not been for a few bad habits.




    These included, but were likely not limited to, a hankering for liquor, loose women, late nights and larceny.




    Not to mention a tendency to disappear from the team to indulge those habits.




    A few years before a young Boston player named Babe Ruth started making a name for himself as an excellent pitcher, dangerous hitter and all-star carouser, Caldwell had already established himself as the New York Yankees’ resident wild child whose flashes of Hall of Fame-caliber brilliance were interspersed with incidents of bad behavior.




    Caldwell, nicknamed “Slim” for his tall and lanky build, broke in with the then-Highlanders late in 1910, then became a star the following season when he won 14 games and hit a respectable .272 while also seeing time as an outfielder.




    But in a pattern that would be repeated countless times over his 12-year Major League career, Caldwell suffered through a string of arm injuries the next two seasons that limited his contributions to the team but left him with plenty of time to get into trouble. In one instance, failing to show up for a series in Boston earned Slim a fat fine of $250—about 10% of his salary—and an indefinite suspension.




    By 1914, with the Highlanders now known as the Yankees, a healthy Caldwell became the team’s ace. He chalked up 18 wins against 9 losses with a sparkling 1.94 ERA, 5 shutouts and 22 complete games.




    Unfortunately, nearly all those wins came before August. On July 31, Caldwell was 17-7—singlehandedly accounting for 40% of the 42 games won by the Yankees, who were languishing in seventh place and 18 games back.




    Yet he would soon pull another disappearing act, going AWOL on a road trip. Facing another formidable fine from fed-up manager Frank Chance, Caldwell decided to jump ship altogether in the middle of September—by joining a rival baseball league despite being under contract to the Yankees.




    Caldwell was a huge headache and a public relations nightmare, to be sure—the papers weren’t shy about clueing readers in to Caldwell’s “occasional flirtation with that which is amber and foamy.”




    But winning pitchers who could also play the outfield and be counted on to get a key pinch hit were rare, and the Yankees were reluctant to let their recalcitrant ace get away. With $900 in fines hanging over his perpetually hung-over head, Caldwell convinced owner Frank Farrell to cancel the fines, and the pitcher was back in the fold (an action that likely led to Chance’s abrupt resignation).




    It was very nearly a storybook ending. After getting a hefty raise entering the 1915 season, Caldwell flourished under new manager “Wild Bill” Donovan. He earned his money and more by winning 19 games for a fifth-place team that only had 69 victories, while also smacking 4 home runs—the American League leader had 7—and knocking in 20 runs in only144 at-bats.




    Of course, this being Caldwell meant the good times couldn’t last. An injury-plagued 1916 season resulted in a 5-12 record, two suspensions and a late-September stint in alcohol rehab followed by yet another bizarre disappearance over the winter.




    After not being heard from for months, reporters got wind that Caldwell had been playing baseball in Panama under an assumed name. The pitcher, who showed up late for spring training in Florida, denied it and told anyone who’d listen that he had spent the winter in New York.




    He couldn’t, however, explain his tan.




    By this point, his relationship with the Yankees was like a bad marriage in which one spouse keeps giving the other a string of last chances. Caldwell’s 1917 season unfolded to a familiar script: a smattering of great performances, a handful of missed curfews, the inevitable fines and suspensions.




    Except this time Caldwell added a touch of thievery to the mix. A St. Louis woman accused him of swiping her $150 diamond ring. The pitcher was hauled in for larceny but charges were dropped after the ring was returned.




    The last straw for the Yankees finally came in 1918, after Caldwell called in sick for a mid-August game. In a ploy to avoid being drafted during World War I, Caldwell jumped ship again and took a job with a New Jersey shipbuilding company—workers in certain industries that supplied the U.S. military were exempt from being called up. Caldwell’s job, though, consisted of playing for the company baseball team.




    That winter he was the biggest name in a seven-player deal that packed him and his troubles to Boston, where to no one’s surprise he quickly wore out his welcome and was released by August. It probably didn’t help that one of his roommates was a 24-year-old pitcher named Babe Ruth, hardly a paragon of virtue and sobriety.




    Caldwell, who by this time was one of the few Major Leaguers allowed to continue throwing a spitball, was picked up by the Cleveland Indians and would reward their faith with 20 wins in 1920, a season culminating in the Tribe’s first World Series championship.




    He may have been an immature boozer who squandered his talents, but no one can deny Caldwell was a gamer. His infamous off-the-field antics aside, he’s perhaps best known for a strange occurrence that came after he joined the Indians in 1919.




    Holding a 2-1 lead against the Philadelphia Athletics in a late August game, Caldwell was one out from the win when a sudden summer storm passed over the park. Spectators watched in horror as a bolt of lightning crackled and hit the pitcher’s mound, knocking Caldwell unconscious.




    After coming to, he electrified the crowd with a rare display of guts few, if any, modern ballplayer would even consider—Caldwell insisted on staying in the game and got the final out.




     






     




    Chapter Five




    The Badass Bambino




     




    George Herman Ruth may have been baseball’s biggest and most beloved star, but he was hands-down the game’s all-time badass, too.




    The seeds of his renegade, rebellious nature were planted early on. The man-child everyone the world over would come to know as the larger-than-life Babe was an inveterate truant and delinquent whose parents shipped off at age seven to St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys in Baltimore, a borderline reform school where George—deemed “incorrigible and vicious” and “beyond the control” of his parents—was raised by the Catholic Xaverian Brothers who practically preached baseball as religion.




    “Looking back on my boyhood, I honestly don’t remember being aware of the difference between right and wrong,” the Babe once said, and that recklessness, bad behavior and devil-may-care attitude extended far into adulthood as the Bambino relished using his celebrity status to feed his insatiable twin appetites for hooch and hoochie mamas.




    But take away his compulsive carousing, and Ruth still ranks as baseball’s No. 1 bad boy, a man who perennially vied for the league lead in HR, RBI and STDs. For all his accomplishments on the field as both a premier pitcher and hitter, Ruth was also known for tangling with teammates, opponents, umpires and even fans in the stands, all the while taking pleasure in defying Yankee management and all-mighty baseball Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis with antics that would have gotten him run out of New York had he played in the modern era.




    Ruth, no angel in his years with the Boston Red Sox, turned up the notch on his wayward ways almost immediately after his purchase by the Yankees from the cash-strapped Sox for the then-spectacular sum of $125,000. The Yanks weren’t even out of spring training in 1920, his first season with the team, when he ran into the stands after a heckler who then stopped Ruth in his tracks by pulling a knife on him.




    It wouldn’t be the last time someone brandished a weapon at him. Reporters covering the Yankees once bore witness to an angry, jilted ex-lover of the Babe holding a knife as she pursued him through a train, while another time the jealous husband of one of Ruth’s countless paramours, armed with a pistol, chased him out of a hotel.




    The 1922 season proved a particularly trouble-filled one for the Bambino, who followed up his greatest year ever, and arguably the best by any player in history—Ruth led the Yankees to their first-ever pennant with a staggering, then-record 59 HR, 168 RBI and a .378 average to go with 177 runs, 44 doubles, 16 triples and a still-record 457 total bases—with the unofficial record for most single-season fines and suspensions.




    Chosen to be the Yankees’ captain prior to the start of the season, Ruth didn’t play for the first 33 games after Landis suspended him and fellow outfielder Bob Meusel for six weeks for violating league rules by going on an off-season barnstorming tour.




    Ruth wasn’t back in the lineup a week when he went into the stands after yet another heckler. The incident not only cost him a one-game suspension and fine, but manager Miller Huggins stripped his biggest star, an immature 27 at the time, of his captaincy.




    It was probably a wise decision. Ruth was suspended twice more that year for arguing with umpires, and even got into a dugout tussle with teammate Wally Pipp (yes,  that Wally Pipp, the star first baseman who in 1925 sat out one game and lost his job forever to a young Lou Gehrig).




    It was inevitable that Ruth, who was legendary for his sexual stamina—it’s said he sampled the entire staff of a St. Louis brothel in one long night, decades before Viagra—would end up mired in a sex scandal.




    And he didn’t disappoint. Late in 1922, Ruth was sued for $50,000 by a teenage shop girl who claimed Ruth got her pregnant, welched on his promise to marry her—and committed statutory rape to boot. He later settled out of court.




    The so-called Sultan of Swat was also the Titan of Traffic Tickets, logging countless violations—and not a few fender-benders likely the result of DUI—and even spending an afternoon in jail for speeding on a Manhattan street.




    The Babe being the Babe, he was sprung early from his one-day sentence so he could make the Yankee game that day—Ruth’s contract stipulated he’d be fined $500 for every game he missed.




    Allowed to change into his uniform in his cell, he made it to the park in the middle of the game, thanks to a police motorcycle escort that zipped through the city faster than the ungodly 26 M.P.H. cops had accused Ruth of going in the first place.




     






     




    Chapter Six




    Jake Powell’s Racist Radio Quote




     




    For a ballplayer to utter the n-word on the radio was bad enough even in 1938, a decade before Jackie Robinson broke baseball’s color line and a time when Jim Crow laws were the norm.




    But it was the way Yankee outfielder Jake Powell said it that made it so much worse.




    Powell, a native of Silver Spring, Md., already had a less-than-stellar reputation as a degenerate gambler and all-around ne’er-do-well when the fed-up Washington Senators traded him to the Yankees in 1936 despite his solid bat.




    Among his more dubious baseball achievements was getting caught trying to steal anything that wasn’t nailed down in his hotel room during a road trip. But ashtrays and towels weren’t good enough for Powell. His attempted booty: the curtains, bedspread and a circular fan.




    While with the Senators, Powell—apparently not very fond of Jews, either—broke Hank Greenberg’s wrist by intentionally colliding with the Detroit Tigers’ first baseman during a game early in 1936, ending the young slugger’s season after just 12 games.




    There’s an old saying in baseball that the best trades are the ones that benefit both teams. The midseason deal between Washington and New York would prove to be a wash when the Yankees shipped their own dedicated bigot, Ben Chapman, to the Senators for Powell.




    A Nashville-born outfielder, Chapman was a lifetime .300 hitter who history remembers more for a small mind than any big hits. He was infamous for taunting Jewish fans with the Nazi salute—this at a time when Germany’s Jews were being persecuted and stripped of all rights.




    Chapman would outdo himself years later, though. As the Philadelphia Phillies’ manager, he would make Jackie Robinson’s uneasy entrance to the Major Leagues a living hell by baiting him mercilessly from the bench.




    The n-word likely being one of the nicer things Chapman called Robinson.




    So despite the baggage Powell brought with him up north, the Yankees figured they were getting the better of the deal, a quite literal lesser of two evils.




    And for a while, the trade looked like a winner. Powell, a scrappy hitter with speed, batted .302 in his half-season with the Bombers, sparking a powerhouse lineup that included Murderer’s Row stalwarts Lou Gehrig and Tony Lazzeri, catcher Bill Dickey and a 21-year-old rookie sensation named Joe DiMaggio.




    Powell also hit .455 in the ’36 World Series against the Giants, the first of four straight championships for the Bombers.




    But the good times didn’t last. By 1938, Powell was a just a spare part on the steamroller that was the late-’30s Yankees when he sat for a radio interview before a July game against the White Sox at Chicago’s Comiskey Park.




    The conversation innocently veered towards what Powell did during the off-season; Powell answered that he was a cop in Dayton, Ohio.




    It was after the announcer asked how Powell stayed in shape over the winter that the outfielder would utter the ugly line he would carry with him for the rest of his short, troubled life.




    “I beat n-----s over the head with my blackjack,” said Powell.




    The firestorm started as soon as the words left his mouth. Calls from angry listeners flooded the radio station, while black community leaders stormed into Comiskey the next day demanding Powell be kicked out of the game for good.




    They wouldn’t get the lifetime ban they were seeking, but baseball commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis was under pressure to do  something. So Powell, who of course denied saying anything derogatory—no tape exists of the interview—was slapped with a ten-day suspension.




    Yet Powell had his defenders. More than a few baseball writers basically crossed the incident off to just Jake being Jake. Even the commissioner’s official statement announcing the suspension sounded wishy-washy, coming as it did from the man who crowed about cleaning up baseball by banishing the 1919 Black Sox players from the game forever despite their acquittal on charges they threw the World Series.
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