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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 [image: Image]


Many of the baseball teams in this story, centered in the 1890s, carry names that modern readers may find unfamiliar. The Boston Beaneaters, the Cleveland Spiders, the Louisville Colonels—these belonged to the twelve-team National League of 1892-99, back when it was the only major league in the country. The team names were not as formal or enduring as they are today; the Brooklyn ballclub, for instance, was known as the Trolley Dodgers or the Bridegrooms or the Superbas at various times, or even at the same time. Adding to the confusion, when the American League began in 1901, it appropriated some of the team names the National League had abandoned—the St. Louis Browns, the Washington Senators, and the Baltimore Orioles. For Baltimore teams, the confusion over names did not end there. After the 1901-02 American League Orioles were moved to New York (and became known as the Highlanders and later the Yankees), Baltimore’s minor league ballclub took the old moniker for the next fifty-one years, then passed it along in 1954 to the modern American League ballclub, which until then had been the St. Louis Browns.

I have tried to ground this story in the times it describes, in part by using the language and presentation of the period. Hence “crank” and “twirler” and other terms of a bygone age. I have left “street” and “avenue” in lower case, and kept the spellings of names as they were then—“Hughey” Jennings instead of “Hughie,” and Ed “Delehanty” instead of “Delahanty” (as it later became after a birth certificate was found).

But in most ways, baseball has not changed very much from the end of the nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth. Owners still act like owners, and players like players. The following story should feel startlingly familiar.

In time it was made apparent to even the most casual observer that baseball as a sport was playing second fiddle to baseball as a business.

—FRANK HOUGH, sporting editor of The Philadelphia Inquirer, 1900

Everything I have, except my family, is for sale at a price.

—NED HANLON, part owner of the Baltimore Orioles, 1899

Keep your eye clear, and hit ’em where they ain’t.

—“WEE WILLIE” KEELER, peerless place-hitter, 1903



PART ONE
Sentiment




1
The Fields of Brooklyn


The weather in Brooklyn had been quirky since Christmas. The mercury had fallen the night before to thirteen degrees, the coldest of the winter so far, and snow had been predicted for this dying day of 1922. In its place came a heavy rain followed by hours of disarming sunshine and then a chilly wind.

“Wee Willie” Keeler, the famous old ballplayer, was propped up on pillows in his sickbed, looking wan and wasted. Though he was small, his features had been generous; now they seemed shriveled. The pain in his chest had been disabling at times, but his eyes still shone.

Charles Wuest, his doctor and friend, came by around noon. Willie invited him over for a quiet party that evening. “Well, I’ve got to have a New Year smoke and drink with old friends like you,” Willie said. Even in illness and penury he seemed playful and kind. “I had a dream last night that we were all going to California to spend the winter.”

He understood that he would never go. His brothers, Tom and Joe, and his closest friends had been told that the end was imminent. Willie had not: The patient never was. But surely he knew. No batsman had ever faced the twirlers with a keener eye.

He had already told Tom, his oldest brother, that he knew this was a fight he would lose. That night he spoke to his friends who had squeezed into his dim second-floor flat at 1010 Gates avenue. “You think that I am going to die,” he said. “But I am not going to pass out this year. I am going to see the new year in.”

Willie Keeler was only fifty, but what more was there to do? He had lost everything he loved when he left baseball. He had never married or fathered a child. He had been the first ballplayer to be paid $10,000 a year. Known as the Brooklyn Millionaire when he retired, now he was a pauper. At last he had found Clara, but only when it was too late.

He fell asleep as midnight neared. His guests went into the street to listen to the bells of Brooklyn, the City of Churches, ring in the new year. Willie lived in a row house with bow windows, a half-block on the wrong side of Broadway. On the other side, beyond the loud grimy el, stood the Victorian mansions of Bushwick. Willie’s side was crowded with the children of immigrants—from Russia, Austria, Germany, France, Alsace, and most of all Ireland, where his parents had been born.

All over Brooklyn, sirens and bells were sounded as 1923 arrived. An eight-year-old girl in Bushwick sat in the rear window of her home and was shot in the forehead by a rifle fired into the air. (Dr. Wuest, a coroner’s physician, conducted the autopsy.) On Gates avenue, the muffled sounds of celebration penetrated inside.

Suddenly there was a sound in the sickroom. Tom, who had stayed behind, rushed to his brother’s bedside. He found Willie sitting up. A smile creased Willie’s face as he shook a miniature cowbell.

“You see,” he said, “the new year is here and so am I—still.”

He exchanged good wishes with the others once they returned. He took a short smoke and a drink—“really medicine for him,” Dr. Wuest said later. Willie finished and said to his friends: “I’m pretty tired. I feel like taking a good, long sleep.” He dozed off.

He never awakened.

Within an hour Willie Keeler had breathed his last. Dr. Wuest looked at his watch. It was a quarter past one.

On the death certificate the doctor described the cause of death as chronic endocarditis, an inflammation of the lining of the heart. Willie had suffered from it for five years. There was also a report of dropsy, an excess of fluid between the cells, the sign of a failing heart.

The reaction to his death was intense. WILLIE KEELER STRUCK OUT BY THE GREAT UMPIRE, the Brooklyn Daily Times grieved. WILLIE KEELER, GREATEST OF PLACE HITTERS, LEAVES BEHIND A BRILLIANT RECORD, ran the headline in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. The Sporting News listed the records he still held. He had batted safely in forty-four consecutive games in a season. He had collected at least two hundred hits in each of eight straight seasons, and claimed to have once played an entire season without striking out. George Sisler had broken his record of 239 hits in a season only three years before. Willie’s batting average of .424 back in ’ninety-seven was the second-highest ever (next to Hugh Duffy’s .440), other than in ’eighty-seven, the year that four strikes made an out and bases on balls counted as hits.

Even more than his individual achievements, Willie Keeler had helped change the face of the national game. The newspapers in Baltimore mourned the passing of the first of the Big Four who had played for the celebrated Orioles a quarter-century earlier. At the time, baseball had been a game of power and thick-bodied men. Then came the Orioles, scrappy and swift. In ’ninety-four they won the first of three pennants in a row. They used the hit-and-run, the bunt, the squeeze play, the cutoff play, the Baltimore chop—whatever was unexpected and put their opponents on edge. They never stopped thinking. Scientific baseball, it was called, or inside baseball, or—more than occasionally—dirty baseball.

Whatever the name, the national game would never be the same. Before Willie broke in, ballplayers customarily held the bat at the very end; he choked almost halfway up and chopped and thrust and poked at the ball. By his success, he changed what was right. In place of the slugging came speed and strategy and smarts. Even now, Ty Cobb and Rabbit Maranville were still slicing up the basepaths in the old Orioles’ footsteps.

It was after Willie Keeler had returned to Brooklyn from Baltimore that a baseball scribe asked him for his secret of hitting. Willie had been thinking about it for years. “Keep your eye clear,” he replied, “and hit ’em where they ain’t.”

He could see the rotation on the ball from the instant the pitcher released it. He had to use every advantage, for he was not much bigger than a batboy. Willie claimed to be five feet, four and one-half inches tall—and would never consent to be measured. The others of the Big Four—John McGraw, Hughey Jennings, and even Swaggering Joe Kelley—were not all that much bigger. They were brainy at the bat and reckless on the basepaths and fearless in the field. Old-timers still talked of the afternoon in Washington that Willie had stuck his hand up through the barbed wire fence and prevented a home run. The great second baseman Johnny Evers, famed as a fielder himself, thought that no ballplayer had ever been a better judge of where a batter would drive a pitch.

Yet it was not only for his playing that Willie was eulogized. “The loveliest character in baseball,” Brooklyn manager Wilbert Robinson, the catcher and captain of the old Orioles, murmured to a reporter on New Year’s night. Among teammates who sharpened their spikes, Willie was known for his decency and gentlemanly demeanor.

From the start he had been amazed he was paid to do something he would have done for free. “I like playing ball so much,” he once told the Orioles in their clubhouse, “I’d pay them for the privilege if that was the only way I could get into a ballpark.”

Yet even while he was on the diamond, the air of innocence was fading fast. Baseball was not what it had once been. Monopoly and greed had transformed the national game and at last it touched even Willie. “I am in baseball for all I can get out of it,” he explained matter-of-factly when he jumped to the American League in 1903. “In baseball, as in any profession, business prevails over sentiment.”

Ever since, things had only grown worse. The Black Sox scandal, when gamblers fixed the World Series of 1919, had shown baseball as something darker than a sport. In response—and panic—the ballclubs’ owners had hired a tyrannical commissioner to save them from themselves. On the field the game was changing again. A borough away, a spindly legged strongman by the name of Babe Ruth was banging home runs and turning baseball into a game of sluggers again.

Nor was Brooklyn what it had been while Willie was growing up, just a dozen blocks from where he died. Brooklyn had never grown so fast. Where fields had been, now there were homes. Asphalt had replaced the cobblestones; the milk trucks no longer wakened the hard-of-hearing. A record number of new buildings had gone up in the previous year and more than a thousand miles of sewers twisted beneath its streets, instead of sixty, as just a decade before. Changes in zoning had spattered businesses among the narrow, unremitting homes. Willie had died beside a bank and over a branch office of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. An undertaker labored a block away.

Willie Keeler’s body lay in a plain oaken coffin by the bow window. He had died on a Monday and the funeral was arranged for Thursday morning. The mourners had started to gather by Wednesday. That night, two hundred members of the Brooklyn Lodge of the Elks, No. 22, passed through Willie’s rooms to say their farewells to one of the lodge’s most enduring members. Thomas Burns led the hymns and prayers, then every Elk filed silently past the casket and dropped a single red rose from his lapel.

Hundreds of people waited outside in the cold. In Willie’s playing days they had been called “cranks” and were now known as “fans.”

It snowed overnight, seven-and-a-half inches, the heaviest of the winter so far. It was also the prettiest. A covering of white concealed the grit of the streets. The plows had been out in the night so that by morning the trolleys could pass. In a full-page advertisement on page 12 of the Eagle, Abraham & Straus cajoled:
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Several hundred people gathered again in the morning on Gates avenue and stood with their heads bared in the sun. Police reserves from the Ralph avenue station stood nearby.

Inside the tan brick house with the chocolate-colored cornice and the ornamental trim, the manager of the world champion New York Giants, one of the most celebrated men in America, stood by the open casket and stared at the face of his friend. John McGraw had known Willie Keeler for twenty-nine years. They had batted one-two in the Orioles’ lineup. How many hundreds of times had Willie moved Mac along a base or more? They had wrestled with each other, the two bantams rolling around in the dirt. They had sat side by side at the vaudeville show and in church. After five glorious years as teammates they played on rival teams, then in rival leagues. When Willie’s playing days were just about done, Mac hired him as a pinch hitter and a coach.

He gazed down on the casket for five minutes, which seemed an eternity. Mac was white-haired now. Once he had been the scrawny and fiery soul of a team. Now he was the Little Napoleon, stocky and imperious, who could never admit to a doubt that he was right. How he had changed from when they were young.

Willie had not changed. To be sure, he had compromised with the ways of the world. He had allowed his innocence to turn into something else. But he had never really changed.

Only now he was dead.

McGraw started to weep. The Eagle said he broke down. He wailed so loudly, the Keeler family recounted later, that Joe Kelley—always spoiling for a fight—barged in from a room away and threw him out.

Other ex-Orioles had come to pay their respects—Hughey Jennings and Steve Brodie and Kid Gleason and Jack Doyle and the man at the center of the team, their brilliant strategist of a manager, Ned Hanlon. Every year the old teammates still gathered for a reunion. Usually they went to Baltimore, but recently they had been coming to New York, so that Willie could attend.

Now they had learned, on a side street in Brooklyn, that the bonds between them would last until death.

The flowers kept arriving, as they had all night. Colonel Jacob Ruppert and Colonel T. L. Huston, the owners of the Yankees, sent an enormous cluster of roses and pink carnations. A casket bouquet came from the Giants—the first big league ballclub Willie had played for, and the last. Flowers arrived from almost every major league club and from the leaders of the national game and from celebrated players of yore. It took two open motorcars to carry them all the four blocks to the church.

The motorcars preceded the hearse, with its wide windows, the white curtains drawn. Joe and Sarah Keeler and their three children filled the first carriage in the cortege. Tom and Annie Keeler took the second. McGraw shared the third carriage with Hughey Jennings, now his assistant manager, and with Wid Conroy, who had roomed with Willie on the road when they were Yankees—the Highlanders then. Nine more automobiles carried Willie’s friends. The crowd walked behind the procession, all the way to the church.

The neighborhood grew fancy. The row houses widened and had staircases with wrought-iron railings. The Gothic spire of the Church of Our Lady of Good Counsel, on Putnam avenue between Patchen and Ralph, rose like a guardian angel over a neighborhood in no evident need of one. Snow covered the steps of the brooding gray church; ice encased the bower of branches that wreathed the Crusader-arched doorway.

Inside, the rows of stone pillars soared toward gilded arches at the vaulted ceiling. Painted saints graced the cream-colored walls between the stained-glass windows made in Munich.

Hundreds of worshipers crowded inside. Charley Ebbets, the president of the Brooklyn ballclub, was traveling in Europe, and Wilbert Robinson, the portly Uncle Robbie, was at his winter home in Georgia (disappointing local sportswriters, who hoped to ask about the rumors of a trade). But many others had come. Charley Ebbets, Jr., and Ed McKeever represented the Brooklyn club. National League president John Heydler, concessionaire Harry Stevens, and Pat Powers, who had started Willie in the big leagues, sat in the pews. So did Abe Yager of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and Joe Vila of the New York Sun and John B. Foster of Sporting Life, the expired weekly—the newspapermen who had become Willie’s friends.

The ushers wore tuxedos. Father Donahue, in his fiddleback vestments, stood with his back to the mourners. He and two assistant priests conducted the requiem Mass.

A smaller crowd gathered again shortly before noon at Calvary Cemetery, just into Queens. Snow shrouded the hillside. Willie’s father had purchased the plot when Willie was three years old, to bury a baby daughter and later a two-year-old son. He had come here again to bury his beloved wife. For the past eleven years he had rested beside her, facing east across the quiet landscape, toward Ireland.

Now Willie, sweet Willie, would join them. Three tender pink roses gently rested on his casket, and John McGraw and Hughey Jennings and Wid Conroy each tossed on a spadeful of earth as it was lowered into the ground. Tears came to their eyes, not only for a teammate but for a time.

It snowed fiercely on the first Saturday of March in eighteen seventy-two. The ferry boats found it hard to cross the East River from Manhattan island and they had to rely on the clanging of the bells more than on the lights to guide them into the docks of Brooklyn. The passengers huddled together for warmth, barely able to see the massive gray stone tower rising out of the water by the far Brooklyn shore. It was to be three times the height it was now, the loftiest thing on the horizon, to hold the grand unearthly bridge that would forever change Brooklyn.

The sun rose clear and bright the next morning, on the Sabbath, the third of March. Along the sunny side of Brooklyn’s streets, the snow turned to slush. At the Plymouth Church, in the eminence of Brooklyn Heights, the lionlike Henry Ward Beecher shook his irongray mane, taking pains not to castigate sin so harshly as to discomfit the sinner. Even in Brooklyn, he roared in his nasal twang, wealth was becoming the measure of success.

Still, Brooklyn was nothing like New York, across the East River, where the incumbent mayor, a Tammany Hall man, was facing a jury and Boss Tweed was nine months away from being arrested. In New York, people lived in dark and crowded quarters, and murders had become unremarkable. Not in Brooklyn. It was the fourth most populous city in the nation, and just a ferry ride away from the largest. Yet the air felt fresh and the streets were calm and a man might gain title to a home of his own.

Pat Keleher had managed to do so, at 376 Pulaski street, at the edge of the Bedford section of Brooklyn. That was three years ago. Now he had something else to celebrate. His wife, Mary, gave birth this day to their third child, their third son. They named him William, which was Pat’s Christian name.

Pat had arrived from Ireland a dozen years before, carrying the family name of O’Kelleher. As a boy he had worked on a farm in County Cork, until the absentee landlords had mismanaged the country’s rich soil into ruin. At the age of twenty-six, still too poor to marry, Pat had walked the twenty miles over Watergrass Hill and down to the ocean. His shoes dangled from around his neck, to save the soles for when he reached his new home.

Pat was not one of the garrulous, talkative Irishmen, but a guttural sort, a compact man who spoke in grunts. His chin was strong and his skull looked squat, as if flattened by the weight of the world. Yet he had a wicked sense of humor. His eyes had a spark—a pugnaciousness—that lit up his face. He looked every inch the Irishman.

This was not bound to help his prospects in his new homeland. Even in Brooklyn, so heavy with immigrants, in many a workplace the Irish need not apply. The newspaper advertisements specified Protestant girls for housework.

But Pat was determined. In this blunt land of liberty, he was quick to make his way. He dropped the O’ from his name and found a job, quite a good one, driving the horse-drawn trolleys that ran along DeKalb avenue. He took a wife, Mary Kiley, who had come from Ireland the same time he did. They saved every cent, and when they had accumulated $700 they bought a house. It was not much to look at—little more than a narrow two-story shack, with monotonous shingles and a tiny front porch. The slit of a doorway was sheltered by a desiccated porch roof resting on rococo joists, which were meant to show luxury but suggested the reverse. The only light-hearted touch was a white picket fence that protected a front yard barely spacious enough for a newborn. Still, it was theirs—Pat’s and Mary’s and little Tom’s and then Joe’s and now Willie’s. Already Pat owned more than he could have imagined in the despairing land of his birth. Almost everyone else on the block between Lewis and Stuyvesant avenues rented.

He loved working for the trolley. The horse-drawn lines fanned out across the city of Brooklyn like splayed fingers. The DeKalb Avenue Railroad Company, an independent line, carried passengers east to Broadway and beyond, all the way to Coney Island. But it was forbidden to run its cars on the direct route to Fulton Ferry or to City Hall, because the City Railroad Company, by virtue of its influence in Albany, had been granted the rights to the public thoroughfares. “The power of this impudent monopoly,” the Eagle wailed.

Pat had known since Ireland not to count on anyone else for his survival. He started a modest moving business on the side and bought a plot of land farther out in Brooklyn on which he raised a few cows and a couple of goats. The cow’s milk he sold and the goat’s milk he drank, though he never learned to like it.

“You never put out any garbage,” the garbage collector told him one day.

“We ates it,” Pat replied.

For Willie and his older brothers and every boy they knew, Brooklyn was a wonderful place to grow up. There were frogs to catch and snakes to put out of their misery. In every direction from Pulaski street lay open fields. Directly across the street, at the five-story brick buildings of H. B. Scharmann & Sons Brewery, the boys could steal past the vigilant watchman, into the imposing entranceway, to snatch handfuls of sweet malt from the end of the chute. Or they watched the husky men rolling the hogsheads up and down the street, back and forth across the cobblestones, to distribute the resin evenly inside.

For boys in knickers there were street games galore, such as tag and leapfrog and Red Rover and many others that involved a bat and a ball—One o’ Cat, Kick the Wicket, Kick the Can, Hit the Stick, all the precursors to what was already coming to be regarded as the national game. For Willie, living in the smallest house on the block meant having the biggest backyard. The three brothers never seemed to stop playing and though Willie was the littlest, he held his own. One day Tom and Joe were boxing with gloves on behind their house. Willie, who had never boxed before, said it looked like fun. They invited him to try. He thrashed them both.

He was small for his age but never defenseless. He was strong, and he had a knack. He was clever with his dukes. When he wrestled he could throw someone twice his weight. Few of the boys around Brooklyn had anything on him.

He always seemed to be having fun, even when he was not supposed to. At P.S. 26, the gabled schoolhouse over on Gates avenue between Patchen and Ralph with windows shaped like colossal tombstones, Willie’s mind was never on his books. A matronly teacher dressed him down for assuring her that a rhinoceros was a fine-feathered bird. And she had another thing on her mind. “I shall no longer tolerate,” she told him, “the bringing of baseball bats into this schoolroom.”

Willie sat serenely at his desk and smiled, his coat pockets bulging with baseballs.

For Willie, school became a place to play ball. “For four years we had a team that easily beat any school team in the Eastern District,” he remembered years later with pride. “I was captain and first batter a good part of the time. When I was elected captain I got a red-and-white belt with the word ‘Captain’ on it. That belt I never took off, night or day, during the summer.” Often he would skip out in the afternoon—or in the morning—to toss a blackened baseball around with his pals. His father complained to friends that Willie wanted only to play baseball.

Baseball was in the air in Brooklyn. Empty lots had been turned into ballfields. Less than a mile away from Pulaski street stood the Capitoline Grounds, where Candy Cummings was said to have pitched the first curveball and Eddie Cuthbert had stolen baseball’s first base and Dicky Pearce had laid down the first bunt. Two years before Willie was born, the Cincinnati Red Stockings, the original all-professional team, had suffered their first defeat there, to the Brooklyn Atlantics, after eighty-four victories.

Willie’s father had put a bat in his smallest son’s hands at an early age and coached him to “hit it out.” This was fun, the way the homestrung ball leapt off the thick, dark bat. Right away Willie loved it. “I guess it was just because I couldn’t help it,” he struggled to explain many years later. “People say that a man or boy must be pretty near a crank on any subject to be a success at it. I was a crank on baseball—so there you are. I have lived in the same neighborhood in Brooklyn all my life and the oldest inhabitant will tell you he never saw me without a ball or a bat, or both, in my hands when I was a kid.”

Willie and Tom joined the Eclipse Bowling Club and Willie kept up his boxing but found he did not enjoy inflicting pain. His first love was baseball. It was right for him. Size did not matter so much. Speed counted as much as power, deftness more than heft. The game rewarded the player who tried his damndest and never gave up.

At fourteen he began to play for the Rivals, an amateur nine, with its home grounds at Greene and Broadway, a half-dozen blocks from Willie’s house. He would arrive before seven each morning and spend the day. “We were only sandlot kids,” he said, “but what fun we did have.” He played pretty much every position, but his finest game came in the pitcher’s box. The Rivals were playing the Star-Athletics, of Eagle’s Nest, who had not lost a game all season and had a minor legend named Swifty twirling. Half of Brooklyn and all of Long Island turned out to watch. Swifty gave up twelve runs and Willie allowed none. It was the most gratifying performance of his career, Willie judged decades later.

Mainly he played at third base. Even on an amateur team, that was an odd position for a left-handed fielder, for it took him an extra step or two to pivot and throw. Willie, though, was more than quick enough. And there was no better attribute a third baseman could have than instinct.

“I got lots of practice with the Rivals,” he remembered fondly, “and made quite a reputation among the boys.”

At fifteen he made up his mind that school was not for him. Willie’s father could not have been happy—or surprised. The point of school was to get ready for working, and Willie had no desire to work. “After I left school I tried hard to work like other boys,” he said, “but somehow I could never get my mind down to it.” He refused to study for a clerkship, for fear of ruining his eyes and his lungs. He was offered a decent wage to work in a factory in Brooklyn and a like amount to play for the company’s nine, so he said yes to the baseball and no to the job. When he was sixteen his father got a summer job for him at a cheese factory out on Long Island at $15 a month. Willie was angry but made no kick. From Monday to Saturday he stuck to the job, then drew $2 from the foreman on the pretense of going home. He went to Staten Island instead and played in a ballgame for $3 and expenses, and never worked in the cheese factory again.

“My father said I didn’t want to work, and predicted that I would become a professional ballplayer,” Willie said. “He was right, as parents usually are.”

Boys who play baseball as amateurs turn into men who must earn a living. All over Brooklyn and everywhere else, semipro teams had sprung up. Men paid to watch men and almost-men play the pastoral game of baseball. It helped the spectators remember how the world used to be—or how they wished it to be.

Willie was first paid to do what he loved at the age of sixteen. He got $1.50 to play on Sundays for a high-blown nine called the Acmes. Soon he was getting more than that, once the other semipro teams saw how he played. The Sylvans took him on and, late in the season, so did the Allertons, across the Hudson in Weehawken, New Jersey. He was living just as he wanted. He went wherever he liked by trolley and ferry. Hardly a day passed when his feet missed the diamond.

From the start he had a distinctive hitting stance. “About the first time a boy picks up a bat he acquires a style of batting,” he wrote later, “and he holds it for the remainder of his life. You can’t change a man’s style and make him successful.” He stood straight as a fence post, crowding the home base, so as not to betray any fear. He was too small to swing from the end of the bat, so he choked up instead, almost as much as halfway. That way he could stay in control. And control, he understood, was his best advantage.

He needed an advantage. When he was eighteen he still looked fourteen, with a foreshadowing of fuzz on his face and upper arms as thin as cheroots. To look his age he had started to smoke cigars—and never would see a need to stop. He was convinced that smoking would never hurt his batting eye as long as he did not inhale; quitting during the season would only jangle his nerves.

He also showed his age in his knowing glance. Among the bigger men, Willie held his own. He was sharp with the bat and swift in the field. He was in demand—and gloried in it. In New Jersey he played shortstop for the Allertons and right field for a team out in Rahway; in Brooklyn he played third base for the Flushings and the Ridgewoods.

He also found the time to sell scorecards at Eastern Park, where a Brooklyn major league nine had its home. He could watch the men on the diamond and dream. His employers had no fondness for the name of O’Kelleher or Keleher, as it had become. They preferred Keeler, which was easier to say and looked better on paper and had the advantage of often being mistaken for German or Dutch.

Willie obliged.

“My father was convinced that professional baseball was not so bad after all,” Willie recalled. The invitation from the Plainfield club had accomplished that. Strictly speaking, it was still semipro. But the Crescents played in the Central New Jersey League, which sounded real, and would pay him $60 a month.

Plainfield was becoming home to more and more New Yorkers, who escaped the miseries of the city by commuting on the Jersey Central Railroad, and the bustling town of 11,000 was crazy about baseball. When the Crescents traveled to Connecticut to play, the newspapers used homing pigeons to fly the scores back home. New grounds had been built on Somerset street, and the Crescents drew more cranks than any other ballclub in New Jersey, as many as 1,200 a game.

When they were winning, that is. Let them lose two or three games in a row and the crowds would stay home.

From the first Willie helped bring the spectators in. He showed a knack at the bat. In almost every game he got a hit. One afternoon in August of ’ninety-one he hit safely three times. “Let them sneer at Keeler no more,” the Plainfield Press advised. In a game the following week, he got five hits. He outraced ground balls and stole bases galore. He went to bat thirteen times in a doubleheader and collected twelve hits—“three of them two-baggers,” he was to remember. “Of all the records I ever made in after years none gave me the keen pleasure that that one did.” Willie won the batting championship, with an average of .376, as the Crescents took the pennant.

It was in the field that Willie struggled. When Plainfield’s short-stop was found to have wagered $25 on the opposing team and committed four errors to protect his investment, Willie took his place. His teammates and the cranks forgave his early fumbles and muffs, yet he kept making them. He booted grounders and threw wildly to first base. Some of his mistakes had no effect on the game; others brought defeat.

But slowly, not easily noticeable to the casual rooter, his fielding improved. Within weeks he was blocking hard-bouncing balls and, amid the errors, making a fine running catch of a fly ball.

One day he learned a lesson of a different sort. The Crescents had won twice as many games as they had lost this season and knew they were one of the best teams around. One of the best white teams, that is. They might have benefited more had the drubbing by the dark-skinned Gorhams come earlier. The Crescents cared too much about their own heroics and about the heads they could turn in the grandstand. Their opponents did not. “The Gorhams were not a nine,” a scribe in Plainfield wrote—“they were a unit.” They bunched their hits and turned eight double plays and licked the Crescents, 9 to 2.

When Willie returned to Plainfield the next spring he was the most popular man on the team. He batted fourth and played at short-stop or in right field or as the extra pitcher for a holiday double-header. The Crescents had just edged into first place in June of ’ninety-two when, for Willie, everything changed.

Herman Doescher was about to become the manager of the Binghamton ballclub in the Eastern League. The square-jawed, blond ex-umpire was a hard man. A decade earlier he had been banished from baseball for scouting players for one ballclub, then signing them for another he had secretly agreed to manage, and eventually was reinstated. Baseball was all he knew.

He was stopping off to visit his son in New York when he was told of a ballplayer named Brennan with the Staten Island Athletic Club who would be playing that Sunday at Leo Park out on Long Island. As the ladies in their bonnets and the beaus in their strawboaters picnicked by the ballfield, the old baseball man kept his attention on the diamond. It was not Brennan but the third baseman with the opposing team who caught his eye. The fact that Keeler threw left-handed was a drawback, to be sure. “But he picked up the ball so easy that I was attracted to him, but that was nothing like his batting,” Doescher said. “For seven innings every time he came to bat he made a base hit, and many of them were two-or three-baggers.”

He went up to Willie and asked how much he was making. Then he asked if Willie wanted to play in the Eastern League, just a step below the major leagues, for $90 a month. Willie jumped at the chance. Doescher handed him $25 and they arranged to meet at the railroad station the following day.

That night, Willie sat at home in Brooklyn and penned a letter to his manager in Plainfield. His handwriting was meticulous, full of sharp points and artful loops. “I know you will not feel hard of me,” he wrote, “for you know you would like to see your players advance themselves, and of course there was such a great difference in the money.”

The manager’s reply was unambiguous. He told the newspapers that he could easily fill Keeler’s place and promised to do whatever he could to bar Willie from the Central New Jersey League.

The Binghamton Bingos had slipped into tenth place in the ten-team league. “The public is awake to the fact that there is a screw loose somewhere and it looks very much like mismanagement,” the Binghamton Republican groused. The third baseman was injured and the shortstop, John Irwin, took his place.

Willie Keeler reported to the team in Syracuse and was immediately put in at shortstop. He got quite a workout. He made four putouts, including a circus catch, and threw four men out. (He also committed an error that gave up a run.) At the bat he hit safely and drew a walk, and Binghamton won, 4 to 2.

The next afternoon, a welcome sunny day in Syracuse, the Bingos—out of desperation—had Willie pitch. It was a game he would never forget. The Syracuse Stars, hardly a powerhouse, batted him all over the lot, smiting nineteen hits. Willie was left in the box to face his fate, as twirlers ordinarily were. Only the Stars’ sloppy baserunning kept the game as close as 9 to 3.

Willie never pitched again.

The Bingos lost four more in a row, in Buffalo and Rochester, before going home. Binghamton was new to Willie. It called itself the Parlor City, this place of drab graciousness in upstate New York, where the inhabitants passed the summer on their spacious front porches and waited for the long winter to come. Binghamton was thriving. Its population had doubled in a decade, to more than 35,000. The narrow jutting streets in the center of the city had new brick buildings made fancy with cornices. Factories had sprouted on open land. More than two dozen of them crowded downtown, making shoes or men’s clothing or furniture or carriages or—most of all—cigars. Out on Stow Flats, where the Bingos played, the fairgrounds were being refurbished, behind an overdecorated archway that aspired to be elegant before it merely seemed worn.

Not until his fifth game with the Bingos did Willie make more hits than errors. Soon he was playing third base, after a slashing line drive broke John Irwin’s leg. Willie found he was fast enough in pivoting to throw—sometimes too fast, so he was off-balance as he got the ball away. Once he lost the game by dropping a pop fly because he was doing the next thing first. He committed forty-eight errors in ninety-three games. “In the Eastern, I had been called ‘the best left-handed third baseman in the league,’” Willie recounted. “All the others were right-handed.”

Yet along with the errors came spectacular catches that brought cheers from the stands. Even before the team reached Binghamton, Willie showed he could handle a bat. In a doubleheader in Rochester he struck six hits. Soon he was getting two or three or five hits a game.

Once he had his batting eye, he kept it. When he struck out against Troy it was considered an event. At Stow Flats, he hit his first home run, inside the grounds. He would have had a second one a few innings later had he slid into home.

It was a mistake he would never make again.

The Eastern League split the ’ninety-two season into separate pennant races to wake up the cranks. During the first half, the Bingos came in last. But in the second “series” they finished first. In ninety-three games Willie hit safely 153 times and scored 109 runs. He led the league’s batsmen with an average of .373.

On the diamond he noticed almost everything. But near the end of September he failed to notice Pat Powers in the grandstand.

The rotund, pleasantly balding man was well-known around the Eastern League, having managed the Trenton and Buffalo ballclubs. Now he was the manager of the New York Giants, in the National League. He had been watching the young infielder with a critical eye and liked what he saw. The Giants were not the only team to have sent an agent. The man from the Louisville Colonels also extended an offer. Pat Powers exceeded it. He offered $800 to the Bingos and a salary of $1,600 to Willie. Then he applied his persuasive manner and his oily tongue.

That was how Pat Powers “brought me into fast company,” Willie would remember. “Then my troubles began.”



2
The National Game


In more ways than one, baseball was already the national game. It had been, more or less, for decades. Oliver Wendell Holmes played it as a student at Harvard, where he graduated way back in ’twenty-nine. Lincoln was out playing baseball, or so it was said, when the committee of Republicans arrived in Springfield in ’sixty to tell him of his nomination. (He sent word for them “to wait a few minutes till I make another base hit.”) Andrew Johnson, the martyred president’s successor, declared baseball the national game. The National League was born in eighteen seventy-six, the year of the nation’s centennial. Sixteen years later, Benjamin Harrison, that cold fish in the White House, became the first president to attend a major league game, at the Swampoodle Grounds in Washington, the day after Willie Keeler begged his Plainfield manager’s indulgence.

Was this not God’s work?

Indeed, it was more than that. Baseball had begun as a sport for gentlemen, when the Knickerbockers played the first organized game in the Elysian Fields over in Hoboken in ’forty-six. The Civil War made it a pastime for everyone, once the soldiers took the game home with them. When the immigrants came, they played too. (Soon the bulk of the ballplayers had parents born in Ireland or Germany.) Stalwarts of baseball made lavish claims about how the national game fit the American temperament—about how baseball was democracy, how it readied boys for the rough and tumble of life, how it required the pluck and endurance of English cricket along with the dash and speed and spirit of America (though complaints were mounting about games taking two hours that should have lasted ninety minutes).

The most remarkable thing about these claims is that they were true.

Maybe this was why the debate over baseball’s origins grew so heated: The question went to the core of what (if anything) baseball meant to a nation that had lost its innocence. The evidence barely mattered. Baseball bore a striking resemblance to English rounders, which arranged four bases in a diamond and gave each striker three chances to swing at a ball the defense delivered. But if baseball was of English descent, how could it possibly embody all that America was? Surely then, or so any real patriot knew, baseball had its roots in the old-time American children’s game of cat-ball. A “pitcher” would throw a “cat” whittled from a piece of wood at a “batter” who was given three misses with a bat. Just start using bases and choosing up sides, and cat-ball became baseball—“a fruit of the inventive genius of the American boy,” a true believer wrote in ’eighty-eight.

The game kept changing as rapidly as the country did. Whatever the country needed, baseball could be. Years passed before the rules settled down. At first the baserunner might be put out by being soaked—that is, thrown at. Until ’sixty-five a batter was declared out if his hit was caught on one bounce. At first, bunts in fair territory that rolled foul were deemed fair. Originally the pitchers threw the ball underhanded and then no higher than the hip, then below the waist, then to the shoulder, and, starting in ’eighty-four, however they liked. The twirlers threw from a box located forty-five feet (and starting in ’eighty-one, fifty feet) from the diamond-shaped home base. Until ’eighty-seven the batter was allowed to ask for a high or a low pitch. In the course of the ’eighties the owners kept experimenting with balls and strikes. The number of balls that drew a base shifted from nine to eight to seven to six to seven to five and, in ’eighty-nine, to four, as the number of strikes that put a batter back on the bench changed from three to four and back to three. There had recently been talk of using a tenth player to bat for the pitcher. It took decades to get the balances right.

The customs of play kept changing as well. It was the practice but not yet a rule for the umpire to declare a batter automatically out on an infield fly. The twirlers, needing to outwit the rulemakers, kept learning new tricks. By the time everyone believed that a curveball actually curved, pitchers had conceived the inshoot and the drop ball and the change of pace. Into the ’eighties it was the twirler who signaled the catcher what he would pitch. The first baseman played with a foot on the bag until (or so the story had it) Charley Comiskey tried stepping away. Unless a runner had reached third base or the batter had only one more strike to go, the catcher stood ten feet or more behind the batter and bent forward from the hips, ready to snag a pitch on the bounce. The umpire, clad in blue since ’eighty-two, either stood behind the catcher or out by the pitcher’s box.

The catcher bowed to self-preservation first. Life was hard, and the baseball was too. Any ball hit into the seats had to be thrown back, and it got lumpy and misshapen as the game went along. Still, the ball hurt if it struck you. The first catcher’s mask, a wire cage like the one used in fencing, was tried in ’seventy-seven by an outfielder for the Harvard Law School nine who did not want to fill in as a catcher and lose his teeth. Then came chest protectors and thin leather gloves that, by ’eighty-nine, had become padded mitts. The other fielders, more sheepishly, also tried using gloves—fingerless at first—to ease the sting. The pioneers were ridiculed as men of soft flesh. But by the end of the ’eighties most of the fielders had succumbed, though many of the pitchers still resisted.

This improved the haphazard fielding only to a point. The close-fitting gloves did nothing to extend the fielders’ reach. And there was the field itself. The narrow basepaths were dusty but smooth, as was the path from the pitcher’s box to home base. But even on professional ballgrounds, the patchy grass of the infield concealed all manner of ruts, and the outfield was prone to troughs and slopes. Few balls rolled true.

The ballparks were rickety places that felt something like home. They could be built quickly if there was a need, out on a trolley route, away from the center of town. A grandstand could be slapped together in weeks, even a two-decked one, all lumber, prone to fire and termites. So could the bleacheries, which were becoming known as bleachers, the coarse raggedy boards unprotected from the summer sun. A ballgrounds was shaped like the lot it was on, ordinarily with a spacious and irregular outfield.

The rules on pitching put a premium on brute strength. Batsmen needed the same. What better way to score than to slash a hard pitch past the infielders and beyond the outfielders’ reach? Strong men—big men, powerful men, even merciless men—prevailed. Was that not the way of the world? In commerce the Carnegies and the Vanderbilts were king. The same was so in the national game. In baseball it was such as Adrian Anson, the big blond first baseman and captain of the Chicago White Stockings. Cap Anson was a slugger, the finest ball-player on the best team of the ’eighties—unimaginative, relentless, a household name. He had altered the customs of baseball when he refused to let the White Stockings take the field in ’eighty-seven against a team with a black ballplayer, thus setting a precedent. It was America’s team, the old White Stockings, featuring Anson and the dashing Mike Kelly—King Kelly, the most famous ballplayer of all, who had inspired the popular song “Slide, Kelly, Slide”—and Ed Williamson, who hit the most home runs ever in a season (twenty-seven in ’eighty-four).

“A veritable team of Samsons, an aggregation of six-footers”—that was how a young angular catcher named Connie Mack described the Chicagoans. No wonder the vaudeville audiences found themselves drawn to recitations or dramatizations of “Casey at the Bat,” a poem about a big man’s disgrace.

Life was hard. People died before their time for no discernible reason. The ballplayers needed grit, for the all-night rides, the hasty meals, the casual accommodations. But most of them had had a trade—as a wheelwright, a railroad brakeman, a carpet weaver, an asylum attendant, a calico dyer, a piano maker—and now understood their good fortune. They meant not to lose it. The players donned spikes and made it a point of pride to play hurt. They got no pay otherwise. The twirlers pitched every day or two. On the diamond the umpire struggled to keep control.

John Montgomery Ward anxiously scanned the docks as he arrived back in New York after an around-the-world tour sponsored by Al Spalding.

No Helen. Helen Dauvray, the beautiful actress, had been the Giants’ shortstop’s wife for barely a year when she promised to meet him in San Francisco and sail with the two teams for Honolulu. Johnny Ward was the captain of the All-Americas, who were to play Cap Anson and the White Stockings in a series of exhibitions in New Zealand and Australia. She had wired her regrets from Omaha. The ballplayers had gone on to Ceylon and Egypt and England. Wherever they went, they had been enthusiastically received, but they failed to interest the world in America’s national game. (Spalding caused a sensation when he tapped the Prince of Wales, Queen Victoria’s eldest son, on the shoulder.) They made a name for themselves—and for Spalding’s sporting goods.

That was seven months ago and now, in April of ’eighty-nine, she had stayed away again. By the following January they would be living apart and she would return to the stage.

Johnny Ward was not accustomed to being ignored. Nor was he an easy man to live with. Back in ’eighty he had pitched the second perfect game in baseball history (just five days after the first one) and became a sterling infielder when his arm gave out. He was smarter than most ballplayers and made sure they knew it. He was handsome in a mannered sort of way, with a waxy, well-shaped moustache. The muscles of his face seemed tight, as if he assumed that people were watching. He was a college man, and more. He had spent a year at Penn State and earned a law degree from Columbia in ’eighty-five, the year he became president of the Brotherhood of Professional Base ballplayers.

That was the source of the second jolt he experienced upon his return to New York, one he was probably better prepared for. While the travelers were in Egypt, playing by the Pyramids, word came from home that the National League owners had adopted the Brush Classification Plan. John T. Brush, the priggish owner of the Indianapolis Hoosiers, had proposed to assign every ballplayer to one of five categories, each with its own salary ceiling of $1,500 to $2,500, based on the quality not only of his play but also of his behavior, on and off the field. Johnny Ward was outraged—ballplayers had been earning as much as $4,000 or $5,000, occasionally higher—and made plans to quit the tour. Al Spalding dissuaded him. The National League cofounder, now the unsentimental president of the Chicago White Stockings, gave his assurance that he had had nothing to do with it. But when they got to England, the Brotherhood president sailed for New York in advance of the tour.

Even as his boat docked, Ward was met by angry ballplayers who wanted to declare a labor strike. He was cool-headed and argued against it. The season was just about to start, and the ballplayers, other than the illiterate ones, had signed their names to a contract. Backing out now, the lawyer-ballplayer knew, would put the ballplayers in bad odor with the public.

The Brotherhood had been benevolent at first, when nine of the Giants had started it as sort of a fraternal organization in ’eighty-five. A year passed before newsmen even learned of it.

It was only a matter of time, however, before the Brotherhood became something less benign. The tension between capital and labor had been festering. It could be traced back to ’seventy-nine, when the National League owners had adopted the reserve rule. Each ballclub could reserve the services of five of its ballplayers for the following season, to stanch the competition that had sent salaries spiraling and to stop the wealthy clubs from cornering all of the stars. Why should a ballclub spend good money to train a fellow and then lose him to a competitor for a few dollars more? The reserve rule was a brilliant solution devised by Art Soden, the penny-pinching owner of the Boston Beaneaters. It ended the movement of players from team to team at ever-higher salaries. When the American Association started up in ’eighty-two as a rival to the National League, it shunned the reserve rule—for all of one season. Then the younger league came to see the benefits too. Soon both leagues extended their reserve lists to eleven men, then to twelve, then fourteen—practically the entire team.

The Brotherhood’s mission began to come clear the winter after its founding. The owners vowed to limit salaries to $2,000 and refused to give ballplayers an advance over the winter. Ballplayers with pregnant wives and not a cent to their name sent pitiful letters, which were routinely ignored. The next winter the bad feelings mounted, when the great King Kelly was sold to the Beaneaters for an unheard-of sum of $10,000. Al Spalding got all of it. Kelly got none.

“What was formerly a pastime has now become a business,” Johnny Ward bemoaned in Lippincott’s Magazine in the summer of ’eighty-six. A year later, he made his case in Lippincott’s that “in the eye of the baseball ‘magnate’ the player has become a mere chattel.” A ballclub had the contractual right to release a ballplayer on ten days’ notice or, if it liked, reserve his services year after year and keep him for his entire career at whatever salary the club proposed. It was a form of servitude that had a precedent for the generation that had fought the Civil War. “Any such claim by one set of men of a right of property in another,” Johnny Ward wrote, “is as unnatural to-day as it was a quarter of a century ago.”

Within a year the Brotherhood had signed up more than a hundred players. Johnny Ward formed a committee of three ballplayers—himself and Ned Hanlon and Big Dan Brouthers, both of the Detroit Wolverines—and met with the National League owners. But the League, like any self-respecting business, refused to recognize the Brotherhood as a labor union.

It was Brush’s Classification Plan that caused the final rupture. The Brotherhood committee sought another meeting with the magnates. “There is nothing to discuss,” Al Spalding replied, putting off the request until fall.

The ballplayers responded by laying the groundwork for a new league. Johnny Ward was painstaking by nature, and Ned Hanlon, a center fielder with Pittsburgh now, was a shrewd, quiet man who could keep a secret. When his team played in Cleveland he sought out Al Johnson, the street railway magnate and the brother of the city’s reform mayor. Hanlon wanted to know if Johnson had a place along one of his lines for a ballpark.

Yes, he did.

In the course of the ’eighty-nine season, as each League team passed through Cleveland, Al Johnson conferred in private with one or more of its players. They worked out plans. The moneymen would build the ballparks in each city and take the first $10,000 in profits; the ballplayers would split the next $10,000 among themselves and then half of the rest.

The League magnates knew that something was up but never suspected its magnitude.

On the fourth of November in ’eighty-nine, they learned. Thirty or forty members of the Brotherhood gathered at the Fifth Avenue Hotel in New York, a marble palace that the League magnates had long favored for their own meetings. The lobby, with its ornate molding and plush club chairs, hosted enough silk hats and gold-headed canes to indeed have been a gathering of magnates instead of laboring men who meant to pass as magnates. Just off the lobby, in the bar, Johnny Ward was nursing a highball, looking more like one of the magnates than the anarchist they imagined him to be.

The ballplayers issued a manifesto of 638 words and minced none of them. “There was a time when the League stood for integrity and fair dealing; to-day it stands for dollars and cents. Once it looked to the elevation of the game and an honest exhibition of the sport; to-day its eyes are upon the turnstile. Men have come into the business for no other motive than to exploit it for every dollar in sight.” The reserve clause—for now it was part of every player’s contract—was the instrument of the owners’ greed. “Players have been bought, sold and exchanged as though they were sheep instead of American citizens.”

The Players’ League put teams in seven of the National League’s eight cities. (It went into Buffalo instead of Cincinnati.) Eighty-one National Leaguers and twenty-eight from the American Association jumped to the new league, to be rid of the reserve clause and gain a voice and also a cut of the profits. King Kelly, Dan Brouthers, Charley Comiskey, Tim Keefe—all of the stars jumped leagues, except for Cap Anson, who owned stock in the White Stockings and felt a primal loyalty to Al Spalding, the team’s owner.

Spalding was put in charge of the League’s three-man War Committee. He was a formidable man. He was no longer the lean and sinewy right-hander who had won forty-seven games for the White Stockings in ’seventy-six—a clever twirler, the first to use the change of pace, brilliant at keeping the batter off balance by quick-pitching him or letting him fidget. Except that he was never able to master the curve. He pitched one victory in ’seventy-seven and, at age twenty-seven, quit the diamond only to pursue, with athletic abandon, another side of baseball. He and his brother opened a sporting goods store and found immediate success. Soon Al Spalding became the Barnum of baseball, bringing energy and inventiveness to promoting the national game—and the equipment for playing it. As his success grew, so did his circumference. Gone was the slender face of schoolboy sullenness. Instead, his face had grown broad and stern. He had the imperturbable mien of a man who was certain he knew what was right.

The National League sent its lawyers to court to stop the ballplayers from jumping, to no avail. Al Spalding tried something else. Shortly after the ’ninety season started, with three major leagues now competing for the coins of the cranks, he invited King Kelly to his hotel room.

“How are things going with the game, Mike?” Spalding asked the high-living, hard-drinking catcher.

“Oh, the game’s gone to hell,” came the reply.

“Why, what’s the matter?”

“Everything’s the matter; everybody’s disgusted—clubs all losing money. We made a damn foolish blunder when we went into it.”

That was what Spalding had hoped to hear. He put a $10,000 check on the table. He asked the ballplayer if he would like it.

The answer: “Would Mike Kelly like $10,000? I should smile.”

And there was more, Spalding assured him—a three-year contract, with Kelly to fill in the salary himself.

The ballplayer blanched. Did this mean he would have to quit the Brotherhood—“go back on the boys?”

“That’s just what it means.”

Kelly asked for time to think. He walked the streets of Chicago for an hour and a half. Then he returned and said, “I can’t go back on the boys, and neither would you.”

Of the three major leagues, the Players’ League clearly had the best ballplayers and the most cranks at their games—though all sides routinely lied about their attendance. “If either party to this controversy ever furnished to the press one solitary truthful statement as to the progress of the war from his standpoint,” Spalding wrote, “a monument should be erected to his memory.”

And it was a war, at least to the generals. The American Association had seen its finest troops desert. Brooklyn and Philadelphia had teams in all three leagues. The National League scheduled its games head-to-head with those of the Players’ League, turning the oldest league into the upstart’s implacable enemy. How could there possibly be enough cranks with their afternoons free? Every one of the twenty-four ballclubs in the three leagues lost money.

Then Spalding made his bluff. Precisely how he managed it, behind closed doors, the public never learned. But this much was known: After the season he met with three of the Players’ League’s owners and soon enough had them believing that their financial losses were worse than the National League’s own, though this was not the case. Capitalist to capitalist, they conferred. The Brotherhood, left out, was incensed, but agreements were reached. The Players’ League franchise in New York was willing to merge with the financially floundering Giants, which several of the National League owners had already been forced to bail out. Then the Pittsburgh clubs merged and then the Chicago clubs and the ones in Brooklyn. It was every team for itself.

And thus the Players’ League collapsed.

Its ballplayers were ordered to return to the teams they had forsaken. In Philadelphia the new owners of the American Association club, the Athletics, forgot to include two of their ex-players on the reserve list. The National League’s Pittsburgh club swooped in and snatched one of them (and thereafter were known as the Pirates) and the Beaneaters signed the other.

Another war was on.

The American Association had always been different from the National League. The Beer and Whisky League, its detractors dubbed it, because so many of its magnates were brewers, mainly of German descent. The Association’s clubs sold liquor at the ballpark and priced tickets at twenty-five cents (instead of fifty) and played games on Sundays, so the workingman might come.

When the National League refused to return the two purloined players, the Association withdrew from a National Agreement it had signed in ’eighty-three. “Spalding says he wants war and we will give it to him,” one of the Association’s leaders sniped. Each league raided players from the other (King Kelly signed with the Association and then jumped back to the National League) and said nasty things in the newspapers.

When twelve of the sixteen clubs lost money in ’ninety-one, something had to give. It was the Association, weakly capitalized, that sued for peace.

Not long before Christmas the owners from both leagues convened in Indianapolis. By then their course was clear, and with admirable dispatch a deal was struck. The four weakest Association franchises were to disappear, each owner to be paid for his loss. The stronger four—in Baltimore, Washington, St. Louis, and Louisville—were to merge with the National League, to form a single, twelve-team circuit. For stability’s sake, the owners of all twelve teams signed an “ironclad” agreement: The new league could not alter its composition for ten years to come unless every club agreed. Baseball was a monopoly now.

The surviving magnates argued about what the new league should be called. The consolidation committee had suggested a blend of the two names, which the National League’s owners summarily rejected: To call it the “American League” put the wrong league first. Nobody liked the “National Association,” the name of the failed circuit that had preceded the National League in the early ’seventies. So a compromise was found: The new entity was named the National League and American Association of Professional Base Ball Clubs. Soon it was shortened to something more familiar: the National League.

Surely Willie Keeler was aware of the irony. Here he was, the size of a mascot, about to play for the Giants. The New York ballclub had carried the name for seven years now, ever since Jim Mutrie, then the ballclub’s elegantly dressed manager and part-owner, had exclaimed to his beefy ballplayers in the thrill of a game: “My big fellows! My giants!”

The last day of September in ’ninety-two was sunny and warm. The sky was almost cloudless. Willie’s dark eyes twinkled in the afternoon light as he made his way toward home base at the Polo Grounds. No grander sight could greet a twenty-year-old ballplayer than the Polo Grounds, a ballpark a man could know for a lifetime and never deserve. The diamond looked shockingly green so late in a dusty fall; center field seemed to go on forever. Over Willie’s narrow shoulders rose the immensity of Coogan’s Bluff. Its rough rock face seemed almost sheltering, and shrank the double-decked grandstand to mortal size. Each of the poles that propped up the roof was topped with a V, like a grudging flower.

Willie was in his baggy flannel uniform. He had almost a dimple in his chin. His nose had a sneaky prominence and his ears seemed a little too large for his face. Otherwise he had easygoing features—a ready smile, his hair parted down the center, his hairline looping down over his forehead, lending a jaunty air. Yet there was something about him that was unrepentantly self-contained.

Barely more than a thousand cranks had paid to watch the Giants and the Phillies tussle over fifth place. Despite the unseasonable warmth, it was too late in the year for strawboaters. The more daring of the men nudged their derbies to the backs of their heads and surreptitiously loosened their cravats.

The gong sounded to start the game. As the home team, the Giants had chosen to bat first. They would get the ball at its best that way, before it grew darker and harder to hit inning by inning.

The rookie third baseman led off. Willie was obviously nervous. That was the best thing about him, that he looked so anxious, a newspaperman remarked the next morning. He took his stance as close as he could to the left corner of the diamond-shaped plate. He stood flat-footed and stiffly erect, his slim body hiding his bat. He cocked his fists behind his left shoulder and grasped the bat far up the handle. He turned his head—only his head—toward the pitcher.

Willie’s heart was pounding. The great Tim Keefe was roaming the pitcher’s box. He was a wiry right-hander with a precise mind and a serious demeanor. He was thirty-five now, but he still had power and a sly curveball and a change of pace. He stepped on the back line of the pitcher’s box, fifty-five-and-a-half feet away, took his step toward the batsman and opened the ballgame.

Too soon Willie returned to the bench.

Then he trotted out to third base. The League had seen only one left-handed third baseman before, and Hick Carpenter’s record had little to recommend it. In eleven seasons he had committed 625 errors, counting the two he had made just this season in a comeback with the St. Louis Browns that lasted one game.

Willie had known to expect no mercy from his teammates. It was natural for the old-timers to be rough with the kids breaking in, who were after their jobs. That Pat Powers was intent on replacing costly veterans with cheap rookies made everything worse.

Willie could hardly expect anything nicer from his opponents, and the Phillies wasted no time in testing him. “Sliding Billy” Hamilton, the leadoff batter, had short chunky legs but was fast as a telegraph. He laid down a bunt and raced to first base and arrived before the ball did. Three batters later he scored.

The next two times Willie batted, he was stymied again. In the seventh inning, the score tied at 2, he faced Tim Keefe for a fourth time. With a teammate on first base he hit a slow roller to third and outran the throw. Before the inning was over both runners had scored.

But then the Phillies, with their sluggers, got to work. No batsman in the League was feared more than Big Ed Delehanty, who came to the plate in the eighth inning. He was a mountain of a man, a wild Irishman who hit the ball so hard he once split it in half. He stepped in to face the Giants’ huge right-hander, Amos Rusie, the Hoosier Thunderbolt. Rusie’s wild speed—year after year he led the League in issuing bases on balls—succeeded in frightening batsmen other twirlers could not faze.

Two men were on base and a run had already scored. Delehanty took two vicious swipes at the ball, then he let the next two pitches go by. Rusie hurled the ball in and suddenly there was a streak over Willie Keeler’s head.

That was the game.

The newspapers gave Willie good notices. He had the only two stolen bases of the game. “He is a clever fielder and runner, and he handles the bat as if he were accustomed to hitting the ball,” the New York Tribune reported. He was a lively third baseman who “jumped at once into popular favor,” the New York Press judged. “Keeler is a fast young player, and plays 1892 ball.”

And yet when Willie committed errors in four of the next five games, suddenly everyone wanted to know why Powers had robbed a kindergarten to assemble his team. Surely third basemen must be of a certain size—it seemed obvious, once you thought about it—so that they might have a longer reach and greater confidence in the face of reckless baserunners.

But he showed some gumption, for his fielding improved, and he showed a knack with the bat. His average at the plate came to .321, and he was asked to come back for the ’ninety-three season.

He did, but the ballclub’s enthusiasm for him seemed to have waned over the winter. Almost two weeks passed before he was put into a game. Pat Powers was gone and a new manager had taken his place. It was Johnny Ward. The failure of the Players’ League had traumatized him and he had returned to the National League, an owner’s man. As if, in the real world, he had a choice. Johnny Ward believed in justice but he also believed in making his way.

His job was to remake the team. He had bought a beefy first baseman and traded for a fine new third baseman. So he thought about moving Willie to the outfield. The Giants were solid in right field and left, so Willie was tried in center, in place of Harry Lyons, who was fast in the field but suspect at the bat.

On a crisp day in May the Giants hosted the neighboring city’s nine. Mike Griffin, the Brooklyn slugger, socked a long drive late in the game. Harry Lyons probably would have caught up with it. Willie did not. It went for a home run. In the bottom of the inning, with the Giants six runs behind, Willie tried to steal second base but got thrown out by yards.

The next morning the New York newspapers were merciless. Having Keeler in the lineup had “materially weakened” the team, Joe Vila judged in the New York Sun. “Here is the record of Keeler yesterday—no runs, no base hits, no put outs, no assists, no errors,” The New York Times noted, commending Willie’s misdeeds as “food for reflection” for the ballclub.

Willie was devastated. He came to Johnny Ward with tears in his eyes. How could he play, he wanted to know, after being roasted so?

“Don’t you mind it a bit,” the manager replied. “Go in today, and don’t get nervous, and remember that I think you’ll do.”

In his first three times at the bat, he struck a double and a triple and a home run. He drove four of the Giants’ ten runs across the plate and scored three himself. He also muffed a fly ball that allowed two runs to score. With the game tied at 10 in the last of the ninth, Mike Griffin scorched a fly ball to left-center field. It was Willie’s ball. He hesitated. So the left fielder sprinted for the ball and got there—and dropped it. The Giants lost.

“It was painful to watch little Keeler try to play center field,” one of the newspapers jabbed.

“My field work was still ragged, but nobody disputed my ability to ‘line them out,’ and that kept me on the team,” Willie said. Years later, he remembered the lesson he had learned. “Some folks tell a young player not to read the criticisms in the newspapers,” he said, “but if you don’t, somebody will come and tell you, so you might as well go on the field knowing the worst. There never was a good man who didn’t get his belly full of criticism, and it never hurt any of them because they had the strength to turn it to their own advantage.”

Johnny Ward put Willie in again the next afternoon. The Giants lost the lead, then tied the game in the eighth inning. With a runner at third base, Willie slapped a ground ball to the shortstop. The runner dashed for home. It was daring but foolish—he was nipped at the plate. Willie kept running toward second base and slid. He was safe.

And in agony. He had started to slide when he changed his mind. His foot caught the bag; his body slid past it.

He was carried off the field.

At first the doctors believed he had sprained an ankle. They were wrong: He had fractured it and would be out for eight weeks. “I took excellent care of myself,” he said later, “because I knew that if I didn’t, I would have to go to work.”

When he returned, the Giants had no place for him. Johnny Ward had his eye on a Southern League twirler and needed some cash. He had an offer in hand—the young Keeler for $800. That was what the Giants had paid for him.

A deal was struck.

Around noon on the twenty-seventh of July, two unfamiliar faces emerged from the dressing room at Eastern Park, deep into Brooklyn. One belonged to an amateur pitcher named George Sharrott, who was there to practice with the team already known as the Trolley Dodgers because of the bewilderment of trolley lines every resident of Brooklyn had to dash across, and sometimes called the Bridegrooms ever since six of them had gone to the altar a few off-seasons earlier. The word quickly spread among the spectators that the other ballplayer, the wee fellow at third base, was Keeler of the Giants.

Even the cranks who considered themselves in the know were surprised. A delegation formed to learn what it meant. Its members went over to Willie, who was unable to explain. He had shown up at the Polo Grounds for practice that morning and learned of his fate. “I got orders to come over here and report at twelve o’clock,” he said, “and was told that the Brooklyns had bought my release. I don’t even know what position I am to play.”

What he knew (though did not say) was that only three years ago he had been selling scorecards here, beneath the conical-spired roof over the double-decked grandstand. The owner of Brooklyn’s Players’ League franchise had insisted, after the contentious ’ninety season, that the merged club play at Eastern Park, in the East New York section of Brooklyn, so as to increase the value of the land he owned nearby. The field was too distant from the city’s population centers for many cranks to come, and that suited Willie just fine. The idea of playing in front of your neighbors was less intimidating than actually doing it.

The Trolley Dodgers’ recent play had done little to build up the crowds. They had lost a string of games of late. Charley Byrne, the real estate magnate and gambling hall operator who was the president of the Trolley Dodgers, felt humiliated by losing. He would exult when his ballclub was winning but was prone to panic when defeats piled up. He also liked to tell his managers what to do.

Byrne had grown tired of the rutty work of the generously paid veterans. He wanted young blood. “There will be a shaking up among the players of the Brooklyn club that will surprise them,” he had warned just a week before.

Willie played third base that day against the Phillies, who were clinging to first place. The black smoke from the chair factory near Eastern Park sullied the air of East New York, but to Willie it felt pristine.

He was the smallest man on the field, yet in the fading afternoon light he got as many hits as Big Ed Delehanty and Big Sam Thompson and Sliding Billy Hamilton—Philadelphia’s men among men—put together. Willie struck two singles and, in the sixth inning, a home run deep into the outfield that put the game out of reach. The Trolley Dodgers won, 20 to 2, and shoved the Phillies into second, behind the Boston Beaneaters. “I am glad to be able to play regularly,” was all Willie said after the game. “I dislike to be idle.”

He kept up the fast work. The next two afternoons, he smacked hard bounders and well-placed hits and stayed alert on the basepaths. He was cheered every time he came to bat.

Then the Giants swaggered into Eastern Park. Johnny Ward knew that Willie favored hitting toward left field, so when Willie came to bat in the fourth inning of a scoreless game, with two out and a man at third base, Johnny Ward waved his shortstop almost to third base and pulled his left fielder in.

Willie poked a pitch through the oversized gap that was left open, to the cheers of five thousand cranks.

So far his fielding had been, as the Eagle said of the hometown boy, “gilt-edged.” Against Boston he handled the first six plays cleanly. Brooklyn was leading, 1 to 0, in the seventh inning when one of the Beaneaters laid down a bunt. Willie rushed in and scooped it up and pivoted fearfully to his left and sent the ball curving and cavorting across the diamond. Big Dan Brouthers, the Brooklyn first baseman, threw up his hands in horror. By the time the ball was retrieved at the edge of the fifty-cent stands, runners hugged second and third. Brooklyn’s shaken twirler served up a fat pitch and the Beaneaters led.

One out later, another Beaneater bunted. Willie was determined not to repeat his mistake. He pounced on the ball and flung it so high that Big Dan would have needed a net.

Willie had given the game away.

The next day Willie made two errors, and he committed one in each of the following four games. The harder he tried, the worse he fielded, with his neighbors looking on.
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