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To John Jr.:


I will always see you, running across the lawn, arms wide open after your very first catch of a flyball. On Father’s Day. For me, getting a chance to grow up again in the game, through your eyes, has been magical. Sort of like that first catch. You’ve always understood—better than anyone I’ve ever known—to play this game right, you have to love it. Like a father loves a son.


Love, Dad


Summer 2004


P.S.: August 16, 2020—You MADE it, kid. You’re a Big Leaguer!








INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME OUT

Finding the right ending is a problem equally shared by writers, filmmakers, poets, songwriters, and, thanks to Ted Williams of the Boston Red Sox, maybe even baseball players.


Unleashing that flawless swing one last time on a dark, nasty fall afternoon in Boston, Williams’s perfect parting shot, launching a majestic home run into the Fenway Park bullpen in his final appearance at the plate, set a standard for baseball farewells that has rarely been equaled. It was as if Williams himself was saying to the game—take that!


Gracefully walking away from the game is a trick managed by only a few. The great Babe Ruth, stuffed into an unfamiliar Boston Braves uniform, walked off the field for the last time with no fanfare. Ty Cobb left before his final season was even over, his final bid for a World Series title gone after a Yankees sweep of Connie Mack’s Philadelphia A’s. And so it goes: Bob Gibson cursing out a mediocre player who’d just reached him for a grand slam on his final pitch, the extraordinary Willie Mays stumbling in the outfield in a World Series, Nolan Ryan unable to get out of the first inning of his final start, and on and on. Considering that all these men had been so triumphant in the game—just making it to the major leagues is an extraordinary achievement, even for one game—that when it all ended, whether by their choice or not, it was something worth looking at, worth remembering, like the dramatic final scene of a movie.


And of course, the mystique of Williams’s final home run started with the work of an author, the great John Updike, who, the story goes, came to Boston anticipating a romantic liaison. Instead, Updike turned his disappointment into a trip to Fenway Park and brilliantly captured the final moments of a historic career. His legendary New Yorker piece, “Hub Fans Bid Kid Adieu,” made a nation reconsider Williams’s career and made me, eventually, come up with the idea for this book. Working for the local newspaper, I’d had a chance to meet and chat with Updike after his appearance at a Florida State workshop in 2000, and we chatted about his oft-discussed essay.


“Looking back,” he said, “I’m still surprised that it was his last game and there was nobody there.” He was right. Fenway Park had just 10,453 fans—and Updike—that September afternoon. On the way home, I wondered about how other great players had left the game.


I remembered Babe Ruth had hit three homers in a game: Was it his finale? And, teary-eyed, I remembered Carl Yastrzemski’s last game in Boston, his trot around the field, slapping hands with watery-eyed Fenway Faithful. What about Hank Aaron, Lou Gehrig, Jackie Robinson … I’d have to look. And did.


Times have changed, of course, since Williams’s finale in 1960. The final games of recent stars, like so many other events in professional sports, have become important. Sometimes they become a scripted, carefully planned, media circus like the departures of Derek Jeter, Mariano Rivera, David Ortiz, and a few others. Sometimes, they just leave.


Thanks to YouTube, you can go back and take a look at these final trips to the plate or mound. But you don’t get the circumstances surrounding them, the backstory. That’s what Last Time Out is all about.


In this, an updated edition of my original book with 20 new chapters, I’ve looked back at the departures of some of the most memorable players in my lifetime, all of whom I watched play, some of whom I even got to interview in my 25-year career as a sportswriter. There are even a few personal moments sprinkled in. As my connection to the game has deepened in a way I couldn’t have anticipated—only dreamed about—I had another renewed interest in our national pastime.


My son, the kid you see leaning on my shoulder on the back jacket of my original book, is now 28. After a long, sometimes bumpy stint in the minor leagues, John is a player in the Atlanta Braves organization, selected in the minor-league phase of the Rule 5 Draft a couple weeks before Christmas. And he can testify to the mercurial nature of professional baseball these days. He made his major-league debut with the St. Louis Cardinals a week before my birthday in 2020, was traded to the Pittsburgh Pirates in July 2021, moved on to the San Francisco Giants organization in September, and in December, on to the world champion Braves. I share the story of his big-league debut in the concluding chapter. I’m hoping that his final at-bat is a few years away.


As a writer and fan, what has been truly fascinating in the intervening 16 years since the first publication of Last Time Out is suddenly how accessible everything is. Writing and researching that original book pre-internet, I remember spending hour after hour in Florida State’s Strozier Library, eyes blurry from the trusty microfilm machine, sifting through ancient box scores, game stories, and newspaper columns. For this edition, almost all the material was found online or in books I had in my own library.


As far as the drama of Ted’s farewell home run in his very last trip to the plate, the internet showed me there were a bunch of those dramatic farewells, even a guy who homered in his first and his last at-bat. According to what I could find online, there were 59 other guys, who, like Ted, left with a home run. Only John Updike wasn’t there to immortalize any of those. One of them I even know; I covered him in high school (David Ross).


Familiar names like Ian Kinsler, Dan Uggla, Nyjer Morgan, Jim Edmonds, Todd Zeile, Troy O’Leary, the delightful Albert Belle, Willie Mays Aikens, Joe Rudi, Ken McMullen, Tony Kubek, and Hall of Famer Mickey Cochrane all left the game with a home run in their final turn at the dish. According to the online stats, Ted was just the 18th major leaguer to bow out with a round-tripper, not the first, which Updike’s piece may have implied.


There is so much information available to you if you know where to look. I started every time with my personal Hall of Fame reference site, Baseball-Reference.com, which I found invaluable. Before, when I did the work for the first Last Time Out, all I had was a Baseball Encyclopedia to tell me when the guy retired. It was in those days of intensive research when I came upon stories I’d never heard before that, to me, were simply irresistible. Somehow, they’d been untold.


Here was Dizzy Dean, leaving the broadcast booth for a one-dollar contract and a dare to pitch the season finale for the pitiful St. Louis Browns. Here was Stan Musial, winding up an amazing career with a single, ending with exactly the same number of hits at home and on the road—3,630 perfectly split down the middle. Here was Satchel Paige, at 59 or more, coming back to pitch three innings in an end-of-the-season publicity stunt against Carl Yastrzemski’s Boston Red Sox.


Little did I suspect that years later, I’d become friends with the last batter Satchel Paige faced in the majors, a journeyman big leaguer named Jim Gosger, who Paige got to bounce out to end the third inning and his major-league finale. I didn’t know Gosger at the time I wrote the book but was excited to chat with him about it later on when I took him to a Detroit Tigers game years after he’d retired. He remembered Paige’s delivery perfectly. “Everything was low and hard,” Gosger recalled. “He was so smooth. You could imagine what he was like when he was young.”


Watching my son grow up in the game with me in the multiple roles of dad, hitting coach, writer, and baseball fan brought some unusual surprises. When John was eight, we attended an Atlanta Braves spring training game in Orlando and in the late innings, with the crowd thinned out, a stray foul ball wound up in the press box.


“Go up and get it,” I said and John did, climbing to the back row of the bleachers, raising his hands, flashing a freckle-faced smile. Suddenly, Tom Seaver stood up, ball in hand, autographing it, peeking out at the row of eager faces below him. He pointed at John and flipped him the ball. We still have it.


Four years later, we’re both in Cooperstown during Induction Week; I’m doing a book signing for Last Time Out, and he is competing in a travel tournament at the amazing Cooperstown Dreams Park. (John still has the record for hits in a week: 30-for-39!) As we pull into town, John spots a banner: “Bob Feller: Autographs.” “Dad,” John says, “he’s in your book. Let’s go see him.”


We walked over, I introduced myself, mentioned my book and my chapter on Feller’s final game—a complete-game loss in which, amazingly, he didn’t strike out anyone. We chatted for a moment, then he eyed John, age 12, in full uniform and says “Who’s this young man? I bet he doesn’t know who the hell I am.”


“Oh yes I do, Mr. Feller,” John shot back. “You’re Rapid Robert Feller in my Cooperstown Heroes video game and Mr. Feller, you still throw gas!”


Feller and Seaver are gone now. And so are some of the other baseball legends profiled here. But the memory of their careers, their time on that major-league stage, will always linger. Thanks to Baseball-Reference.com, I can look back to just about any game. In Satchel Paige’s finale, for example, Paige threw 58 pitches in three innings, and only 9,289 people found nothing better to do on a Saturday night in Kansas City. Bill Valentine was behind the plate, opposing pitcher Bill Monbouquette was Paige’s last strikeout victim, and my friend Gosger was not only Paige’s last out, he was also the first, popping out to first base opening the game. In looking back, there were so many things I watched happen but had forgotten about: Mickey Lolich picking off Lou Brock and Curt Flood in the same inning in the 1968 World Series; Tom Seaver leaving the mound in his final start with the 1986 Red Sox, me realizing that if they made it to the postseason, he wouldn’t be able to help them, then seeing the Series go to a Game 7; Nolan Ryan’s 298th win—in person—in Detroit, talking to the Tiger players afterward, several of them suggesting retirement was a great option for the Ryan Express; or recounting the story of a friend and I hollering at Reggie Jackson in his one season with the Orioles and his response, verbally and otherwise … it was fun.


I know that for the original Last Time Out there were a few die-hard baseball fans who found the stories of their heroes’ final games sad or disappointing and gave me hell for bringing those stories up. But I think they were shortsighted. All of the men had been so successful, so dominant over this most difficult of games, it was a way, as a friend wrote, of seeing them in a different, more human light. For me, it was also a way to celebrate and file away their magnificent careers, how it started, how it ran, and how it finally came to a halt, sometimes with tears, sometimes with laughter, sometimes with both. As fans, we shared in their lives, their moments of triumph and disappointment and here, in Last Time Out, their goodbyes.


John Nogowski


Tallahassee, Florida


July 4, 2021








1935

BABE RUTH

MISSING THE PROPER EXIT


DATE: May 30, 1935 (first game of Memorial Day doubleheader)

SITE: Shibe Park, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

PITCHER: Jim Bivin of Philadelphia A’s

RESULT: Groundout to first baseman Dolph Camilli
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The final swing of the game’s greatest player did not result in a long, soaring home run. There was none of the mincing majesty of a Ruthian trot around the bases or even the extraordinary drama of a mighty whiff from the Sultan of Swat.

“No home run that Babe Ruth ever hit managed to hint at the energy, power, effort, and sincerity of purpose that went into a swing as much as one strikeout,” Paul Gallico once wrote. “Just as when he connected the result was the most perfect thing of its kind, a ball whacked so high, wide, and handsome that no stadium in the entire country could contain it, so was his strikeout the absolute acme of frustration. He would swing himself twice around until his legs were braided. Often he would twist himself clear off his feet. If he had ever connected with that one….”

There was none of that here. When Babe Ruth came to bat for the 8,399th and final time of his magnificent career, he was, finally, harmless. The Braves’ aging slugger had an aching knee, the result of an embarrassing fall on the left field incline at Cincinnati’s Crosley Field a few days earlier.

What hurt just as much, perhaps, was Ruth’s unsightly.183 batting average with just six home runs in the team’s first 27 games. It was a sad way for the game’s greatest home-run king to wind up. Everyone around the game knew he was done. Ruth’s teammate on the Braves, 19-year-old rookie Albie Fletcher, watched with sadness.

“He couldn’t run, he couldn’t bend down for a ball,” Fletcher told Donald Honig in his book Baseball America. “And of course, he couldn’t hit the way he used to. It was sad watching those great skills fading away. To see it happening to Babe Ruth, to see Babe Ruth struggling on a ballfield, well, you realize that we’re mortal and nothing lasts forever.” A contemporary of Ruth’s, Hall of Fame third baseman Fred Lindstrom, put it even more plainly: “It was like watching a monument beginning to shake and crack,” he said. “You know, when I think back on it, it was an awful thing to see.”

So here he was, stepping into the batter’s box in the first game of a Memorial Day doubleheader at Philadelphia’s Baker Bowl, the stands barely half-full. Ruth looked out at the guy on the mound, a guy about as nondescript as it gets. He saw a 26-year-old rookie right-hander named Jim Bivin, who finished 2-9 in this, his only big-league season, allowing 220 hits in 162 innings of work. When Ruth came up with two outs and nobody on in the first, a roar, of course, went up from the crowd. It was Babe Ruth, after all. Ruth swung mightily and topped a slow roller to first baseman Dolph Camilli.

Running down to first, he felt the pain in his knee from his fall at Crosley Field. But he trotted out to left field, to try to make a go of it. The doubleheader had just started. There might be some kid who hadn’t gotten there yet. As he trotted to left, he had to be thinking about when he should have quit, when he really wanted to, about a week earlier. He knew how he should have gone out. Nobody ever had a greater sense of the dramatic than Babe Ruth.

Who hit the first All-Star Game home run? Who hit the first home run in Yankee Stadium? Who hit a home run the first time he walked up to the plate wearing his famous number 3? What about his called shot in the 1932 World Series, whether he did it or not? Was there another player in baseball history who might even have dared do such a thing? And, Ruth thought, he had the perfect finish. He blew it.

Just five days earlier, Ruth had one of the finest games of his remarkable 22-year romp through the big leagues, swatting three home runs against the Pittsburgh Pirates. That included an extraordinary parting shot—the 714th of his career—a belt that cleared the entire stadium, the first fair ball ever hit over the right field roof at Forbes Field. Ruth left that game to a thunderous ovation. Why the hell didn’t he keep on walking?

Former Red Sox outfielder Duffy Lewis, the Braves’ traveling secretary, told the Babe right after that home run that he should quit and go out on top. Ruth’s wife, Claire, told him the same thing. But Braves president Emil Fuchs, dangling the possibility of a managerial position over Ruth’s head, lured him back. “There are people who want to see you, Babe,” he’d tell him. He knew how badly Ruth wanted to be a big-league manager. And he knew his Braves, the worst team in baseball history, were an even worse draw without a fading Babe Ruth. Ruth had already threatened retirement two weeks before that magnificent day in Pittsburgh.

On May 12, with his average at a sickly.154 with only three home runs in 21 games, Ruth told Fuchs what he already knew—that he was washed up and wanted out right then and there. Fuchs insisted that Ruth go on the team’s upcoming road trips to Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Philadelphia, all National League cities that were planning Babe Ruth Days for the former American League star. According to Fuchs, they’d already sold a lot of tickets. Since Ruth, a career American Leaguer, had never played in National League cities Pittsburgh or Cincinnati during the regular season, reluctantly, he agreed to make the trip.

But now, his knee aching, his batting average below.200, he knew it was a bad idea. Just like leaving New York.

When, in 1935, the New York Yankees dealt the aging Ruth to the worst team in baseball, the Boston Braves, just a few days after his 40th birthday, it seemed like the end was near. Ruth wanted to manage, but all the Yankees would offer him was a spot managing their Newark farm club. Ruth wasn’t interested in that. So when Fuchs hinted that Ruth might be in consideration for a managerial role—if he earned it with a season of good behavior—that was all the Babe needed to hear.

When Ruth opened the 1935 season with a long home run off future Hall of Famer Carl Hubbell of the New York Giants in his first National League game—incidentally, Ruth’s first game against Hubbell since Ruth was part of Hubbell’s memorable All-Star Game whiff streak—Braves fans may have thought the old boy could turn back the clock.

Though Ruth had slid to a.288 average with 22 home runs and 84 RBI in his final year with the Yankees, maybe there was some kick left. The Braves—and Ruth—found out quickly that there wasn’t. He was old, out of shape, and couldn’t hit anymore. His teammates wanted no part of him. Had it been put to a vote, there’s no question that Ruth’s teammates on the Braves would have told him to leave.

He reported to spring training in St. Petersburg, Florida, at least 25 pounds overweight. He’d been wining and dining in Europe in the offseason. And at 40, he couldn’t move or field his position. As the season continued, two Braves pitchers even planned to mutiny over his poor defensive play.

But as warm weather hit the Northeast in mid-May, Ruth’s final week showed a bit of an upturn. The Babe rolled into Pittsburgh on May 23, a day that the Pirates chose to honor longtime Ruth pal Rabbit Maranville. Ruth went hitless in three trips in a 7–1 loss, but once sent Paul Waner to the fence where he made a leaping catch of Ruth’s bid for a home run. As Waner trotted in, Ruth passed the 5-foot-8 “Big Poison” on the way out to his position and shook his head.

“Say, you’re a mighty little fellow to be such a big thief,” Ruth told Waner. The next afternoon, the Braves fell again, 7–6, and Ruth managed a single, his ninth hit of the season, but Waner again robbed him with a one-handed catch of a 400-foot drive.

But on that last great Saturday, Ruth had the last laugh for the last time. He homered off Pirates starter Red Lucas in the first, then singled off reliever Guy Bush, then homered again and in the seventh, hit one of the longest home runs of his career, a true grand finale—number 714—that cleared the right field pavilion. “He still had that swing,” Bush remarked years later. “You could hear it go ‘swish.’” Newspapers were ecstatic. “A prodigious clout that carried clean over the right-field grandstand that bounced into the street and rolled to Schenley Park,” one account said.

Even the staid New York Times was gushing: “Rising to the glorious heights of his heyday, Babe Ruth, the Sultan of Swat, crashed out three home runs against the Pittsburgh Pirates Saturday afternoon but it was not enough.”

Ruth was so excited by his third home run of the afternoon, he swung by the Pittsburgh dugout after rounding the bases. “Fellas,” he told the stunned Pirate players, “that one felt good.” It was only the second time in Babe’s career that he had homered three times in a regular-season game—he also did it twice in the World Series. The only other time Babe hit three during the season was in Philadelphia’s Shibe Park in 1930. On that day, in his fourth at-bat, Ruth waggishly took the first two strikes batting right-handed, before switching back to lefty and whiffing.

But the moment didn’t linger. The following Sunday, the Braves played in Cincinnati and Ruth showed that Saturday’s game was truly his last hurrah. He whiffed three times in a 6–3 loss on Babe Ruth Day before 24,300 fans. The next day, Ruth pinch-hit in the ninth inning of a 9–5 loss and walked. On that Tuesday, he went 0-for-2 in a 13–4 loss but scored a run, the 2,174th of his career, just 71 fewer than Ty Cobb, then the all-time leader. It was in that game that Ruth also stumbled, trying to go back and field a ball on the strange Crosley Field incline in left field. He fell flat on his face and left the game in a huff. The knee continued to bother him.

After an off-day, the Braves came into Philadelphia on Wednesday for Babe Ruth Day and Ruth went 0-for-1 in a rare 8–6 Braves win. Here he was the next afternoon, out in left field, his knee sore. He looked up and here was a shot off the bat of Philadelphia’s Lou Chiozza in the gap. He tried to lunge after it but missed it and fell. The ball squirted to the wall, and Chiozza got to third. And suddenly, here was Ruth, walking in with a limp, calling for a replacement. The Babe never came back.

With Ruth trying to mend his knee, the Braves headed back to New York for a weekend series with the Giants. And in the meantime, Ruth got an invitation to go to a grand party for the new ocean liner Normandie. He wanted to go. The Braves said no. And the fight resulted in Ruth getting his unconditional release from the Braves on Sunday night in Boston.

It was headline stuff in Monday’s New York Times: “Babe Ruth ‘Quits’ Braves and Is Dropped by Club.” “The blow-off came today when Judge Fuchs refused my request that I be allowed to go to New York Tuesday night for the Normandie celebration,” Ruth told the New York Times Sunday night in Boston. “Here’s my argument. I’ve got a bad leg, threatened with water on the knee unless I keep off it and can’t play ball. We have an exhibition game [in Haverhill, Massachusetts] scheduled for tomorrow. I’m willing to go and hobble around in that to please the crowd. The game and my appearance have been advertised for a long time—and the Braves need the money.

“But I am not fit to play in a league game…. So when I received this special invitation … I thought it would be a great honor and that it would mean a great deal to the Braves if I attended…. When I put it up to the Judge, he said, ‘Nothing doing!’

“Yes, I have just received my unconditional release from the Braves and I am mighty glad of it…. Now I’ll go to the Normandie celebration on Tuesday night, and represent baseball—but not the Braves.”

Braves president Fuchs sounded happy to get rid of him. “The matter came to a head today when Ruth requested permission to go to New York,” Fuchs told the Times. “[Braves manager Bill] McKechnie felt, and I agreed with him, that Ruth’s place was here, as we have games with the Dodgers on Tuesday and Wednesday. When permission was refused, Ruth did not take the refusal in a sportsmanlike way at all,” Fuchs concluded. “For the sake of discipline, we could not give him the extra privileges he asked for.”

At the same time Fuchs was announcing he was releasing Ruth, he also took advantage of the front-page publicity to announce that the struggling team was for sale. “I am willing to sacrifice the large equity I have in the Braves if some sportsman (who will get his reward, in my opinion, both financially and otherwise), or group of sportsmen, will come along and retain the outstanding players on our club, promise me they will not sell them to other cities, and that they will protect our small stockholders.”

The newspapers were not kind to Babe regarding the matter. Gallico, generally a Ruth supporter, mocked the Babe in a nasty farewell column that ran in the Chicago Tribune. “There are two minor notes of appealing pathos in the quitting of Babe Ruth,” he wrote. “The matter that brought this long-brewing retirement from the Boston Braves to a head was a little boy’s fit of pique and disappointment because Judge Fuchs wouldn’t let him go to what looks like a pretty swell party, the welcome to the S.S. Normandie.

“And in the Boston clubhouse, Ruth was quoted as saying, ‘The team and [Manager Bill] McKechnie are swell. They are giving me a ball autographed by all the members of the team.’ There is laughter in the first and tears in the second.” If that’s all the Braves had for one of the greatest players in the game’s history, an autographed ball, Gallico hinted, shame on them.

“They call him Babe, and Babe he is,” Gallico concluded. “Life to him is very often the life of a child and bosses are not bosses at all but grownups who interfere with his fun the way grownups always do. The greatest masters of men are those who treat them like well-loved children. Poor Babe. He wanted to go to a party where all the other kids were going.”

Even crusty old John Kieran of the New York Times took a shot at both parties. “It seems that they won’t stop swinging in baseball’s Boston team party until everyone around the place has had a chance to come to bat and hit a loud foul,” he wrote. “Let it go. Too much has been said on all sides. The Babe should have smiled and walked away. Judge Fuchs should have sent him off with a bouquet of flowers. Bill McKechnie should have gone on quietly without popping off. Each one had been doing his best with a plan that didn’t pan out. The mistake they all made was to fill the parting of ways with the sound and sight of battle.”

Fuchs’s Braves finished the 1935 season with a record of 38-115, the worst record in the history of baseball until 1962’s Amazin’ Mets lost 120 games. The next night, The Babe went to the Normandie party.
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Babe Ruth by the Numbers






	YEAR
	TEAM
	G
	AB
	R
	H
	TB
	2B
	3B
	HR
	RBI
	BB
	SO
	SB
	BA
	SLG
	OBP





	1914
	BSA
	5
	10
	1
	2
	3
	1
	0
	0
	--
	0
	4
	0
	.200
	.300
	.200



	1915
	BSA
	42
	92
	16
	29
	53
	10
	1
	4
	--
	9
	23
	0
	.315
	.576
	.376



	1916
	BSA
	68
	138
	18
	37
	57
	5
	3
	3
	--
	9
	23
	0
	.268
	.413
	.313



	1917
	BSA
	52
	123
	14
	40
	58
	6
	3
	2
	--
	12
	19
	0
	.325
	.472
	.385



	1918
	BSA
	95
	317
	50
	95
	176
	26
	11
	11
	--
	59
	58
	6
	.300
	.555
	.413



	1919
	BSA
	130
	432
	103
	139
	284
	34
	12
	29
	--
	101
	58
	7
	.322
	.657
	.456



	1920
	NYY
	142
	457
	158
	172
	388
	36
	9
	54
	136
	150
	80
	14
	.376
	.849
	.534



	1921
	NYY
	152
	541
	177
	204
	457
	44
	16
	59
	168
	144
	83
	17
	.377
	.845
	.511



	1922
	NYY
	110
	407
	94
	128
	273
	24
	8
	35
	97
	84
	79
	2
	.314
	.671
	.433



	1923
	NYY
	152
	520
	151
	205
	399
	45
	13
	41
	130
	170
	94
	17
	.394
	.767
	.546



	1924
	NYY
	153
	529
	143
	200
	391
	39
	7
	46
	124
	142
	81
	9
	.378
	.739
	.513



	1925
	NYY
	98
	359
	60
	104
	195
	12
	2
	25
	67
	59
	68
	2
	.290
	.543
	.393



	1926
	NYY
	152
	495
	139
	184
	365
	30
	5
	47
	153
	144
	76
	11
	.372
	.737
	.516



	1927
	NYY
	151
	540
	158
	192
	417
	29
	8
	60
	165
	137
	89
	7
	.356
	.772
	.486



	1928
	NYY
	154
	536
	163
	173
	380
	29
	8
	54
	146
	137
	88
	5
	.323
	.709
	.463



	1929
	NYY
	135
	498
	121
	172
	348
	26
	6
	46
	154
	72
	59
	5
	.345
	.699
	.431



	1930
	NYY
	145
	518
	150
	186
	379
	28
	9
	49
	153
	136
	61
	10
	.359
	.732
	.493



	1931
	NYY
	145
	534
	149
	199
	374
	31
	3
	46
	162
	128
	51
	5
	.373
	.700
	.495



	1932
	NYY
	133
	457
	120
	156
	302
	13
	5
	41
	137
	130
	61
	2
	.341
	.661
	.489



	1933
	NYY
	137
	459
	97
	138
	267
	21
	3
	34
	104
	115
	90
	4
	.301
	.582
	.443



	1934
	NYY
	125
	365
	78
	105
	196
	17
	4
	22
	84
	105
	63
	1
	.288
	.537
	.449



	1935
	BSN
	28
	72
	13
	13
	31
	0
	0
	6
	12
	20
	24
	0
	.181
	.431
	.359



	TOTALS
	2504
	8399
	2173
	2873
	5793
	506
	136
	714
	1992
	2063
	1332
	124
	.342
	.690
	.474
















1916

CHRISTY MATHEWSON

“BIG SIX” MAKES A GREAT ESCAPE


DATE: September 4, 1916 (second game of Labor Day double header)

SITE: Weeghman Park, Chicago, Illinois

OPPONENT: Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown of the Chicago Cubs

RESULT: Complete-game 10–8 victory




[image: The word “dashing” might well apply to the great Christy Mathewson, shown here in his New York Giants uniform. Mathewson’s final pitching performance came in a Labor Day matchup between Mathewson, now managing the Cincinnati Reds, and the Chicago Cubs’ Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown. Both were well past their prime. Mathewson had three hits himself off Brown and gave up 14—including two to Brown—but Mathewson ended up a 10–8 complete-game winner. COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL BASEBALL HALL OF FAME LIBRARY]
The word “dashing” might well apply to the great Christy Mathewson, shown here in his New York Giants uniform. Mathewson’s final pitching performance came in a Labor Day matchup between Mathewson, now managing the Cincinnati Reds, and the Chicago Cubs’ Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown. Both were well past their prime. Mathewson had three hits himself off Brown and gave up 14—including two to Brown—but Mathewson ended up a 10–8 complete-game winner.
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Christy Mathewson stood on the mound quietly at Weeghman Park, watching Vic Saier trot around the bases. It was a helpless feeling, a feeling the great Mathewson rarely experienced on the hill. It was now 10–8, Cincinnati. But he still needed an out.

The home run was the seventh Saier had hit—more than any other player of Mathewson’s time—off the fading ace right-hander. Though the game was winding down, Mathewson could hear 17,000 Cub fans let him know exactly how far his fadeaway had faded. What a way to wind up.

Barely two months into his new job as player-manager of the lowly Cincinnati Reds, the season nearly done, Mathewson hadn’t really figured on pitching at all. He was trying to learn what it took to be a successful manager, like his old boss John McGraw.

With the team out of the pennant race, he considered the gate for his Labor Day doubleheader with the Chicago Cubs. Both teams were well out of pennant contention, so somebody—history doesn’t record exactly who it was—had the wise idea to match up Mathewson one last time with his old Cubs rival, Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown, then also playing out the string with the Cubs.

It was a stunt, sure. But the Mathewson-Brown matchup was the Ali-Frazier duel of their time. The two future Hall of Famers had faced off against each other many times through the years, and Brown had won 11 of them, including the famous playoff duel of 1908, the one caused by the infamous (Fred) Merkle boner, when he failed to touch second base on what appeared to be a game-winning hit during a key regular-season game. Mathewson had been the winning pitcher in 12 of their one-on-one contests.

So with a win, Brown would finally square the account with Mathewson, who was a fine pitcher and gentleman but also the darling of the New York media. They wrote about “Big Six” like he was a living legend, and their glowing words only served as fuel for Brown’s competitive furnace. You didn’t have to be a psychiatrist to read the envy in Brown’s words as he talked about dueling the Giants great.

“I can still see Christy Mathewson making his lordly entrance,” Brown wrote in his autobiography. “He’d always wait until about 10 minutes before game time, then he’d come in from the clubhouse across the field in a long linen duster like auto drivers wore in those days. At every step the crowd would yell louder and louder.”

Brown never heard that kind of cheering, even though his 1908 season, the year he beat Mathewson in that playoff, was one of the finest in baseball history. He was 29-9, appeared in a league-leading 50 games, 32 complete games with nine shutouts, a league-leading five saves, working 312 innings, allowing just 214 hits and a glittering 1.31 ERA. He earned his money that year. With the end of the season approaching, Brown had pitched both ends of a doubleheader the day before the Giants’ Fred Merkle failed to touch second base on a potential game-winning hit, a mistake that ended up propelling the Cubs into a neck-and-neck race with the slumping Giants.

In order to win the pennant for the Cubs, Brown had to pitch (and win) in 11 of the team’s final 14 games to tie McGraw’s Giants. He did.

It was Brown, too, who saved the Cubs in that 1908 playoff game and beat Matty.

It was a loss after which, some said, Mathewson wept. With the game set at New York’s Polo Grounds, Cubs manager Frank Chance had the lame-brained idea to start little-known Jack Pfiester in that game. After the Giants pounced on him for one run and had the bases loaded with no outs, Chance had to frantically wave in Brown from the bench. Without so much as a warmup, Brown shut the Giants out the rest of the way to get the Cubs into the World Series. He would never forget what it was like at the finish of that game.

“As the ninth ended with the Giants going out one-two-three, we all ran for our lives, straight for the clubhouse with the pack at our heels,” Brown wrote in his autobiography. “Some of our boys got caught by the mob and beaten up some. Pfiester got slashed on the shoulder by a knife. We made it to the dressing room and barricaded the door.

“Outside wild men were yelling for our blood—really. As the mob got bigger, the police came up and formed a line across the door. We read the next day that the cops had to pull their revolvers to hold them back. When it was safe we rode to our hotel in a patrol wagon, with two cops on the inside and four riding the running boards and the rear step.

“That night when we left for Detroit and the World Series, we slipped out the back door and were escorted down the alley in back of our hotel by a swarm of policemen.”

Mathewson, a pitcher of such personal integrity that baseball legend has it that umpires sometimes would consult with him on a close play, seemed above that sort of thing. But he wasn’t that September afternoon, standing on the hill as hits rained all over Weeghman Park.

As he looked around, seeing a game that he once had at his fingertips turning on him, he remembered the words he’d written for Baseball Magazine just a couple years earlier. “Strange impulses can grip a man as he stands on the pitcher’s mound,” Mathewson wrote. “There may be thousands of people in the stadium but for all practicable purposes the pitcher is alone. I mention this in relation to another subject that has been more or less a sore point with me. It has to do with those occasions when a pitcher, who has been working well all afternoon, will suddenly surrender a series of hits in a late inning.”

This was a particularly sensitive spot with Mathewson, who was famous for “coasting” in one-sided games, much to the consternation of Giants manager John McGraw. “Often, at this point, the fans will start demanding that the manager take him out,” he continued in the Baseball Magazine article. “I have heard more than one manager severely criticized by the fans for going along with a pitcher under these circumstances. It is my theory that the fans in instances such as this are too severe on both the pitcher and the manager.

“They are, in fact, ignoring the rules of chance that dominate the game. It is a mathematical certainty that over the course of any given season, batsmen including pitchers and weak hitters, will compile an over-all average of.250 against pitchers (take or give a few points). I am a great believer in these averages. Sooner or later they catch up with all of us.”

They had caught up with him now. And he knew it. With old Mordecai over in the other dugout, itching for a chance to have the last laugh, Mathewson had to find a way to get out of this. Had to. He just needed one more out. It might have been Mordecai who pushed for the matchup. Maybe he figured he had one more game in him. A right-hander with a once-wicked curveball—he lost part of the index finger and thumb of his right hand in a farm accident as a child—he was a single game shy of breaking even with the great right-hander.

Nobody, it seemed, ever realized that. If he won this game, even with both of them washed up, they’d each have 12 wins against the other. Now, wouldn’t that be a nice stat for Mathewson’s adoring New York media? Brown had a point. He had beaten Mathewson 11 times in head-to-head meetings, including that memorable Cubs-Giants playoff game of 1908, a game played right in the Polo Grounds, Mathewson’s home turf. But all you ever heard was Matty, Matty, Matty.

Tall, handsome, and college educated, Mathewson was always above the fray. But a win would not only deadlock their head-to-head matchups, it would also send Matty into retirement on a loss.

Weeghman Park was roaring. Mathewson looked around him. After Saier’s home run, two more men were on. A home run would win it. Would this game ever end? He thought about what he read in the Chicago paper that day. There was an almost morbid fascination in watching how time had dealt with these two once-great hurlers.

“Gone are the days when Matty and Brownie could give the greatest batsmen in the game a winning argument nine times out of ten and when shutout scores were frequent when they performed,” wrote I. E. Sanborn in the Chicago Tribune. “Gone was the fearsome and deadly hook with which the veteran of the Cub slab used to mow down his antagonists in the pinches; gone was the effectiveness of Matty’s far famed fadeaway.

“Still, a great group of baseball rooters stood in the rain for an hour before time to start the games and, soon after it was decided to play, filled the plant. The dollar sign has not driven all the sentiment out of the nation’s pastime.”

He thought back over the game, one of the ugliest he was ever involved in. While the Reds were pounding Brown for 19 hits, with Mathewson (a career.215 hitter) collecting three of them, including a double, the Cubs responded by ripping 14 hits off Mathewson. Brown (a career.206 hitter) had two of them.

Though the Cubs jumped on Mathewson, pitching his first and only game for the Reds, for a pair of runs in the first, the Reds scored eight runs in the next six innings off Brown, sending Mathewson into the ninth with a 10–6 lead. One out away from a career-ending win, he faltered. It must have been a humbling feeling for a pitcher who had been so masterful for so many years.

How far he seemed from the pitcher Ring Lardner wrote about this way: “There’s a flock o’ pitchers that knows a batter’s weakness and works accordin’. But they ain’t nobody else in the world that can stick a ball as near where they want to stick it as he can. I bet he could shave you if he wanted to and if he had a razor blade to throw instead of a ball. If you can’t hit a fast one inch and a quarter inside, and he knows it, you’ll get three fast ones an inch and a quarter inside, and then, if you swang at ’em, you can go get a drink o’ water.

“Take him in a common, ordinary ballgame, agin’ an average club, and everyday pitchin’ and what he’s tryin’ to do is stick the first one over so’s he won’t have to waste no more’n one ball on one batter. He don’t stick it over right in the groove, but he puts it just about so’s you’ll get a piece of it and give the Giants a little easy fieldin’ practice. If the Giants get a flock o’ runs and goes way out in front, he’ll go right on sticking that first one over, an’ maybe he’ll allow a little scorin’.”

Well, there was plenty of scoring here. What would Ring Lardner have written about it? Mathewson, maybe for one of the few times in his career, was frightened. This was no way to end a career. A few years earlier, former Pittsburgh star Max Carey had written a piece about Mathewson that talked about his passion for the game.

“Mathewson has the ability and all that,” Carey said. “But I believe the main factor that has held him up so long has been his love of the game. Thirteen years is a long time to be under fire…. But I’ve watched Mathewson closely and I’ve never seen him pitch a ballgame in which he didn’t look as if he were having a lot of fun. He always looks as if he had rather be out there pitching than doing anything else. It doesn’t look to be work with him, but only pure sport—an afternoon’s romp as a businessman might go out to play golf or tennis. He either likes it immensely or is the greatest actor I ever saw.”

He wondered what ol’ Max would say now. Mathewson could already imagine the headlines in the next day’s paper. “Washed-up Matty Collapses at Finish.” “‘Three-Finger’ Gets Last Laugh.” “Even Matty Can’t Rescue Last-Place Reds.”

But the Cubs weren’t in the strong part of their batting order. He looked over at the dugout to see a pinch-hitter, Fritz Mollwitz, coming up for light-hitting Charlie Pechous (.145). Earlier, Pechous had hit his only double of the 1916 season off the once-great Mathewson. But Cubs manager Joe Tinker had a hunch and wanted to try Mollwitz, who was dealt from the Cincinnati club 65 games into the season. He was a light hitter (.241) with only one home run in a seven-year career as a part-time first baseman. But maybe he could keep the rally alive.

He wasn’t on the Cincy club in July when Mathewson, outfielder Edd Roush, and infielder Bill McKechnie were dealt from the Giants for outfielder Red Killefer and former manager Buck Herzog. But Mathewson knew him. He had no power. He just wanted to make him hit it at somebody and get this endless game over with.

The big right-hander wound and threw the final pitch of his career. Mollwitz swung and lifted a harmless flyball to the outfield. The duel—and Mathewson’s career—was over.

Christy Mathewson never pitched again. He managed the Reds until midway through the 1918 season, then left to fight in World War I. While in France, he inhaled some mustard gas and never fully recovered his health. Mathewson died at New York’s Saranac Lake on October 7, 1925, just as the World Series between the Pittsburgh Pirates and Washington Senators was getting under way.
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A nation mourned the loss of the man who was probably baseball’s first true superstar.

“While the captains and the kings of baseball were gathered here last night after the first game of a World Series, there died at Saranac the best loved of all the baseball players and the most popular of all American athletes of all time—Christy Mathewson,” wrote W. O. McGeehan, sports editor of the New York Tribune. “Let none of us insult the memory of Christy Mathewson by making of him one of those sanctimonious and insufferably perfect heroes. He was a real man and essentially, a man’s man…. He was the exalted man from whom every man wants to play the game straight and to carry his head high as a man who could learn something. He played for all that was in him, he fought the good fight and the clean fight. He was the incarnation of all those virtues with which we endow the ideal American.”

Mathewson’s death, coming as it did at the start of the World Series, seemed to jolt baseball fans far and wide. In the game stories of the World Series, there was more attention to Matty’s death than to the game itself.

“John McGraw’s gray head was tilted back as his eyes, wrinkled with the years, tried in vain to blink back the tears that came up with a rush. Billy Evans, who started his career soon after Matty started as a pitcher, bowed his head to the memory of a man who never had questioned a decision.

“Hughey Jennings, who was a grass-eating, fiery-haired manager of the Detroit Tigers when Matty was in his prime, made no pretense of hiding his handkerchief.

“Other thrills came later, as the innings went by and the crisis came and was passed. Through the innings the multitude’s mind was on the action before them, but in the hearts of the throng was a deep, dull, dormant ache was that the still and silent Matty gone home.”

Twenty years later, Mathewson was an original—and posthumous—inductee in the very first election for the new Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York. The perennially overlooked Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown made the Hall, too. He was elected 10 years later, in 1949, just about exactly a year after he died in Terre Haute, Indiana, on Valentine’s Day, 1948, at the age of 72.


Christy Mathewson by the Numbers





	YEAR
	TEAM
	W
	L
	PCT
	ERA
	G
	GS
	CG
	SHO
	SV
	IP
	H
	R
	BB
	SO





	1900
	NYG
	0
	3
	.000
	--
	6
	1
	1
	0
	0
	34.0
	38
	32
	20
	15



	1901
	NYG
	20
	17
	.541
	--
	40
	38
	36
	5
	0
	336.0
	288
	131
	97
	221



	1902
	NYG
	14
	17
	.452
	--
	34
	32
	29
	8
	0
	277.0
	241
	114
	73
	159



	1903
	NYG
	30
	13
	.698
	--
	45
	42
	37
	3
	0
	367.0
	321
	136
	100
	267



	1904
	NYG
	33
	12
	.733
	--
	48
	46
	33
	4
	0
	366.0
	307
	120
	78
	208



	1905
	NYG
	31
	9
	.775
	--
	43
	37
	32
	8
	0
	340.0
	252
	85
	64
	206



	1906
	NYG
	22
	12
	.647
	--
	38
	35
	22
	6
	0
	265.0
	261
	100
	77
	128



	1907
	NYG
	24
	12
	.667
	--
	41
	36
	31
	8
	0
	315.0
	249
	88
	52
	179



	1908
	NYG
	37
	11
	.771
	--
	56
	44
	34
	11
	0
	391.0
	282
	85
	42
	259



	1909
	NYG
	25
	6
	.806
	--
	37
	33
	26
	8
	0
	274.0
	192
	57
	36
	149



	1910
	NYG
	27
	9
	.750
	--
	38
	35
	27
	2
	0
	319.0
	291
	98
	57
	190



	1911
	NYG
	26
	13
	.667
	--
	45
	37
	29
	5
	0
	308.0
	303
	102
	38
	143



	1912
	NYG
	23
	12
	.657
	2.12
	43
	34
	27
	0
	0
	310.0
	311
	107
	34
	134



	1913
	NYG
	25
	11
	.694
	2.06
	40
	35
	25
	4
	0
	306.0
	291
	94
	21
	93



	1914
	NYG
	24
	13
	.649
	3.01
	41
	35
	29
	5
	0
	311.0
	314
	133
	23
	80



	1915
	NYG
	8
	14
	.364
	3.58
	27
	24
	11
	1
	0
	186.0
	199
	97
	20
	57



	1916
	NYG
	3
	4
	.429
	2.35
	12
	6
	4
	1
	0
	65.0
	59
	27
	7
	16



	1916
	CIN
	1
	0
	1.000
	8.00
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	9.0
	15
	8
	1
	3



	1916
	ALL
	4
	4
	.500
	3.04
	13
	7
	5
	1
	0
	74.0
	74
	35
	9
	19



	TOTALS
	373
	188
	.665
	2.62
	635
	551
	434
	79
	0
	4779.0
	4214
	1614
	840
	2507
















1928

TY COBB

THE LAST ANGRY MAN LEAVES QUIETLY


DATE: September 12, 1928

SITE: Yankee Stadium, New York, New York

PITCHER: Henry Johnson of the New York Yankees

RESULT: Popout to shortstop Mark Koenig
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Connie Mack, the gentlemanly manager of the Philadelphia Athletics, sitting ramrod stiff in his high celluloid collar and immaculate suit, motioned with his ever-present scorecard to the older man, sitting on the bench at the other end of the dugout.

“Ty, go up and hit for Jimmy,” he said. Heads turned in the Philadelphia A’s dugout. For one thing, Mack almost always called everyone “Son.” For another, here was arguably baseball’s greatest hitter, now being sent up as an afterthought pinch-hitter in a game, and now a season, lost.

Ty Cobb nodded and went up to pick out his bat. Dykes was supposed to lead off the ninth inning of a game the A’s already trailed, 5–3. Cobb couldn’t think about that now. His long and difficult career was finally at the end. The flame that had burned so hot and so brilliantly for so long was nearly out. He wasn’t going to get back to a World Series.

He stepped out of the dugout on a Friday afternoon at Yankee Stadium, and the crowd of 50,000 erupted. Once the greatest player in baseball, he strode to the plate with the catcalls, the insults, the boos burning in his always sensitive ears. There was a time when their hatred fueled him and drove him to colossal, monomaniacal heights of baseball excellence. Not now. There was a bitterness in his mouth as he waited for a pitch. Denied again.

Maybe New York had had an extraordinary start to the 1928 season, winning 39 of its first 49 games—those 1927 Murderers’ Row Yankees were still mostly intact. But once Mack’s A’s began to find themselves, they took over.

A clever blend of youth and experience, Mack’s club put on a magnificent run, catching fire in July. Sparked by Lefty Grove’s league-leading 24-win season and the combination of promising youngsters like Mickey Cochrane, Jimmie Foxx, and Al Simmons—all Hall of Famers—and old pros (and eventual Hall of Famers) like Cobb, Tris Speaker, and Eddie Collins, the A’s came roaring back. By early September, they had taken over first place from Ruth and Gehrig and the mighty Yanks.

For Cobb, who came to Philadelphia only because he felt as though Mack could get him in one last World Series, this was what he’d hoped for. But when the A’s couldn’t hold their ground and the Yankees climbed back into first place, it all changed. Heading into this make-or-break series in New York, the A’s, a game and a half out and a tough road schedule ahead, needed a sweep to have a chance to catch the Yankees. And in the morning, on paper, it looked good.

The A’s started 24-game winner Grove, the best pitcher in baseball, while the Yanks started Henry Johnson, a marginal right-hander who, in the old phrase, had left no footprints on the sands of time. Johnson, in fact, had missed the entire 1927 season with arm trouble and had just four big-league starts prior to this season. But when the most important series of the season began in the Big Apple on a sunny September afternoon, Cobb and Speaker found themselves where Mack had put them since the middle of summer. On the bench. It made them sick.

Cobb had wanted to hang it up two seasons ago, after a difficult finish in Detroit as a player-manager and a betting controversy with the commissioner. Cobb and Speaker had been accused of betting on (and fixing) games in 1919 in a letter written by former pitcher Dutch Leonard.

The way the story went, Leonard told American League president Ban Johnson in the spring of 1926 that Cobb and Speaker had allegedly fixed a game late in the 1919 season. Perhaps fearing a Cobb outburst, Johnson waited until the season was over before he told Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis of Leonard’s charges. Landis suspended Cobb and Speaker for a while, then let them back on their respective rosters. Neither player was ever a manager again.

As a result, Cobb was ready to sue Landis. But when Mack came and visited him, the old man was able to convince Cobb that he had a team that could make a real run at the pennant. He also told him that he’d pay him a dollar more than Babe Ruth. Cobb couldn’t say no.

Cobb and Mack got along surprisingly well. But the early moments had all the elements of a sparring session between two wary champions. Former Philadelphia sportswriter Al Horwits recalled in Jerome Holtzman’s fine No Cheering in the Press Box that “Cobb hated to be told what to do. At first, when he was playing right field and Connie (Mack) waved his scorecard at him, Cobb acted as though he didn’t see it. But finally Connie got him over there, and the very next batter hit the ball right at Cobb. He didn’t have to move to catch it. He said afterwards he would never challenge the old man again.”

That was just how Mack remembered it, too. “When Ty Cobb played his first game for the A’s, I felt somewhat embarrassed,” Mack wrote in his memoir, My 66 Years in the Big Leagues. “Here was the greatest player of his time, twenty-two years as the star fielder with Detroit and six years its able manager. He was noted as an expert on the strong and weak points of all the batters of all the other teams. I hesitated in giving orders to this great of the greats.

“However, I realized that I was responsible for the strategy of the game. A rival batter came to the plate. I felt that Ty knew where to play him, but it seemed to me that he was playing too far to the right of the batter. I was about to signal my pitcher to put the ball where, if hit, it would go far to the left of where Ty was standing.

“Standing up in the dugout, I waved to Ty with my scorecard to move over to the left. Everybody saw the signal. Even the pitcher turned and looked. What would the great Cobb do? Would he follow his judgment, or would he accept my decision? He saluted me as a soldier salutes a general and followed orders.

“Now I was on the spot. If the batter hit the ball to where Ty had been standing, I’d certainly look silly. Ty had barely reached the position I had designated when the batter walloped the ball. Where did it go? Right into the hands of Ty Cobb! Did I feel relieved? I’ll say I did.”

To Horwits, bringing Cobb and Speaker together for that 1928 season was a wise move—for business. “Bringing Cobb and Speaker together in 1928 for their last year was a great piece of showmanship. They didn’t win the pennant for Connie. In fact, they didn’t even finish the season as regulars. But they did a lot of business and were a great draw on the road, too.”

Cobb had himself a fine 1927 season, playing in 134 games, hitting.357, fifth in the league. He drove in 93 runs, not bad for a 41-year-old. He tried for an encore in 1928 and hit decently. But the A’s, like the rest of baseball, were no match for the Yankees. This series, at Yankee Stadium, was their last chance.

As expected, Mack’s surging A’s reached Yankees’ no-name starter Johnson for two runs in the first, then added an unearned run in the fifth to stake the great Grove to a commanding 3–0 lead.

But after the Yanks got to Grove for one run in the seventh, Cobb suspected what would happen next. He’d seen it too many times before.

While the two old war eagles, he and Speaker, had to sit and squirm, the A’s just collapsed behind the tempestuous Grove in the bottom of the eighth. There was a Grove walk, a groundball that bounced off Dykes’s shins, then a wild throw past Jimmie Foxx at first to put a runner on third. The knot was tightening.

Grove wild-pitched the second run in, making a 3–2 game. When Lou Gehrig tried to duck out of the way of a Grove inside pitch, it clicked off his bat into left field for a lucky single. The crowd was electric. After Gehrig went to second on a bad throw, up stepped Ruth with a chance to break it open. Nobody hated Ruth more than Cobb, who hollered at him from the bench. This was it right here.

First, Ruth tried to cross up Grove by dropping down a surprise sacrifice bunt. It rolled foul by inches. On Grove’s next pitch, Ruth drove the ball high and deep into the right field seats for his 49th home run—he went on to whack 54 that season—and the race was all but over. The Yankee Stadium crowd burst into cheers for the Babe. Cobb sat and sizzled.

Ruth had always gotten the better of Cobb. Once, in 1921, when Cobb was really giving it to Ruth from the Tiger dugout, Ruth clubbed seven home runs in a five-game series. To top it off, The Babe volunteered to come in and pitch in the last game of the series. He struck Cobb out.

Cobb had always hated the way Ruth’s long-distance hits changed the game Cobb seemed to have mastered. What bothered him more was the way Ruth was loved everywhere he went, by fans, newspapermen, everybody.

One year, Cobb, fed up with all the attention going to Ruth, told the newspapermen that he could play that game if he wanted to. With his Tigers stuck in last place having lost 14 of its first 19 games and Ruth grabbing headlines every day, the Tigers star pulled Detroit News writer H. G. Salsinger and a few others aside before a May 5 game at Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis. He told them to watch. He was going deep.

“Gentlemen,” Cobb said, “I would like you to pay particular attention today because for the first time in my career, I will be deliberately going for home runs.” He got them, too. Cobb whacked three home runs and went 6-for-6 in a Tiger win. The next day, he hit two other balls out of the ballpark, giving him five in two games and a major-league record for total bases (16) that stood for years. His point illustrated, Cobb then went back to his usual slashing style and hit just 17 more home runs over the remaining three and a half seasons of his career.

Here, in Yankee Stadium, he could hear the bench jockeys as he approached the plate. Cobb took a long look around at the House Ruth Built. Why didn’t anybody build a house for him? Cobb had more hits, more batting titles, more steals, more runs. As he stepped in, Cobb knew he was hitting.324 in 95 games, which wasn’t bad. But he and Speaker had barely played down the stretch as Mack went with the younger men. It was somebody else’s team now. And Cobb was starting to realize there would be no World Series. It had been nearly 20 years since his last one in 1909, the last of three straight Series losses for Cobb’s Tigers. He was just a kid then. He’d have lots of World Series ahead of him, he figured. Wrong.
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Over his shoulder, he could see Mack had sent another veteran, future Hall of Famer Eddie Collins, out to the on-deck circle to hit next. Must be Old Home Week, he thought. Cobb looked out at Henry Johnson and waited for the next pitch. He stood there, flexing his strange hands-apart grip on the bat, staring out at the young right-hander who was born in 1906, the year Cobb really hit the big time with Detroit.

With the pitch heading his way, Cobb swung for the final time, chasing a high pitch, lifting a popup into foul territory over and behind third base. Yankee shortstop Mark Koenig drifted over and made the catch. When Collins also fouled out to Koenig, a carbon copy of Cobb’s final out, pinch-hitter Walt French followed with a flyball to Bob Meusel and the game—and the race—was over. The Yanks’ lead went to 2½ games and stayed there for the rest of the season. After 3,034 games, 11,447 at-bats, and 4,192 hits, Cobb never played in the majors again.

Though there were two weeks left in the season, Cobb had vowed that once the A’s were out of the race he would leave the team. Once the team sadly left New York, their World Series hopes gone for good, that’s just what he did.



Ty Cobb by the Numbers





	YEAR
	TEAM
	G
	AB
	R
	H
	TB
	2B
	3B
	HR
	RBI
	BB
	SO
	SB
	BA
	SLG
	OBP





	1905
	DET
	41
	150
	19
	36
	45
	6
	0
	1
	—
	10
	—
	2
	.240
	.300
	.287



	1906
	DET
	98
	358
	45
	113
	144
	14
	7
	1
	—
	19
	—
	23
	.316
	.402
	.355



	1907
	DET
	150
	605
	99
	212
	286
	29
	15
	5
	—
	24
	—
	54
	.350
	.473
	.380



	1908
	DET
	150
	583
	88
	188
	276
	36
	20
	4
	—
	34
	—
	39
	.322
	.473
	.366



	1909
	DET
	156
	574
	115
	216
	296
	33
	10
	9
	—
	48
	—
	78
	.376
	.516
	.430



	1910
	DET
	140
	511
	106
	196
	281
	35
	13
	8
	—
	64
	—
	65
	.384
	.550
	.456



	1911
	DET
	146
	592
	148
	248
	367
	47
	24
	8
	—
	44
	—
	83
	.419
	.620
	.466



	1912
	DET
	140
	553
	119
	227
	324
	30
	23
	7
	—
	43
	—
	61
	.410
	.586
	.458



	1913
	DET
	122
	429
	70
	167
	229
	18
	16
	4
	—
	60
	31
	52
	.389
	.534
	.469



	1914
	DET
	98
	345
	69
	127
	177
	22
	11
	2
	—
	58
	22
	35
	.368
	.513
	.467



	1915
	DET
	156
	563
	144
	208
	274
	31
	13
	3
	—
	118
	43
	96
	.369
	.487
	.486



	1916
	DET
	145
	543
	113
	201
	267
	31
	10
	5
	—
	78
	39
	68
	.370
	.492
	.451



	1917
	DET
	152
	588
	107
	225
	335
	44
	24
	6
	—
	63
	34
	55
	.383
	.570
	.446



	1918
	DET
	111
	421
	81
	161
	217
	19
	14
	3
	—
	41
	21
	34
	.382
	.515
	.440



	1919
	DET
	124
	498
	92
	191
	256
	36
	13
	1
	—
	40
	22
	28
	.384
	.514
	.430



	1920
	DET
	112
	429
	87
	143
	193
	28
	8
	2
	65
	59
	29
	15
	.333
	.450
	.415



	1921
	DET
	128
	507
	124
	197
	302
	37
	16
	12
	101
	56
	19
	22
	.389
	.596
	.452



	1922
	DET
	137
	526
	99
	211
	297
	42
	16
	4
	99
	56
	23
	9
	.401
	.565
	.462



	1923
	DET
	145
	556
	103
	189
	261
	40
	7
	6
	90
	66
	14
	9
	.340
	.469
	.413



	1924
	DET
	155
	625
	114
	211
	281
	38
	10
	4
	79
	85
	18
	23
	.338
	.450
	.418



	1925
	DET
	121
	415
	97
	157
	248
	31
	12
	12
	103
	67
	12
	13
	.378
	.598
	.470



	1926
	DET
	79
	233
	48
	79
	119
	18
	5
	4
	62
	26
	2
	9
	.339
	.511
	.408



	1927
	PHA
	133
	490
	104
	175
	236
	32
	7
	5
	94
	67
	11
	22
	.357
	.482
	.440



	1928
	PHA
	95
	353
	54
	114
	151
	26
	4
	1
	40
	34
	16
	6
	.323
	.428
	.389



	TOTALS
	3034
	11447
	2245
	4192
	5862
	733
	298
	117
	733
	1260
	356
	901
	.366
	.512
	.433
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