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This book is for my grandparents, Connie Ivester and Gene Neyer.


I’ve never doubted a single word of your stories.





FOREWORD


by Bill James


I have always been fascinated by the notion that for thousands of years humans had absolutely no knowledge that there had ever been such a thing as a dinosaur. Even when I was a kid in the middle of the twentieth century, dinosaurs were kind of a remote concept. We were taught in grade school that they had all killed each other off in gun battles and then miraculously liquefied into gasoline, which at that time was like twenty-nine cents a gallon because dinosaurs were huge. Nowadays, though, your average four-year-old has 208 little plastic replicas of different kinds of dinosaurs and knows the names of nineteen different species before he goes to kindergarten.


“Mommy, have you seen my stegosaurus?”


“Which one is that, dear?”


“You know, the stegosaurus. It’s green, it has these things that stick up off its back. Looks kinda like a centrosaurus.”


“Is that the one in the bathroom?”


“Mom! That’s a triceratops. It doesn’t look anything like a stegosaurus.”


To the people who first realized that these overgrown armadillos had once roamed the earth and downtown Cleveland, the extent to which this knowledge has grown and spread throughout our culture would be beyond comprehension. It is such a strange idea, that knowledge of the past can be created—and yet it can be and is every day.


We used to call these Tracers … I don’t know what Rob is calling them now. We’d pick up a story -in an old book or out of an old newspaper, occasionally by interviewing an old ballplayer, and we’d try to backtrack on it, find out what had really happened, back when dinosaurs roamed the box scores. This was before Retrosheet, before you could search through 10 million old newspapers on the Internet. This was before the Internet, really, before the Internet had escaped from Al Gore’s dungeon and invaded our living rooms, waving pictures of naked college girls. It was hard work, in those days, to figure out whether something had really happened. A lot of times you could narrow a story down to three or four seasons, figure that it had to have happened when the Browns were playing the Tigers, make up a list of seventy or eighty games, and head for the microfilm library. You’d be there for several days.


Organized knowledge about baseball’s past has exploded so phenomenally, in the last twenty years, that to backtrack on most anecdotes no longer qualifies as research. I work in baseball now. Occasionally I run into some old ballplayer who has no idea how easy it is to check these things out, and he tells me about the time he threw out three runners at third base in the same game, or the time he hit a grand slam off of Mickey Lolich in Shea Stadium just before a cloudburst would have sent everybody home drenched but still tied. By “occasionally” I mean about three times a week. Pricking their bubbles would be rude. Any one who owns a computer can now find out in seconds things about Bob Gibson in 1968 that Bob Gibson himself didn’t know at the time, couldn’t have dreamed of knowing.


This explosion of knowledge about the past, roaring up from behind us, exposes every exaggeration, every fictionalization, every enhancement, every substitution. It’s a little sad. Paper-thin lies, once protected by layers of darkness, are now transparent in the glare. We know now that it wasn’t Mickey Mantle in the batter’s box, it was Roger Repoz, and it wasn’t the ninth inning, it was the fourth, and the bases weren’t loaded, and the score wasn’t tied, and the frog did not become a prince.


Accuracy is a prickly concept for the modern quasi-journalist. Everybody is certain that he is more accurate than the other guy is. God forbid that anyone should think that I am speaking against accuracy in journalism, but something is happening here that borders on being unnatural. Journalism is mushrooming, enveloping things that for decades were more along the lines of gossip and reminiscence. “Journalists” a hundred years ago … and did the concept of a “journalist” even exist then? … journalists put things in the newspaper that were never quite meant to be taken as entirely true. Everybody understood that this was just supposed to be a good story.


My first memories are set in a small-town cream station where old men entertained one another for hours with retold yarns about absent and long-dead neighbors. The concept of an entertaining yarn—in print, no less—is almost incomprehensible now, as incomprehensible as the Internet would have been to those old, ash-gray men who remembered Teddy Roosevelt and still had strong opinions about him and didn’t have working radios. The academics have won. The standards of accuracy that began in academia have been embraced by paid reporters and have now spread to the limitless legions of dignified researchers, pounding out accurate if boring biographies about absent and long-dead heroes.


And I’m not saying that that’s a bad thing, you know? Dinosaurs are more interesting than unicorns. I don’t even read fiction; history is always more interesting. I am just saying … something humanizing and indefinable has been lost in the search for the truth—lost or, worse yet, thrown away. For thousands of years men made slightly heroic fiction out of their own petty lives. You can’t get away with that anymore.


At a certain level, the pursuit of accuracy can be a very destructive process. I have spent most of my life trying to learn as much as I can about baseball history. I’ve gotten a little bit of this down on paper, but I’m getting old, and when I die, all of the rest will be lost. It’s frustrating. I wish I could get more down on paper, but it takes so long to be sure you’ve got the facts right.


A lot of the old guys, they didn’t worry about that … they just wrote down what they remembered and called it right, and who’s going to argue. In a certain sense I envy them, and in a certain sense, they had it right. Accuracy is a nasty concept, a bristle-wire toothbrush that strips off the plaque and the enamel and cuts right into the tooth.


There’s an ongoing effort now to accumulate “biographies” about everybody who has played in the major leagues. I’m all for it, and not for all the tea in Chinatown would I speak ill of the effort. It’s just that … well, there is a problem with the entries, and the problem is accuracy. The problem is not that they’re inaccurate; the problem is that they are compulsively accurate. You’re reading the biography of a man, you want to get at his essence. What was it that made him tick? How was he different from other men? What made him the way he was? What did he truly love, and what was he afraid of?


These are not questions that are amenable to accuracy. They require speculation, conjecture, whatever you want to call it. They require that you look at a variety of events involving the man and draw some conclusion. This requires a certain audacity—even a certain amount of arrogance. It re quires that you say what you think is true, even though there is no way for anyone to prove that it is true.


I don’t mean to make excuses for the old writers, who sometimes told stories about players without worrying about veracity or even verisimilitude. I don’t want to make excuses for them; I want to go beyond that, and to actually defend them.


Telling stories about players is, sometimes, a way of trying to get the essence of the man. Anecdotes are snapshots of a personality. We don’t carry around every detail of the past in our minds. We don’t always remember whether it was Tuesday or Saturday, whether it was the seventh inning or the twelfth, whether it was Bill Lee on the mound or some other goofball.


But we do remember personalities. We remember the people that we have worked with and lived with and loved a little bit, and we want to share those personalities with those who haven’t had the opportunity. This is natural and human—just as it is natural and human to forget the details. That a story is misplaced in time and space does not make it untrue on a certain level.


In the movie Shattered Glass—I think that’s the one; you’ll have to forgive me if I’ve mixed it up with some other movie—a scene at the end gets at the same point. The movie is about the meteoric career of a young reporter who shot to the top of his profession in a few years by just making shit up. When he is finally exposed as a fraud (in the movie), one of his old colleagues has to interview him about his own story.


“Is that true?” asks the colleague.


“No,” says Stephen Glass. “But it’s accurate.”


A little research reveals that James did indeed mix up the movies in his head. That scene is actually from Absence of Malice, but this is an understandable mistake because Stephen Glass looks so much like Sally Field.





PREFACE


Pay Heed, All Ye Who Enter …


Every year they die. You see an old fellow at the All-Star Game, or at the World Series, or in the South, or hanging at the winter meetings, and they lie to you, and the next thing you read in the paper where they are dead, old fellows not so many years before slim and fast, with a quick eye and great power, and all of a sudden they are dead and you are glad you did not wreck their story for them with the straight facts.


—Henry Wiggen in Bang the Drum Slowly (1956)


This book isn’t for everybody.


Seriously.


Most of my other books have been intended for just about anyone who cares enough about baseball to want to read a book on the subject. Granted, some might find my usual approach too analytical. Egg-headed, even. But there were things in those books for even the most traditional, the most conservative, even the most reactionary of baseball lovers.


This book, though? Some poor guy is going to get this book, probably as a Father’s Day gift, and despise every word before giving up in disgust. Because I’ve done something in this book that some will find sacrilegious.


I’ve checked.


I’ve checked the stories.


Oh, not all of them. There are so many thousands of baseball stories in the literature that I couldn’t check all of them if I’d started when I was eighteen and lived to be one hundred. But I’m checking some of my favorites, and probably some of your favorites, too.


Why would I want to do this? Why would I want to take the chance—and as I’ve discovered, usually it’s a real good chance—of discovering a story’s not accurate, and perhaps shattering the long- and affectionately held illusions of a credulous public?


Because I think the truth is just as interesting as the myth. Actually, I think the myth is plenty interesting by itself, because of course every myth contains a kernel of truth (or so we’ve been told). But when you pile some literal truth on top of the truthiness? Delicious as frosting on a sugar cookie.


There’s another reason to check.


Three years ago Jose Canseco published his memoirs to some fanfare. In his book, Canseco of fered a great number of accusations. As we read them, though, should we have attached any credibility at all to an author who came up with whoppers like this one?


But I remember as a Cuban kid in the A’s farm system … I was very aware that baseball was closed to a young Latino like me. That was only twenty-three years ago, but for baseball it was a completely different era. There were no Cuban players at the major-league level at that time.


Closed to a young Latino? Canseco joined the Oakland organization in 1982. At that time, Cuban-born Tony Perez was still five years from retirement. Cubans Bert Campaneris, Jose Cardenal, and Luis Tiant all were stalwarts in the 1970s. And that’s only a few of the Cubans, to say nothing of all the Venezuelans and Dominicans who began invigorating the game in the 1950s and haven’t stopped since. Baseball, closed to a young Latino in the 1980s? Please.


Here’s Canseco on the trade that sent him from the Devil Rays to the Yankees in 2000:


It was the first time in my career that I was completely, 100 percent healthy. I could have helped out the organization with my bat and carried the team—but I wasn’t getting to play … The few times they did get me some at-bats, the Yankees put me in the outfield, even though I hadn’t played out there in I don’t know how long.


Not exactly. In his seven weeks with the Yankees, Canseco played in thirty-seven games—that is, most of the Yankees’ games—and in most of them as the DH. He appeared in the outfield only five times. As I wrote in a review of Juiced, “Basically, whenever Mr. Canseco strays into charted territory, he gets lost.”


In any event, of course, it seems that Canseco’s headline-grabbing accusations of steroid use—his forays into uncharted territory—really weren’t so misguided after all. But just imagine how seriously Canseco would have been taken in 2005, nearly two years before the Mitchell Report, if he’d just gotten the easy stuff right. But he didn’t get the easy stuff right, so we had to wonder about the hard stuff.


So that’s one reason to check: the things we can check may tell us a great deal about the things we cannot check. Another reason: it’s a lot of fun. At least for me.


Here’s my advice. If you received this book as a gift and aren’t interested in what really happened, then skip those parts. It’s pretty obvious where the stories stop and the objective truth starts, and there should be enough stories to keep you going for a while, all by themselves.


Within these pages, you’ll find an amazing story about Bill Mazeroski’s faith in Roberto Clemente’s powerful throwing arm. Whether or not the story is completely true—and I’ll let you find out in due course—is, if not beside the point of this book, certainly just one point. The stories tell us something about their subjects and they tell us something about those who tell the stories. It is neither unfair nor disrespectful to check these stories, and in fact I will argue that publishing—and yes, checking—these old stories is a sign of great respect. Because only a good story well told is worth all this effort.





1903
RUBE WADDELL & BEANS


“Freakiest thing I ever saw happen at a ballpark,” Harry Davis used to say, “was when fans in the bleachers at Boston were showered with hot beans after a foul ball was hit over the fence.


“I know that doesn’t make much sense,” he’d continue, “but it actually happened, late in the 1903 season. And I’ve got a newspaper clipping to prove it.”


Harry’s clipping was from the front page of the August 12, 1903, issue of the Philadelphia North American. It showed a story written by Charles Dryden, famed sportswriter of those days. Here’s the heading:


PRODIGAL WADDELL
PITCHED AND LOST


[image: Image]


AS A SIDE ISSUE, “RUBE” CAUSED
A BEAN FACTORY TO BLOW UP


Dryden, after reporting that the league-leading Red Sox had defeated the Athletics, 5-1, presented his readers with these rather amazing paragraphs:


In the seventh inning, Rube Waddell hoisted a long foul over the right field bleachers that landed on the roof of the biggest bean cannery in Boston. In descending, the ball fell on the roof of the engine room and jammed itself between the steam whistle and the stem of the valve that operates it. The pressure set the whistle blowing. It lacked a few minutes of five o’clock, yet the workmen started to leave the building. They thought quitting time had come.


The incessant screeching of the bean-factory whistle led engineers in neighboring factories to think fire had broken out and they turned on their whistles. With a dozen whistles going full blast, a policeman sent in an alarm of fire. Just as the engines arrived, a steam cauldron in the first factory, containing a ton of beans, blew up.


The explosion dislodged Waddell’s foul fly and the whistle stopped blowing, but that was not the end of the trouble.


A shower of scalding beans descended on the bleachers and caused a small panic. One man went insane. When he saw the beans dropping out of a cloud of steam, the unfortunate rooter yelled: “The end of the world is coming and we will all be destroyed.”


An ambulance summoned to the supposed fire conveyed the demented man to his home. The ton of beans proved a total loss.


That was Charlie Dryden’s story, and Harry Davis stuck to it for many a year.


—Ira L. Smith, Baseball’s Famous First Basemen (1956)


Before you ask, let me tell you: that clipping from the Philadelphia North American is absolutely legitimate. Still, doesn’t it seem just a bit outlandish?


But Harry Davis sure enjoyed telling it, and Ira L. Smith obviously enjoyed repeating it (though with a small wink, at the end). In The National Pastime #25, a SABR (Society for American Baseball Research) annual, Tim Wiles—for many years the director of re search at the Hall of Fame—recounted the story (apparently without a wink). Wiles had found the story in Michael Gershman’s book Diamonds (1993), a highly regarded history of ballparks.


I’m not going to fisk this story. My friend—and Red Sox author-publisher extraordinaire—Bill Nowlin already has. As Bill wrote in The Baseball Research Journal a few years ago:


What a great story! Naturally, I wanted to learn more. I was surprised I hadn’t come across such a dramatic event while reading 1903’s daily game stories in the Boston Herald. I’d read all the usual books about the Red Sox and hadn’t heard this one before. I couldn’t find anything on ProQuest, which made me wonder even more. So I took myself off to the Microtext Reading Room at the Boston Public Library. Surely Dryden would not have been the only sportswriter to have noticed 2,000 pounds of boiling baked beans splattering the bleachers at the ballpark, or the dozen factory whistles shrieking alarm.1


There were a lot of newspapers in Boston in 1903. Nowlin read all of them. Nothing about beans.
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Rube Waddell


His suspicions aroused, Nowlin decided to learn more about Charles Dryden, and the first thing he found is that Dryden’s in the Hall of Fame. Well, not really. But Dryden did receive the J. G. Taylor Spink Award in 1965, which is as close to the Hall of Fame as a writer can get. His name’s on a plaque in Cooperstown, and for most people that’s close enough. The Hall of Fame’s website includes a short biography of Dryden and says, “The humorist was often regarded as the master baseball writer of his time.”


Humorist? Is that a clue?


You better believe it.


From the same page, Nowlin learned that Ring Lardner, upon receiving compliments for his own brilliant wit, replied, “Me, a humorist? Have you guys read any of Charley Dryden’s stuff lately? He makes me look like a novice.”


The whole thing was a joke. Dryden once wrote, with a completely straight face, that Waddell had once been found taking a bite out of the Washington Monument, but it was okay because he had rubber teeth. Dry den once wrote that left-handed pitchers are called southpaws because a left-hander who once tried out for the Cubs hailed from Southpaw, Illinois. Dryden was a comic at heart. In those days you could get away with mixing comedy and journalism, and according to one source, Dryden was “at one time called the Mark Twain of Baseball.”2


This was one hell of a story, and what made it brilliant was that Dryden dropped it into the middle of an otherwise literal account of a real baseball game. And so he fooled a bunch of people, for the better part of a century, who should have known better.





1914
BILL BRENNAN & GROVER LAND


When the second umpire failed to appear for a Federal League game between the Brooklyn Feds and the Chicago Whales, Bill Brennan was forced to work the game alone and stationed himself behind the pitcher’s mound. This meant that Brennan had to make frequent long treks on a sweltering day to replenish his supply of baseballs. In the fifth inning a Brooklyn batter fouled away 20 baseballs, forcing the frazzled umpire to keep going for more horsehides. Desperately, Brennan decided to get a goodly supply, which he brought behind the pitcher’s mound and stacked in a neat pyramid. The next batter was Brooklyn catcher Grover Land, who smacked a line drive straight at Brennan’s prize pyramid of balls and sent the horsehides flying in all directions. In the mad scramble, each Chicago infielder came up with a ball. The first baseman stepped on his bag, but batter Land kept on running. The second baseman tagged him out, as did the shortstop and the third baseman. When Land reached the plate, the Chicago catcher also nailed him.


Land had been tagged out five times, but Umpire Brennan was not satisfied. He ruled that there was no putout since there was absolutely no way of telling if any of the Whales had used the batted ball. Chicago Manager Joe Tinker protested the game and took his argument to league President James A. Gilmore. Gilmore ruled he would not throw out the game unless the result affected the pennant race at the end of the season. It did not, so Grover Land went into the record books for clubbing the only inside-the-infield home run!


—Carl Sifakis, Three Men on Third: And Other Wacky Events from the World of Sports (1994)


There really was a Federal League, in 1914 and ‘15, and James A. Gilmore really did run the show. This Federal League did feature, among its eight teams, the Brooklyn Feds (or Tip-Tops) and Chicago Whales. Grover Land caught for Brooklyn in both -seasons. Joe Tinker managed Chicago in both seasons. Bill Brennan did work as a Federal League umpire in both seasons.


So all the names check out. We’ve got that going for us.


One small problem with this story, though: a quick look at Grover Land’s career reveals that he never hit a home run. Not in his two-year Federal League career, nor in his five seasons (or parts of sea sons) with Cleveland in the American League. Like most catchers of his era, Land couldn’t hit. In 293 games, he batted .243 with twenty-seven walks, twenty-one doubles, six triples and not a single homer in the record books.


Which blows a small hole in the story, obviously.


According to one source, this actually happened in a Dodgers-Cubs game. Same cities, same Bill Brennan, same Grover Land, but different teams. As Jimmy Evans wrote in the 1952 baseball issue of Sports Review,“Every infielder came up with a ball and Land was tagged at every base but continued past home plate. Brennan solved the puzzler by ruling that no infielder could tell if he had the right ball. He therefore called it a home run, probably the only infield homer ever hit in the major leagues. … It’s Odd but True!”




[image: Image] Ernie Lombardi once caught for the Dodgers, which I mention only as an excuse to recount this story …


Lombardi graduated from the Pacific Coast League to the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1931, and he fitted right into the fantastic Flatbush follies. Manager Wilbert Robinson, whose abilities at remembering names were akin to Sam Goldwyn’s struggles with rhetoric, called the giant catcher Joe Schnapps, which was apparently the closest he could come to saying Ernie Lombardi. Lom caught the opening game for Brooklyn and appropriately made three hits, but for some mysterious reason he was put on the bench.


After six weeks of inactivity, Lombardi went to Robbie and said, “When are you going to let me catch again?”


Robinson looked at Lom and said, “Why, Joe Schnapps! I’d forgotten you were on our club.” That winter came the deal that sent Lombardi to the Reds, and he was to stay for a decade.


—Lee Allen,The Cincinnati Reds (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1948)


The Dodgers opened their 1931 campaign on the 14th of April. Lombardi did not play. In the Dodgers’ second game, young Al Lopez—even younger than Lombardi, but with more experience—started behind the plate, but left the game early and was replaced by Lombardi, who picked up two hits (not three). Did Robinson forget Lombardi after that game? Brooklyn played eleven more games in April. Lombardi started three of those games behind the plate, and pinch hit in four others. Lopez had played well as a rookie and almost certainly was far better than Lombardi, defensively. Reasonably enough, Lombardi opened the season as the Dodgers’ No. 2 catcher. Reasonably enough, that’s apparently how he ended it. And reasonably enough, after the season the Dodgers traded him.





Bill Brennan, in addition to his two seasons as a Federal League arbiter, also worked in the National League from 1909 through 1913 (and then again in 1921, though that’s not really germane to the issue at hand). But in that range of seasons, Joe Tinker managed the Cubs only in 1916, and Grover Land didn’t play for the Dodgers at all; from 1908 through ‘13, when he played in the majors he played in the American League. What’s likely is that Jimmy Evans simply ran across this story involving Chicago and Brooklyn and assumed the story was about a National League game.


So have we run into a dead end? Not necessarily. The possibility remains that Land’s hit went for a double or triple, rather than a home run. Or per haps the incident occurred in some sort of exhibition game. I did search The New York Times archives for references to Federal League President James Gilmore and found this note of interest, from May 23, 1914:


CHICAGO, May 22.—James A. Gilmore, President of the Federal League, has decided in favor of the Chicago Club, in the game of May 14 with the Buffalo Club, which Manager Joe Tinker protested because of a decision by Umpire Goeckel. Another game will have to be played, Buffalo won the original game, 5 to 4.1


However, that protest had absolutely nothing to do with Grover Land…


CHICAGO, May 18.—Manager Tinker’s protest of the game at Buffalo last Thursday, when the Chicago Federals were defeated by the home team, 4 to 3, was received by President Gilmore of the Federal League today, but action was deferred pending the collection of evidence. Tinker claimed that a Buffalo batter ran back to the players’ bench after hitting a ball, and later, seeing that the Chicago players did not make a play at first base on the hit, ran out to the base again. The rules, argued Tinker, require the base runner to stay on the base lines while running to first base. Had the Buffalo man been declared out, the Chicago manager claims, the winning run would not have been scored.2


The Times from 1914 and ‘15 has many scores of references to Gilmore, as the Federal League was a big story, mostly because of its collective attempts to raid the talent of the established major leagues. But that’s the only mention of a protest that I found in either season.


Nevertheless, there must be something to this story, right? One version appeared as early as 1952, and the version that opened this chapter, though published in 1994, probably relied on an early book of baseball anecdotes—though if that’s the case, it’s one of the few books of anecdotes I haven’t seen—or a newspaper column. Without some other hint, though, I just don’t know when or where this, or something vaguely like this, actually happened.





1923
CLARENCE “CLIMAX” BLETHEN


“Climax” Blethen, a 30-year-old pitcher for the Boston Braves, had lost all his teeth and had false teeth that he carried in his back pocket whenever he played. Getting on first base one day with a single, he steamed hard for second when the next batter hit a likely double-play ball to short. The shortstop tossed to the second base man, and Blethen tried desperately to take the infielder out with a hard slide to prevent a good relay to first. Unfortunately, the hard-running Blethen forgot all about his teeth in his back pocket. He was out at second and out of the game as well, a bloody mess. He had managed to painfully bite himself in his backside with his false teeth.


—Carl Sifakis, Three Men on Third: And Other Wacky Events from the World of Sports (1994)


Blethen pitched in two major-league seasons: in 1923 with the Red Sox, and in 1929 with the Brooklyn Dodgers. So we’ve already got one issue; according to the story he pitched for the Braves, but he never did. Easy mistake to make, though, as the Red Sox and Braves both played in Boston, within a few blocks of each other, and both were terrible throughout the 1920s. So we’ll assume this story refers to his time with the Sox, particularly because Blethen did turn thirty in 1923.


It’s not at all difficult to check Blethen’s ‘23 sea son, because he didn’t debut until September 17 and pitched in only five games (always in relief). So we’re looking for games in which Blethen singled (or reached base otherwise) and was knocked out of the game by a rough slide into second base. Sounds easy enough…and is, thanks to a friend in Boston and the recently digitized Boston Globe.


In his first game with the Red Sox, Blethen pitched the ninth inning and didn’t bat. He pitched again the next day, three hitless innings, but again didn’t bat. Blethen’s next outing, against Ty Cobb’s Tigers on the 21st, didn’t go so well. Red Sox starter Curt Fullerton got kayoed in the second—he wound up 2-15 that season—and Blethen took over. He finished the game, but gave up twelve hits and eight runs. He also batted four times, but there’s no indication in the box score or in the newspaper story that Blethen ever reached base or was forced from the action by a baserunning injury.


Blethen pitched twice more that season. On the 25th, he worked four innings and did bat, but again he didn’t pick up any hits, and nothing in the gamer suggests that he got hurt while running the bases. He did leave the game, but was bumped for a pinch hitter after pitching a scoreless seventh.


Blethen’s final appearance in a Red Sox uniform came in what you might call an interesting game. Especially if you’re a Yankees fan. On the 28th at Fenway Park, Blethen gave up nine hits and seven runs in three innings … and he was the good Boston pitcher, as Sox starter Howard Ehmke, in six innings, gave up twenty-one hits and seventeen runs in the Yankees’ 24-4 win (they didn’t score more than seventeen runs in an other game all season). Ruth doubled twice and homered. Lou Gehrig, starting for just the second time in his career—he’d homered the day be fore, in his first start—hammered three doubles and knocked in five runs.* Blethen batted once, but no hits and no hint of injury. Coincidentally—at least I think it’s coincidentally—there was a notable baserunning injury. In the second inning, Yankee third baseman Mike McNally hurt himself while sliding home and was forced to retire from the contest.


Blethen gave up more than a run per inning with the Red Sox and spent the next five (nearly six) seasons in the minors, before returning to the majors with Brooklyn late in the ‘29 season. On September 25 he pitched to one batter in a game against the Phillies, then was bumped for a pinch hitter. The next day against the Phillies, he gave up a couple of runs and again didn’t bat. That was the last time Blethen pitched in the majors.


A slightly different version of this story also appears in Nash and Zullo’s Baseball Hall of Shame 3 (Pocket Books, 1987). The relevant portion:


Although he pitched like a rookie, he didn’t look like one. Climax wore a set of false teeth that he stuck in his back pocket whenever he played. Without his choppers, Blethen appeared much older and more menacing than he really was.


Climax pitched briefly in relief in only five games, but his claim to shame came as a “pinched” runner.


In a game against the Detroit Tigers, Blethen was a runner on first when the next batter slapped a grounder to short. Climax went sliding into second to break up the double play. But he forgot that his false teeth were still in his back pocket.


When he slid into the base, his chompers clamped down on his butt. In every way imaginable, Climax was nipped at second.


In the heading for this story, Nash/Zullo provide an actual date, September 21, and we’ve seen that Blethen did pitch that afternoon. I’d love to know who first told this story, and I’d love to know how Nash/Zullo nailed down the exact game. But their version, which doesn’t result in a “bloody mess” with Blethen forced from the game, seems plausible enough.





1960
TOMMY LASORDA & GOD


The following Friday night I pitched against Buffalo. Because of the problems with Bryant I desperately wanted to win this game. Late in the game Buffalo loaded the bases with no outs. Bryant was on the top step of the dugout, ready to pull me. In my entire career, I had never prayed on the pitcher’s mound, but this time, I turned my back to the hitter, looked up, and thought, Lord, I’ve never asked you to help me win a game. All I’ve ever asked was the strength to do the best I could at all times. Lord, I’m in a jam here, and any help you can give me would be greatly appreciated.


Suddenly, I heard my name being called. “Lasorda? Lasorda?” It was incredible. I turned around.


It was the umpire, Billy Williams. “Come on, Lasorda,” he said. “You gotta throw it sometime.”


“Wait a minute,” I told him, “I’m talking to God.”


“Who?”


“God.”


“Oh,” Billy said, as if he understood, then turned around and walked back to home plate. He probably figured I was crazy, but on the one chance I had a direct line…


My first pitch was an inside fastball, neither inside enough nor fast enough. The batter jerked it down the left-field line. Our third baseman, George Risley, leaped as high as he could and deflected the ball. It bounced off his glove toward the outfield grass. A base hit, I thought as I ran to back up third base, two runs’ll score at least. But our shortstop, Jerry Snyder, dived and backhanded the ball on the fly. Lying on his back, he flipped to second base for the second out, and the second baseman fired to first to complete the triple play. I’d played thirteen summers and eleven winters of professional baseball and had never before been involved in a triple play. As I walked nonchalantly off the field, I looked at Billy Williams, who was staring at me with his mouth open. Then I looked into the sky and said, “Thank you, Lord, but was it really necessary to scare me like that?”


That turned out to be the last game I ever pitched …


—Tommy Lasorda in The Artful Dodger (Lasorda & David Fisher, 1985)


Lasorda’s last season as a professional player was long to find this supposed triple play; it happened 1960, when he pitched for the Montreal Royals, on the 4th of July. From the next day’s Montreal Gazette …


In the second inning of the first game with runners on first and second, infielder Ron Kabbes lined a drive that bounced into the air off the glove of third baseman George Risley. Shortstop Jerry Snyder went back to the grass to catch the ball for the first out, and easily got the runners off second and first, Risley to Snyder to Joe Tanner to Altobelli.1




[image: Image] Speaking of the Big Guy Upstairs …


Special pitches have had special names down through the years, and one is worth noting in particular. Back around 1915 the St. Louis Browns drafted a pitcher named Perryman from the Atlanta club. Perryman was described as a youngman who entered professional baseball for the sole purpose of accumulating enough money to put himself through a theological seminary so that he might become a clergyman. He had a fast ball with a peculiar hop. It was called by those who had trouble hitting it “Perryman’ s halo ball.”


—Ira L. Smith and H. Allen Smith,Low and Inside (Doubleday, 1949)


Emmett “Parson” Perryman pitched in just that one season, going 2-4 with a poor ERA in fifty innings.


A few years earlier, the Reach Base Ball Guide had published an item about Maxwell G. Carnarius. Better known as Max Carey, he was then attending the St. Louis Theological Seminary during the off-seasons, “but whether he will take up that profession upon his graduation remains to be seen … If his prowess as a ball player is a criterion of his ability as a minister he should be a power in the religious world.”


It doesn’t appear that Carey ever applied himself to ministering. After his playing career, he managed the Dodgers for a few years, then managed in the minors and did some scouting for the Orioles. He left baseball after the ‘57 season, according to his 1976 obituary in The Sporting News, and later was involved with dog-racing tracks.





Regrettably, the box score I’ve got does not list the umpires, so I can’t confirm the presence of arbiter Billy Williams (which is a shame because he does have a bit of dialogue in our little drama). Looking at Lasorda’s other offered details:


[image: Image] Lasorda well-remembers his infielders, as Risley and Snyder were responsible for starting the tri-killing.


[image: Image] It wasn’t a Friday night, and it wasn’t against Buffalo; it was a Monday night in Rochester.


[image: Image] It wasn’t late in the game; it was just the second inning. And the bases were not loaded; only the first and second sacks were filled.


Lasorda would finish the game, going all seven innings and allowing just two runs as the Royals won, thanks in large part to first baseman Joe Altobelli’s grand slam in the third inning. And, yes, it was the last game Lasorda ever pitched. In the July 20 issue of The Sporting News, this small item appeared:


ROYALS RELEASE TOM LASORDA, WINNINGEST MONTREAL PITCHER


MONTREAL, Que.—Tom Lasorda, pitcher-coach-road secretary of the Montreal Royals, was released July 9, after a long, illustrious I. L. career.


Lasorda was with the Royals seven full seasons and parts of two others, registering 128 victories, more than any other Montreal pitcher. Lasorda was 2-5 this season.


He said his release was due to a “falling out” with Manager Clay Bryant, with whom he had been associated four seasons. The parent Los Angeles Dodgers assigned him immediately to his new scouting duties in the Philadelphia area.


Lloyd McGowan


I don’t know where McGowan came up with 128 victories for Lasorda in Montreal, as he fell roughly twenty shy of that number. Here’s Lasorda again, in his book: “So in July 1960, I finally hung up my spikes. I had had a long and relatively successful career. I always said I was going to play in the major leagues and I had; I never said how long I was going to play in the major leagues. And I’d set the all-time International League record for career victories with 107. But the real evidence that my career had been successful was easy to measure: The spikes I hung up had cost me $35.”


Lasorda did play in the major leagues. From 1954 through ‘56, he pitched in twenty-six games—eight with his beloved Dodgers, eighteen with the Kansas City Athletics—and went 0-4 with a 6.48 ERA. He did win 107 games in the International League (all while pitching for Montreal).


He did not set the all-time International League record for career victories.


I don’t know who does have the record, but I know it’s not Lasorda. In the early 1920s, the Baltimore Orioles’ staff, all by itself, featured three pitchers who would win more than 107 games in the International League: Lefty Grove (108), Jim “Rube” Parnham (141), and (most notably) Jack Ogden, with 213 wins.


You don’t want to mess with God. But nobody messes with Curly Ogden.





1977–1988
RON GUIDRY & WILLIE WILSON






	

Michael Kay:



	

Yankee pitching coach Ron Guidry celebrating a birthday today. Now, hold on to your hats, I’m starting to feel old… Ron is fifty-seven today.








	

Ken Singleton:



	

I was talking to him earlier, around the batting cage. You were talking about throwing change-ups? He said he didn’t throw his first change-up until about nine years in the big leagues. Struck out Willie Wilson to end a ball game on a three-two change-up. First one he ever threw in the big leagues.








	

Kay:



	

That really must have pleased Wilson.








	

Singleton:



	

He said Wilson actually called him gutless for throwing it. It was the third time he struck out, so [Guidry] said, “You couldn’t hit anything else, either.”









—WWOR telecast of Yankees–Red Sox game, August 28, 2007


Two of Willie Wilson’s forty-one career homers came against Guidry, but otherwise he struggled terribly against him, going 11 for 58 in his career, with fourteen strikeouts. Guidry reached the majors in 1975, Wilson in ‘76. Wilson played his last game in 1994, Guidry in 1988. But Guidry hardly pitched in ‘76, and not at all against the Royals. So we’re looking at a dozen seasons, ‘77 through ‘88, during which time both players were in the American League.


Did Guidry ever fan Wilson three times in one game?


He did not. There were nine games in which Guidry struck out Wilson at least once, and in five of those games he struck out Wilson twice. But only twice.


Did Guidry ever strike out Wilson to end a game?


Of those nine games, only two—July 23, 1983, and May 4, 1985—were complete games for Guidry. In the first of those, Wilson struck out once, in the sixth inning. Guidry retired Amos Otis on a fly ball to end the game. In the other complete game Wilson struck out twice, in the first inning and the eighth. Guidry finished his four-hitter by striking out Steve Balboni.


Let’s see, what else might we check … Oh, here’s something. Did Guidry ever strike out Wilson to end an inning late in a game?


Just once. In fact, it’s the only interesting strikeout among the fourteen strikeouts. On the 11th of Au gust in 1987, Guidry struck out Wilson for the last time (they would meet just once more, nearly a year later). In the bottom of the first inning, Wilson led off with a strikeout, looking. Then came three straight hits—Lonnie Smith, Kevin Seitzer, George Brett—followed by an out, and then another hit, an intentional walk, and two more hits. Which brought Wilson to the plate again, with six runs in and a runner on second base. He struck out again, looking. This really is nothing like the story Guidry supposedly told Singleton. But if there was a strikeout-related incident involving Wilson that did stick in Guidry’s head for twenty years, this one looks like the best candidate.


Just moments after telling the story about Guidry and Wilson, Singleton told this one…




[image: Image] Some stories just refuse to die a natural death …


“Do you know I got Stan Musial out forty-nine times in a row? Somebody counted and told me. I’d curve him and jam him with the sinker. Then there was Henry Aaron. I never got him out.”


—Clem Labine in The Boys of Summer (Roger Kahn, 1972)


This claim also was published in obituaries of Labine after he died in 2007, notwithstanding the fact that it’s absolutely not true.


Labine did not face Musial forty-nine times, not during the regular season anyway. Labine matched up with Musial forty-eight times, and Musial batted .238 (10 for 42) with six walks, one double, one triple, and one home run. Considering Musial’s greatness, it was a brilliant performance by Labine. But forty-nine times in row? No. Just … no.


Nevertheless, well after corrections to the obituary had appeared all over the InterWebs, Sports Illustrated ran the following letter: “As a loyal Brooklyn Dodgers fan, I mourn the loss of Clem Labine, a clutch pitcher who was underappreciated. One of his more unbelievable stats: he retired Stan Musial—the greatest NL hitter of all time and a man who made a career of killing Dodgers pitching—49 consecutive times.—Bob Kurtzer, Denver, N.Y.”


And so the legend endures …





Luis Tiant, of course, was a great pitcher for the Red Sox, pitched for the Yankees as well. When Luis was with Boston, Lee May was on our team, and he couldn’t hit Luis Tiant, and Earl Weaver knew it. So when we would go into Boston, say on a weekend series, on Friday Lee would ask Luis on the field, “Which day are you pitching?” Luis would say, “I’m pitching on Sunday.” So Lee said, “Saturday night I’m gonna have a good time because I’m not playing on Sunday.”


I think he was something like one for thirty-five against Luis.


When Singleton says “our team,” he means the Orioles; he and May were teammates with Baltimore from 1975 through ‘80. In those six seasons, Tiant pitched (and started) against the Orioles in twenty-three games. Twelve of those starts came in ‘75 and ‘76, and May was in the lineup for eight of them. But from ‘77 through ‘80, Tiant started eleven times against the Orioles, and May started only two of those games. These six seasons comprised May’s entire history against Tiant, and he went 4 for 31 (.129) with one walk, one double, and one home run. Among the thirteen Tiant starts that May skipped were three Sunday afternoons.


Singleton must have a million stories. The very next night he told this one:


Ron Guidry… told me of a funny story, years ago, when Thurman Munson was catching him. In the first inning the visiting team came out and got three straight solid hits. The bases were loaded, and Thurman comes out to the mound and says to Guidry, “Do you want me to stop telling ‘em what’s coming?” And Guidry got upset and struck out the next three guys.


I couldn’t track down that one, either.





1991–2005
GREG MADDUX & JEFF BAGWELL


Leading 8-0 in a regular-season game against the Astros, Maddux threw what he had said he would never throw to Jeff Bagwell—a fastball in. Bagwell did what Maddux wanted him to do: he homered. So two weeks later, when Maddux was facing Bagwell in a close game, Bagwell was looking for a fastball in, and Maddux fanned him on a change-up away.


—George Will in Newsweek (April 25, 2006)


Bagwell played in fifteen seasons, which is a long career but doesn’t come close to that of Maddux (who has five seasons on Bagwell at the beginning of their careers and, at this writing, two seasons and counting at the end). In all fifteen of Bagwell’s sea sons he faced Maddux at least once, so we might as well start at the beginning, which was 1991.


One may, with the help of the SABR Baseball En cyclopedia, quickly look up not only the dates of Bagwell’s 449 homers, but various other details. But of course he hit a lot more homers than Maddux gave up, so it’s easier to check Maddux’s log instead. Which I will now do, looking specifically for Bagwell as the hitter and leaving the other details for later.


Bagwell did not homer against Maddux in 1991, 1992, 1993, or 1994. But in 1995, when Maddux gave up only eight home runs all season, Bagwell hit two of them within a week, on May 28 and June 3. Next came single homers in 1996, 1998 (one of three Maddux gave up in one game), 1999, 2004, and 2005. That last bomb is particularly notable; on April 29, Bagwell played his last game until Septem ber, and hit his last home run. Maddux gave it up and pitched six otherwise solid innings to beat Roger Clemens.


So we’ve got (or rather, I’ve got) the specific dates of each home run, and the play-by-play accounts are just a few clicks away. Remember, we’re looking for a game that’s in the late innings, with Maddux’s team—the Braves, until 2004—comfortably ahead of Bagwell’s Astros. Did one of these home runs come in a situation like that? Let’s check each of them. First I’ll list the date, then the inning, then the score (with Maddux’s team listed first), then the number of runners on base…


[image: Image]




[image: Image] Warren Spahn tells this one about being set up by Ted Williams …


It amazed me that he knew every pitch I threw, and he said, “That fastball that you threw to me is pretty effective. You ought to use it more often.” So now, we’re playing the All-Star Game in Washington, D.C., and I remembered what Ted had said. And I had two strikes on him, and I threw him a fastball right here. And he hit it into the bleachers for a home run. And if you ever watched the pitcher during a ball game, when a guy hits a home run, he has nothing to do. He would pick up the rosin back and throw it and whatever. Well, I happened to think about Ted, and I looked around at second base and I said, “You conned me, didn’t you?”


And he did. You know, he used to spend the time that he wasn’t hitting in a ball game looking through the hole in his cap, the little air hole, and watch the pitcher. He never watched anything else other than the pitcher, so that either they tipped pitches off, or he had a good idea about what they were going to throw him. So he was great, but he wasn’t that great. He had some inside information.


—Fay Vincent, The Only Game in town (2006)


As Spahn tells the story, Williams complimented his fastball in 1947, in the annual series between the two Boston teams. The All-Star Game was played in 1956. Did Spahn really throw a fastball in a key spot because of something Williams had told him nearly nine years earlier? I guess we’ll never know.





I enjoy tables. You might not. So let me sum up. In his career, Greg Maddux gave up seven home runs to Jeff Bagwell. None of them came when the score was 8-0, or 7-0. Five of those seven homers came in close games, the two teams within two runs of one another. Leaving aside the specifics of the story, would a competitor like Maddux groove a fastball in a close game? You sure wouldn’t think so.


Which leaves two games: September 18, 1996, when the Braves were up 6-1 in the sixth inning; and August 11, 1999, when the Braves were up 5-1 in the third. Neither situation makes a lot of sense, but we’ll start with those games and look for the last specific: it’s two weeks later—okay, it’s any point later in the season—and Maddux slips a third strike past Bagwell in a key spot.


Except—and by now you’re probably way ahead of me—both of these games were relatively late in the season, which means few (if any) chances for Maddux to have struck out Bagwell. In 1996, after September 18 Maddux made only two starts, both against Montreal. In 1999, after August 11 Maddux made eight starts… but none against Bagwell’s Astros.


But wait! (And if you’re ahead of me here, kudos to you, sir.) What about postseason games? Might Maddux have struck out Bagwell in October? Not in ‘96; the Astros didn’t qualify for the derby that year. But in 1999, the Braves and Astros faced off in a Division Series, and Maddux started the opener.


In the first inning, Bagwell struck out with nobody on base. In the third inning, he flied to center field. In the fifth, he singled. In the top of the seventh, he flied to center. And in the bottom of the seventh, Maddux got bumped for a pinch hitter. Maybe that first-inning strikeout is what we’re looking for, though. The game was close; it was zero-zero.


But that’s all, folks. There’s nothing else to see here. I don’t doubt that Greg Maddux, in some fashion or another, set up Jeff Bagwell at some point during their long careers. Or rather, I don’t doubt that Maddux believes he did that. And maybe he did. Pitchers have been telling stories like this one for nearly as long as there have been pitchers. But believing you did something and actually doing it are sometimes different things.





1933
MEL OTT, ED BRANDT & WALTER STEWART


Mel Ott, now a front office executive for the New York Giants, tells an amusing story of the 1933 World Series between the Washington Senators and the Giants. It seems that the Senator pitchers went over to scout the Giants one day before the Series began.


“I was facing a pitcher named Ed Brandt,” Mel recalls, “and he could have gotten me out by throwing basketballs up there. I never could hit him. Well, on this day, the Washington pitchers saw Brandt strike me out twice on inside curves—each time on three pitches, too. Then I popped up twice and grounded out an other time. I never did get that ball out of the infield. So the first game of the World Series comes and Walter Stewart, a left-hander, was pitching for Washing ton. I told myself: ‘I’ll bet Washington thinks I can’t hit an inside curve. I’ll take one to see.’ Sure enough, the first pitch was an immediate curve for a strike. On the next one, I slammed the ball into the seats for a homer. Nobody threw me an inside curve after that.”


—Bob Addie in the Washington Times-Herald (reprinted in Baseball Digest, September 1950)


You’ve probably never heard of Ed Brandt, but he won 121 games in the majors, and if he hadn’t spent most of his career pitching for lousy teams—the Boston Braves, mostly—his 121–146 record might have been reversed. Well, probably not re versed. But evened out, because his 3.86 career ERA was right in line with the league average during his career (1928–1938). According to the 1933 Who’s Who in Major League Baseball,“He is a powerful left hander with blinding speed and a curve that is far better than the average.”


In ‘33, Brandt was in his sixth season with the Boston Braves. Which brings up one problem with Ott’s story: Ott’s Giants did not play the Braves one day before the World Series began. The Series began on October 3. The Giants did not play on October 2. They did play on October 1, but that was against the Dodgers. To find a game against the Braves, you have to go back to September 26, the concluding game of a three-game series. And, yes, on the 24th Ed Brandt did start against the Giants.


Did he strike out Mel Ott twice? He did not. According to the box score published in the Times, Brandt struck out only one batter. What’s more, we know Ott did not go 0 for 5, as he recounts: “Then I popped up twice and grounded out another time. I never did get that ball out of the infield.”


According to the box score, Ott went 1 for 4 and the hit was a double. What’s more, he began the Giants’ game-winning rally by getting hit by a Brandt pitch (inside curveball, perhaps?).


[image: Image]


Mel Ott




[image: Image] Another running theme in baseball history: outfielders giving lousy advice to pitchers …


I have a Joe DiMaggio and Hank Greenberg story. Johnny Murphy is in, pitching in relief already. It’s about the eighth inning, ninth inning. It’s the ninth inning. At that time, you walk through center field, exit, to get, the bullpen was beyond. You walk past the center fielder. Murphy is passing Joe DiMaggio.


And DiMaggio says to Murphy, “Why don’t we fast-ball this once? You know, everyone is curving the son of a gun; don’t curve him.” Well, Murphy’s curving, because that’s the kind of a pitcher he was. So, from center field to the mound, Murphy says, that might be a good idea.


So, he fast-balled Greenberg. Home run. The game’s over. Now, in the clubhouse. No sound. We’re in there. We got beat. DiMaggio’s over there, Murphy is here, and I’m over on this side. And about less than five minutes, DiMaggio stands up, and goes over to Murphy and says, “Don’t you ever listen to another word I say.”


—Tommy Henrich in Fay Vincent’s The Only Game in Town (Simon & Schuster, 2006)


Murphy surrendered four homers to Greenberg, but two of them came before DiMaggio joined the Yankeees in 1936. Which leaves only two: one in 1937 and one in 1946. The one in 1937 came in the second inning, in one of Murphy’s rare starts. Which leaves only the 23rd of June in ‘46. The game was in Detroit. With the Yankees holding a 7–5 lead in the bottom of the eighth, the Tigers had two runners on base when Murphy was summoned from the bull pen, “only to see Greenberg belt the ball high into the left field tier … “


But it wasn’t the ninth (as Henrich recalled). And the Yankees didn’t get beat. In the top of the ninth, DiMaggio hit a game-tying homer (his second of the game). And in the eleventh, Henrich himself hit a two-run shot—his second homer of the game—and the Yankees wound up winning, 10–8. Gaining credit for the victory? Fireman Johnny Murphy, who pitched three innings and allowed just that one run.





Did Brandt strike out Mel Ott once? I don’t know. For that information, I’ll have to send off to the Hall of Fame for Ott’s daily logs. If he did strike out in that game, it must have been against Brandt, who pitched a complete game (but lost in the bottom of the tenth).


While “we” are waiting for the package from Cooperstown, we can cursorily address this question: Is it likely that the “Washington pitchers” (as Ott described them) were scouting the Giants on the 24th?


On the morning of the 24th, the Giants owned a six-game lead with roughly a week to play, so if you were going to scout a National League team, they’d have been the one. Likewise, the Senators had essentially clinched the American League pennant. So, yes, it would have made sense for the Senators to scout the Giants (and vice versa). Where were the Senators on the 24th? Most of them were in Washington, playing the Athletics. In those days, though, it was not uncommon for a manager to send a player, and perhaps even multiple players, off on a scouting mission. And of course there probably was a train leaving Washington for New York every half hour.


About that supposed strikeout, though? Okay, I now have Ott’s daily sheets for 1933. And, yes, Brandt did get him on strikes once in that game.


So what about Ott’s home run? He couldn’t have got that wrong, could he?


Hardly. With two outs in the first inning of Game 1, Ott homered against lefty Walter Stewart, into the lower right-field stands at the Polo Grounds. The Giants won that game, 4–2. Four days later in Game 5—they didn’t take any days off that year—Ott homered against right-hander Jack Russell. It was the top of the tenth inning, made the score 4–3, and a few moments later the Giants clinched the World Championship. Ott hit the Series’ first homer and its last, and both provided the margins of victory. We should probably forgive him a bit of poetic license.





1915–1923
TY COBB & CARL MAYS


Our club got to where we could beat Carl Mays, the great underhand pitcher, most any time he started, and fans often wondered why. We did it because we had studied his way of thinking, and crossed him.


It is well known among batters that May’s great point of strength was in his low ball. He keeps it just about the knees and worries a batter to death. But he always manages to keep it high enough for the umpire to call it a strike.


We discovered one day that if Mays couldn’t control his low ball he lost his poise and was easy to beat. His mind was in such habit of having that low one—his strength—work successfully that when it didn’t his grip was gone.


After watching him closely I found that he sized up batters according to where they stood in the batter’s box. As you may know, I usually stand well forward and meet the ball out in front. By pitching to me in that position Mays’s low ball would come just above my knees. The next time up I stood far back in the box, which put me a yard farther away from him. His low ball came over as usual, but when it reached the back end of the box it was an inch or two below my knees.


The umpire called two balls and Mays was surprised. Something was wrong, but he couldn’t understand. I knew, of course, he would have to steady himself and get the next one up. Instead of waiting, I swung on that one and got a hit.


One after another of our batters tried the scheme and we drove Mays from the box. After that we could beat him most any time we wanted to by standing in the back of the box. That shifting completely upset him.


—Ty Cobb in Memoirs of Twenty Years in Baseball (ed. William R. Cobb, 2006)


One thing you have to love about the Peach: he never let a chance to establish his own brilliance pass without taking a vicious cut. What’s not clear is how brilliant Cobb actually was. He’s often regarded as a self-made player who thought his way into stardom. I don’t know about that, though. At nineteen, he was one of the dozen or so best hitters in the American League. At twenty, he was the best. Cobb did apparently have a powerful intellect, but it wouldn’t have done him much good if he’d not been blessed with all that physical talent.


Anyway, Mays pitched in the American League from 1915 through ‘23, and Cobb was active throughout those seasons, all of them with the Tigers. And those Tigers could really hit. In addition to Cobb—the greatest hitter in the American League before Babe Ruth hit his stride—the Detroit lineup featured stars Bobby Veach and Harry Heilmann. From 1915 through ‘23, the Tigers finished 1st, 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 3rd, 6th, 3rd, 2nd, and 2nd in the American League in runs scored. Over those nine seasons the Tigers scored more runs than anybody else in the league.




[image: Image] In 1972, Exposition Press published Baseball’s Great Tragedy: The Story of Carl Mays—Submarine Pitcher. Authored by Boston newspaperman Bob McGarigle and little-known today, the book was assembled with a great deal of help from Mays, whom McGarigle interviewed at some length.


The story Cobb tells about Mays does not appear in the book, but Cobb does play a key role. According to McGarigle, one afternoon in Fenway Park, Mays “decked the Georgia Peach in a tight situation and Ty had responded by throwing his bat at him. Cobb had needed police protection to get off the field that day.”


That was in 1915, Mays’s rookie season. Which apparently set the tone for their professional relationship.


Before another game Cobb challenged Mays, who recalled, “The first time he came to bat I decked him but good.”


Cobb wasn’t going to let that go. On the next pitch (again, according to Mays) Cobb “dragged a bunt down the first base line.” Mays fielded the ball, but before he could throw to first, Cobb slammed into him, spikes first.


“I lay there stunned for moment and then rolled over onto the infield grass and sat up. When I got courage enough to look at my leg, it was just a bloody mess. I remember wondering if I would ever run again….


“The mistake I made was in getting in his way on the baseline. The baseline was his—according to him—and he just ran right over me after knocking me to the ground. I carry the scar of that spiking to this day. It is more than six inches long. The doctor, incidentally, did a wonderful repair job and I only missed a couple of pitching turns.”


The book includes a wonderful full-page photo of Mays’s scar, which resembles the head of an elephant with an extraordinarily long trunk. One can imagine how much blood was shed that afternoon. One quibble, though: from 1915 through ‘22, Mays went more than five days without pitching after an appearance against the Tigers just once. After starting against them on August 8, 1922, he didn’t pitch again until the 16th (coincidentally enough, against the Tigers again). But Mays pitched a complete game on the 8th, and the newspapers don’t mention any spiking.


In 1923, he went nearly three weeks without pitching after a start against the Tigers, but again the papers didn’t mention any incident involving Cobb. Mays did go for long stretches without pitching in 1923—his last season in the American League—but he attributed this to Miller Huggins’s not liking him (and the Times mentioned Mays leaving the club to tend to his ill wife, during one of those stretches). So I don’t know what to make of Mays’s scar, except that he must have gotten it somewhere.


That’s not the end of the Cobb-Mays story (as told by Mays). On August 16, 1920, Mays beaned Ray Chapman. The next day, Chapman died. Mays’s next start was on the 23rd, against the Tigers. According to Mays, before the game a note was delivered to him from Cobb. It read:


If it was within my power, I would have inscribed on Chapman’s tombstone these words: Here lies the victim of arrogance, viciousness and greed.


Mays gave up ten hits that afternoon, but beat the Tigers 10–0. He recalled, half a century later, “After reading that note from Cobb I wouldn’t have let them score a run if I had to pitch twenty-seven innings to beat them…. The Yankees played great ball behind me, didn’t make an error. And if my memory is as keen as I think it is, Del Pratt staked me to a good lead in the first inning by hitting a three-run homer. Or maybe it was the Babe. The Babe was always rising to occasions like that.”


Mays’s memory was keen. The Yankees did play errorless ball, and the Babe racked up two assists. In the first inning, Del Pratt did hit a three-run homer (and knocked in four more runs later in the game).





So how did Carl Mays fare against these hard-hitting Tigers? Using Mays’s daily sheets from the Hall of Fame, we find that in fifty-two games he went 23-12 with a 2.72 earned run average against Detroit. Over those same nine seasons, his ERA against everybody else was—coincidentally enough—also 2.72. So considering the Tigers’ propensity for scoring, Mays actually pitched better against the Tigers than against other teams. Which should at the very least result in some skepticism about Cobb’s story.


But of course it’s possible that Mays dominated the Tigers for some years, only to have the tables turned by Cobb’s brainstorm. So let’s look at those nine seasons individually. If Cobb’s tale is true, we would expect to see some obvious point at which the Tigers went from patsies to powerhouses…


[image: Image]


Well, if we’re looking for a line, we can place it between 1921 and 1922, right?


Unfortunately, that “analysis” has two big problems. The first, and the more obvious, is that if we were guessing when that line would be drawn, we would have guessed much earlier. If Cobb and his Tigers did figure out how to beat Mays, why did it take them seven years?


The other, less obvious problem is that interesting things don’t really care what year the calendar says it is. When you see the results broken down by year, you might assume there really was a dividing line. On May 14 in 1922, Mays got hammered by the Tigers: twelve hits and seven runs in seven innings. Ah, dividing line. Or not. In his next three starts against Detroit, Mays pitched twenty-three innings and didn’t allow more than two runs in a game.


There’s another possibility for a dividing line, which can be seen by looking at the column for batting average. Granted, batting averages were generally trending upward in the late teens and early ‘20s. But the Tigers’ batting average against Mays seemed to take a great leap forward in 1919, and we can in fact trace the surge back to 1918.


That season, Mays beat the Tigers with complete games on July 19 and then again three days later, giving up seven hits in eighteen innings. But in their next meeting, on the 6th of August, the Tigers touched Mays for fourteen hits in ten innings, and three weeks later they got him for eleven hits in nine innings.


Now, it should be said that in neither of those games did the Tigers “drive Mays from the box”; he started and completed both games. Still, the first nineteen times Mays pitched against the Tigers, from May 11, 1915, through July 22, 1918, he posted a 1.56 ERA and limited them to a .189 batting average. Afterward, in thirty-three games and 201 innings, his ERA was 3.49 and the Tigers batted .305 against him.


So maybe that is the game—if there is one—and the dividing line: August 6, 1918. Beginning with that game, the Tigers did hit Mays harder than they had before. But to what end? Remember Cobb’s other claim? “After that we could beat him most any time we wanted to by standing in the back of the box. That shifting completely upset him.”


Here’s a simple graphical representation of Mays’s twenty-three wins and twelve losses against the Tigers, with 8/6/18 highlighted:


[image: Image]


Now, I make no pretense of being a mathematician, or even a statistician. But does that look to you as if the Tigers could beat Mays “most any time we wanted,” as Cobb claimed? If anything, it looks as if Mays could, as they used to say, just throw his glove on the mound and expect to beat the Tigers. Mays beat the Tigers on August 6, 1918. He did get roughed up in his next couple of starts—one more in 1918, the next in 1919—but then he pitched six shutout innings against the Tigers. And after a loss—a well-pitched loss, but still a loss—in May 1920, Mays won nine straight decisions against Cobb’s Tigers (they really were his Tigers, as Cobb took over as manager in 1921).


So, did they not beat Mays because they didn’t want to beat him? Or did they not beat Mays because he was, regardless of whatever adjustment Cobb and his mates might (or might not) have made, a great pitcher perfectly capable of making his own adjustments?


I will suggest that most of the evidence points to the latter. The Tigers did get in their lumps in 1922, knocking Mays around pretty good in four of his seven starts against them. But if Cobb really was smart enough to figure out how to hit one of the top pitchers of that era, it wouldn’t have taken him seven years.





SHOULDERS OF GIANTS
Taken from the Pages of SABR Journals



No, this section isn’t about Mel Ott, Willie Mays, and Barry Bonds. My fellow members of the Society for American Baseball Research have been doing incredible research, for no reason but the love of the thing, for something like thirty-five years now. Everything in this book is in the spirit of their best work, and below are some of my favorites from the last decade or so.


When Cobb Killed a Guy


When Ty Cobb composed his memoirs during his last years, the man taking notes was Al Stump. Cobb’s book: My Life in Baseball: The True Record (Doubleday, 1961). Just before he died, Stump published Cobb: A Biography (Algonquin, 1994), which gave Stump a chance to write about having worked with Cobb, not to mention all the stories Cobb told him that weren’t considered fit for publication in 1961.


In Cobb, Stump wrote this chilling passage:


In August of that 1912 season, Cobb was on another of his heavy-hitting streaks when he drove his Chalmers auto to Detroit’s train station. His habit when roadward bound was to have his wife Charlie accompany him to the train, then drive herself home…. This time the Tigers were leaving for an exhibition game in Syracuse, New York. It was late on a Sunday with streets deserted, when Cobb found himself never so happy to be armed with a gun.


On Trumbull Avenue, three men stood in the street, waving their arms. As soon as he stopped his car one of the trio demanded his money. To protect his wife, he slid out, to be met by punches from all three. Cobb knocked down one of them, while the others circled. He dropped another. But the third man climbed onto Cobb’s back and stuck a knife into him. Cobb pulled out his pistol, which would not fire. He kept on swinging and at one point had two muggers on the ground. When the gang split and ran, he chased them. “I caught up with one and left him in sorry condition,” he declared. “I ran down the other. He’d ducked into a dead-end alley between two houses.” Using his gun’s sight like a blade and the butt end as well, he slashed away until the man’s face was faceless. “Left him there, not breathing, in his own blood,” he went on with satisfaction. Cobb believed he killed this mugger. A few days later a press report told of an unidentified body found off Trumbull in an alley.


T.C. was bleeding badly, and a hysterical Charlie begged him to go directly to a doctor. The knife used on him had inflicted a six-inch wound in his lower left back. Instead, he drove on to the train station with a kerchief stuck in the cut.


Actually, Stump first told this story in a magazine article about the last few months of Cobb’s life and placed the incident in early June rather than August. For his later book, though, Stump did some research. He did not do nearly enough research to verify Cobb’s claim to have killed one of his attackers. Doug Roberts did a great deal of research and presented his findings in The National Pastime in 1996.


Cobb was assaulted and stabbed on August 11, 1912. It seems that Cobb’s assailants were not a complete mystery to him. It seems that several days before the ambush, Cobb had attacked a newsboy in the Tigers’ locker room, perhaps in a dispute over a craps game. According to the Detroit Journal, police were tipped that Cobb had “got in wrong” with a gang member “when he trounced a young fellow in the club house.”


And did Cobb really kill somebody? For one thing, from the first time I read this story some years ago, I wondered, would Cobb really have left his wife alone in the car and taken off after a group of thugs? For another, Doug Roberts checked the coroner’s files and autopsy records for August and September 1912 and found “no victim even remotely resembling a man dying as a result of blunt trauma to the skull. The only trauma victims during those months were those who had been struck by streetcars, a fairly common occurrence in those days.”


What’s more, while Stump wrote that “a press report told of an unidentified body found off Trumbull in an alley,” Roberts spent two days looking at microfilm of the Detroit newspapers for the days following the assault and found no such report.




[image: image] Writer Allen Barra witnessed the events described below, and ranks this as his all-time favorite baseball story….


In 1993, Ron Shelton was shooting the baseball scenes for his movie Cobb at Birmingham’s Rickwood Field. One of the producers knew Roger Clemens and asked him to play Big Ed Walsh, opposite Tommy Lee Jones as Ty Cobb.


In a tense scene, the two were shouting insults at each other. (Walsh: “Cobb, I hear you’re from Georgia, where men are men and sheep are nervous.” Cobb: “Your wife left her panties with me. Got ’em in my pocket.”)


Clemens was instructed to throw a pitch fairly up and in, not too fast, not too close. He did, but it was a little too fast and a little too close. Jones glared and shouted more insults, and Clemens threw another one just a little faster and closer.


Shelton and his assistants began to squirm; it looked as if Jones and Clemens were a couple of Method actors caught up in their roles. Someone whispered to Shelton, “What are we gonna do if that next pitch is about six inches closer to his head?” Shelton shook his head and mumbled, “Then we’re shooting the Ray Chapman story.”


Barra adds, “By the way, to my knowledge, this is the only known confrontation between Academy Award and Cy Young winners.”





Cobb’s wound was not particularly serious. He took the train to Syracuse, where a doctor judged the wound, between the shoulder blades, to be “half an inch in diameter and a quarter of an inch deep.” The wound was cauterized, and the next afternoon Cobb collected two singles in an exhibition game.


Not long before he died, in a haze of drugs and alcohol and terminal illness, Cobb told Stump, “In 1912—and you can write this down—I killed a man in Detroit.”


Stump did write it down. And then he wrote it down again, some three decades later. But it wasn’t any more true in 1994 than it had been in 1961.




[image: image] If somebody can tell me how to check this one, I’ll get right on it….


Casey Stengel was telling how Ty Cobb used to score a man from first base on a single to right field.


“It was a remarkable thing,” said the Professor. “Cobb would put on the hit-and-run and he’d never stop at first base. He’d go right on to second—and where’s the right fielder gonna throw the ball?


There’s only one place; he’s got to throw it to second base with the shortstop covering.


“So, when the right fielder gets over his surprise, he throws to second base an’ Cobb slides in on his backside an’ wraps his legs around the fella. So how’s he gonna throw the ball home now, which is where the other runner is because he didn’t stop at third base, either. An’ it’s a run scored an’ a great play.


“Tried it once myself. Know what happened? They got me at second base an’ got the other fellow at the plate an’ my manager said maybe I shouldn’t try that play any more.”


—Jerry Mitchell in the New York
Post (reprinted in Baseball
Digest June 1970)





Cobb and Cochrane


Speaking of Ty Cobb, it’s been written more than once that Cobb, late in his life, provided financial support for his fellow Hall of Famer (and ex-Tiger) Mickey Cochrane. Cobb could certainly afford it; by the 1950s he was a multimillionaire, thanks to both his keen mind and any number of advantageous stock tips over the years. In Charles C. Alexander’s outstanding biography of Cobb he writes:


Besides his organized and public philanthropies, Cobb also did more than his share of individual, mostly private charitable deeds. After leading Detroit to two pennants and a world’s championship, Mickey Cochrane had suffered a frightful beaning in 1937. He never fully recovered from his head injury and was thoroughly down on his luck by the 1950s, when Cobb began sending him regular checks.1


Alexander, an academic who’s not generally shy with the source notes, does not offer a source for this information. But it comes up again, and more vividly, in Al Stump’s book:


The elderly Cobb became expert at tax loopholes, while also aiding hard-up ballplayers. Each month he mailed support checks to some three dozen men who had once faced his spikes and not backed away. Johnny __________ had been admired in the American League for planting a ball in Cobb’s face in a sliding situation, loosening some of his teeth. Johnny was one of “my boys” who received support checks. Their names were kept confidential. Another beneficiary was Mickey “Black Mike” Cochrane, a future Hall of Fame catcher. Near-fatally beaned by a pitch in 1937, Cochrane afterward could not function. The Cobb fund helped support him for the rest of his life.2


The version that got into the movie Cobb—written and directed by Ron Shelton, using Stump’s book as a primary source—shows Cochrane in a significantly worse light. In the script (my source because I wasn’t able to get a tape of the movie before press time), Cochrane shows up at Cobb’s hotel room in Cooperstown, drunk as a skunk and dressed like an indigent. Cobb asks why Cochrane isn’t wearing his tuxedo, as they’re both scheduled to attend a dinner that evening, and Cobb had sent Cochrane the money to purchase one. Cochrane protests that the money never arrived, and Cobb accuses Cochrane of spending the money on booze. Cobb tears a stack of bills off the wad in his pocket, throws it at Cochrane, and screams, “How could you be so good behind the plate and so bad everywhere else!”3


Rough stuff.


And quite probably not true. Or even close to true. In the wake of Stump’s book and Shelton’s movie, Norman Macht related his conversations with Cochrane’s youngest daughter, Sara, in The National Pastime. According to her, Mickey and Ty did have a relationship. In 1960, Cobb—who made a big chunk of his fortune investing in Coca-Cola—called Cochrane to tell him Coke would soon be sold in cans, and thus the stock would be a good investment. And Sara did confirm the Cooperstown tuxedo story…sort of.


[image: image]


“In Cooperstown they had lunch with Mr. and Mrs. Tris Speaker,” she told Macht. “They never intended to stay in Cooperstown long enough to attend the formal dinner that evening, and my father had not brought a tuxedo with him because he did not expect to do anything where he would need one.”4
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