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      OCTOBER 10, 1920


      BILL WAMBSGAHSS
The Man Who Was Ready


      

         

         One play made all the difference.

      


      If not for one spectacular play he made in the 1920 World Series, second baseman Bill Wambsganss would be remembered only

         for his hard-to-pronounce last name. But because Bill Wambsganss was ready, because he was constantly thinking ahead and preparing

         himself for every possible situation on the field, his name is known to baseball fans as more than just a confusing collection

         of letters.

      


      Just by being ready, Bill Wambsganss set a perfect example for young ballplayers. He made a play so special that it is still

         remembered more than seventy-five years after it happened.

      


      Bill Wambsganss was born in Cleveland in 1894. His parents were German, and their last name is a combination of two old German

         words that mean “overcoat.”

      


      

         The name looks harder to pronounce than it really is. When most people read it, they try to pronounce the m, the b, the s, and the g all at the same time. Somewhere in the middle, they trip over their tongues, and the name comes out as sounding

         like “WAM-bus-gans.”

      


      But here’s the trick: The b is silent, as in lamb, so the correct pronunciation is “WAMZ-gans.” But for most of Wambsganss’s career, baseball games were not broadcast on the

         radio, so very few people knew the b was silent. All they saw was an assortment of letters in the box score printed in the newspaper. And because the name was

         so long, it was often abbreviated as “Wm’b’gns,” which only added to the confusion.

      


      Most of Wambsganss’s friends and teammates avoided the problem altogether. They called him plain old Bill, or Wamby for short.

         They didn’t care how his last name was pronounced. All they knew was that he was a pretty good ballplayer, and that was all

         that mattered.

      


      Wambsganss started playing in the big leagues in 1914 with Cleveland. At the time, the Cleveland team was called the Naps

         after their star second baseman Napoleon Lajoie (his name looks difficult to pronounce, 

         too: it’s LA-zho-way). Lajoie was one of the greatest players in baseball, but by the time Bill Wambsganss joined the team,

         he was getting ready to retire. After backing up Lajoie for a season, Wambsganss became Cleveland’s starting second baseman

         in 1915.

      


      Although Wambsganss was no Napoleon Lajoie, he proved himself to be a solid all-around player. He hit about .260 or .270,

         stole up to 18 bases a season, and was one of the best fielding second basemen in the league. He wasn’t flashy, but he was

         steady. He made the plays everyone expected him to make.

      


      After Lajoie retired, the team’s name changed to the Indians. In 1920, for the first time ever, they won the American League

         pennant, edging out Chicago, New York, and St. Louis in a close race. In the National League, the Brooklyn Dodgers won the

         pennant. The two teams met in the World Series.

      


      The clubs were evenly matched. Cleveland won the first game, 3–1, then Brooklyn won the next two, 3–0, and 2–1. In game four,

         the Indians tied the Series at two games each with a 5–1 win.

      


      The teams faced off for game five on October 10 in Cleveland. The Indians were confident. Their 

         best pitcher, thirty-one game winner Jim Bagby, was scheduled to pitch.

      


      Bill Wambsganss had gotten off to a slow start in the Series, failing to get a hit in the first three games. But in game four,

         he’d collected two hits and scored two important runs. Plus, at second base, he’d been playing good ball. And Wambsganss knew

         that what he did on the field was just as important to his team as what he did in the batter’s box. He felt good going into

         the fifth game of the Series.

      


      In the first inning of game five, Cleveland leadoff hitter Charlie Jamieson singled off Brooklyn starting pitcher Burleigh

         Grimes. Batting second, Bill Wambsganss got a pitch he liked and slammed it into left field for another hit. Indian center

         fielder Tris Speaker then bunted to load the bases.

      


      Cleanup hitter Elmer Smith drove the ball over the right field fence for a grand-slam home run — the first ever in World Series

         history. It brought Cleveland fans to their feet and gave the Indians a quick 4–0 lead.

      


      Cleveland scored three more runs in the fourth to increase their lead to seven runs. It looked as if the Indians were going

         to win big.

      


      

         But the Dodgers didn’t give up. They knew that everything could change with one swing of the bat.

      


      Leading off the fifth inning, second baseman Pete Kilduff singled to left field off Jim Bagby. Then catcher Otto Miller followed

         with another base hit. With no outs, the Dodgers had men on first and second.

      


      The Cleveland crowd suddenly turned quiet. Pitcher Jim Bagby was in trouble. If the Dodgers got a few more base hits, the

         Indians’ seven-run lead could evaporate in a hurry.

      


      Pitcher Clarence Mitchell stepped up to bat for Brooklyn.


      At second base, Bill Wambsganss was ready. Despite Cleveland’s big lead, he knew this was no time to relax. One mistake could

         lead to a big inning for the opposing team.

      


      Wambsganss considered the situation. Since the Dodgers were behind by seven runs, he figured they probably wouldn’t try a

         special play, such as a bunt or a hit-and-run. They needed to close up the score, and trying to scratch out a single run by

         taking a chance with a special play didn’t make much sense.

      


      The runner at second could probably score on a 

         base hit to the outfield. That would be the way for them to go. But if Wambsganss could knock the ball down before it went

         past him, he might be able to prevent a run. With that in mind, Wambsganss moved a few steps deeper at second base. If at

         all possible, he wanted to keep the ball in the infield.

      


      Then Wambsganss looked at the batter. Clarence Mitchell was a left-handed hitter. That meant he was more likely to hit the

         ball to the right side of the infield. Although Wambsganss knew a double play would help his team, he knew it was more important

         to simply keep the ball in the infield and prevent the run. If I take another step back, he thought, I can still keep the

         ball in the infield,. even if Mitchell hits it to my left. He took another step back.

      


      Wambsganss made all these decisions in just a few seconds. He stood at the edge of the outfield grass and pounded his glove,

         then crouched over, ready for anything.

      


      Pitcher Jim Bagby checked the runners, then stepped toward the plate and threw a fastball.


      Mitchell swung and hit the ball on a sharp line just to the right side of second base.


      If Bill Wambsganss had been playing in his usual 

         position, he wouldn’t have had a chance at the ball; it would have been past him before he reacted. If he had been playing

         Mitchell to pull, the hit would have been too far to his right. But by playing a few steps deeper than usual, Wambsganss had

         given himself just a little more time.

      


      At the crack of the bat, Wambsganss started running to his right. Kilduff, on second, and Miller, on first, heard the sound

         of the ball meeting the bat, put their heads down, and started running. The drive sounded like a base hit.

      


      Wambsganss took only two or three steps, then instinctively jumped for the ball. He stretched his left arm across his body

         and turned his glove to backhand the ball.

      


      At the top of his leap, he hung for a moment, his glove wide open.


      Smack! The ball struck his mitt.

      


      As Wambsganss hit the ground after making the catch, he saw the ball peeking over the edge of his glove. He stumbled a little

         as his momentum carried him toward second base, but he made sure to cover the ball with his bare hand so it wouldn’t fall

         out.

      


      Kilduff was still running toward third. Miller was 

         still running toward second. But Mitchell had taken only a few steps toward first when the home plate umpire raised his hand

         and called him out.

      


      One out. But Wambsganss wasn’t finished yet.


      When he regained control of his body, he saw second base just ahead of him and to the left. He also saw Kilduff still racing

         toward third, his back to second.

      


      Wambsganss ran for second base. Kilduff didn’t have a chance. Wambsganss stepped on the bag, doubling him off.


      Two outs. But Wambsganss still wasn’t finished.


      Otto Miller was still running toward second. When he looked up, he saw Wambsganss standing on the base, holding the ball.


      Miller tried to stop and turn around. He couldn’t. He was already too close to second base. He just stood there, his mouth

         wide open with surprise.

      


      Wambsganss took two steps toward the bewildered Miller and touched the ball to his shoulder. Then he started running toward

         the dugout.

      


      After a few seconds, the other Indian fielders started to trot off, too.


      The crowd, which had cheered loudly when Wambsganss had caught Mitchell’s line drive, fell quiet. They weren’t quite sure

         what had just happened.

      


      

         On third base, Kilduff looked around, confused.

      


      The umpire near third base helped him understand. He stuck his thumb out and raised it in the air.


      “You’re out!” he said.


      Miller still stood frozen just a few feet off second. The umpire near second base stuck his thumb out and thrust his arm into

         the air.

      


      “You’re out!” he said.


      Finally a few people in the crowd figured out what Wambsganss had done. They started to clap and cheer, then a few more joined

         in. In a few seconds, everyone in the stands was on their feet, roaring and waving their hats in the air.

      


      It was a triple play!


      That was rare enough. Triple plays don’t happen very often. But this was something special.

OEBPS/images/9780316093873.jpg
MATT CHRISTOPHER
Y B

iy

nnnnnnn





