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FOREWORD BY BILL JAMES



Let me tell you a secret. I almost never read my own books for three or four years after they are published, or even look at them. On a certain level, they disgust me. They are so far from perfection. Whenever I write a book, it begins in my head with some idea of a wonderful book—complex, profound, unique, inspiring, with every phrase sanded smooth, every figure of speech wedged in without a seam, every anecdote documented. Real books, like real life, are nowhere near so satisfying. They are filled with issues that I didn’t quite have time to research, with phrases that I took a liking to and shouldn’t have, with awkward conjunctions, tired images, and blind detours. In the process of writing each book, I must come to terms anew with my own many limitations and I come to dislike the book, for a time, for forcing me to face myself.


When I go to a baseball game, I go through the same process. I think we all go through a similar process, and it is this process that makes Michael’s book so appealing. If there is a walk in the first, I think, “Well, he still has his no-hitter.” If there is a hit in the second, I think, “Well, he still has his shutout.” If there is a run in the third, I think, “Well, he could still get a complete game.” If he is knocked out in the fourth, I think, “Well, he could still avoid a loss here.”


I think this is a common thought pattern; I know I have talked to other fans who said they did much the same thing. We start looking everywhere with the idea of perfection, and we cling to that hope, in a sense, by adapting it. We negotiate with God for as much perfection as we can get. When I get up in the morning, I so often promise myself that I will make this a perfect day; I will do my exercises, I will not spend four hours at work playing various kinds of solitaire on my computer, but will focus on my task list, I will answer all of my e-mail, I will be nice to everyone I meet. In reality I am rude, lazy, and obsessed with amusing myself, but I forget this while I sleep, and arise with the first-pitch potential of perfection shining brightly from the east.


Dating, I suppose, is a perfect image of a perfect game. Every generation is born naïve. Every man begins the rituals of mate selection as a pursuit of perfection—every woman, too, I suppose, although I really know nothing about women except that there probably aren’t very many of them reading this book. We get slapped down by beauty queens, and think, “Well, maybe I could still wind up with someone who is kind of cute.” Two weeks out of any relationship, we begin to fantasize anew, not so much about flawless beauty but about flawless … what? Tolerance, perhaps; endless patience with our foibles, endless interest in our interests, endless support for our ambitions.


God didn’t make too many perfect women, and so far She has made only fourteen perfect games. The odd thing is that, when someone actually throws a perfect game—or even a no-hitter—I always feel let down somehow, disappointed. It is as if the author has marred perfection by attaining it. In time, I come to terms with the new name on the list of perfection, the new chapter that will have to be added to Michael’s second edition. I have the same reaction when I read a book if the book is too good, too close to perfection. I get depressed if I read a book that is too good; it makes me feel like such a wastrel. In time, I come to terms with my own books; I eventually reach the point, with each book, that I can look at it without feeling those twinges of regret. If I were ever to write a perfect book, I would celebrate without end, and I would never write another. Perfection should be celebrated, and we are blessed that such a skilled and seamless writer as Mr. Coffey has taken up the challenge of the celebration.


Let’s just hope he made enough mistakes that he’ll have to write another one someday.


—Bill James





INTRODUCTION



If you skip to the end of this book—the closing pages of chapter 13—you will find where and when it started: at Yankee Stadium on a summer Sunday in 1999.


To a baseball fan, witnessing a perfect game is a little like glimpsing Heaven on Earth (complete with beer vendor and a good seat). Or, more genteelly, like sitting one day at the keyboard, hearing some lost celestial chord that links “all perplexed meanings/into one perfect peace,” as in the Arthur Sullivan hymn. Blessedness itself? Nirvana? An extended moment in which Yeats’s center does hold? We will admit that it is hard to describe.


Fortunately, the perfect game, like some elegant mathematical theorem, can be objectively posited and proved. Something either is or is not a perfect game. It is 27 men out in a row. You can add it up. You can look it up. Officially, according to Major League Baseball, a perfect game occurs when a pitcher pitches at least nine innings of a complete-game victory and allows not a single runner to reach first base.


There are, by one measure, 23 legal ways for a batter to make it to first base, the most common being a base hit, followed by base on balls, error, or hit batsman. The rest involve various forms of interference and obstruction (by catcher, fielder, umpire, fan) or require a runner already to be on base (fielder’s choice, for example). With these many roads to first, the chances of foiling batters, one after the other for an entire game, are slim—try taking 1 minus a pitcher’s opposition’s on-base percentage and raising it to the 27th power. You get a very small number no matter how bad the pitcher. For someone like the great Addie Joss, who threw a perfect game in 1908, you get a probability that in 10,000 starts he’d pitch a perfect game eight times. Don Larsen, with a considerably less distinguished career, would have to start more than 100,000 games to get his one perfect one (of course, he got it in less than 200 career starts).


While well over 150,000 games have been played in the modern era, which began in 1903, when the National and American Leagues agreed to play by the same rules, only 14 have ended in perfection (the two perfect games thrown in 1880 in the pre-modern era, when pitching was under-handed and from 45 feet away, are not covered in this book). Before I began researching these wonderful instances of baseball perfection—thrown by pitchers from great to good to average to bad—I had a sense that there was no secret to their occurrence, nothing that these games or pitchers shared exclusively with each other. I was correct in this—nothing did link these games, from Cy Young’s in 1904 to David Cone’s in 1999, beyond extremely effective pitching and excellent control, but these two things were hardly exclusive to these games.


But the one fact shared by these fellows (Cy Young, Addie Joss, Charlie Robertson, Don Larsen, Jim Bunning, Sandy Koufax, Catfish Hunter, Len Barker, Mike Witt, Tom Browning, Dennis Martinez, Kenny Rogers, David Wells, and David Cone)—their singular, record-book outings—paled next to what they shared with all ballplayers: the struggle to make it to the top of their profession. For all of them, this struggle involved the uncertainty of youth and young manhood embarking on a chancy career in a professional sport controlled by a cartel of businessmen and ruled by the vagaries of luck, the verities of gamesmanship, and the roar of the crowd.


The distribution of these games over time, sprinkled throughout the 20th century as they are, suggested to me early on that one could get a good survey of baseball itself—its history, its place in the culture, the life of players in it—by detailing the contexts in which these wonderful perormances occurred. In treating the games this way—historically—I felt I could add to the work already done by Ronald A. Mayer in Perfect! (1991) and James Buckley, Jr., in Perfect (2002), both of whom focused on the games and seldom strayed to the larger game itself.


The larger game itself is a business. It is so much a business that, when looking in depth at any of these pitchers, what surfaces is a story involving agents, contracts, trades, grievances, injuries, and that which unites them all—money. And these stories seem central to understanding each player, and each player’s time; and they just may shed a little light on the great accomplishment on the field.


To fully understand the impact of Cy Young’s perfect game in 1904, I would argue, you have to understand why he was pitching in Boston, in the new American League, and not in Cleveland, where he had become baseball’s best pitcher; you have to understand the critical role he played in forging the peace between the two leagues. To appreciate Addie Joss’s perfect game in 1908, you should know how this player, plagued by ill health, pushed himself beyond his physical limits in a great pennant race, only to die shortly thereafter, at age 31, leaving a destitute wife and family, and fellow players both mournful and embittered. Before getting to Charlie Robertson’s perfect game in 1922 for the White Sox, you have to understand owner Charles Comiskey’s continual purging of talented ballplayers in order to keep payroll down, and how Robertson, of under-whelming talent, tried to catch on by dint of illegal pitches. With Don Larsen in 1956, you have a talented but undisciplined pitcher pitching a huge game for the dynastic Yankees with baseball on the verge of enormous change. That enormous change—the Dodgers and the Giants moving to California after the following year—brought more change. And in 1964, Jim Bunning, traded by Detroit for his activities in the nascent player’s union and soon to be instrumental in the hiring of Marvin Miller, found himself facing the lowly expansion New York Mets on Father’s Day, and he was perfect that day. Sandy Koufax, who was nearly perfect for five years, was absolutely perfect against the last-place Cubs in 1965, and by the next spring was dancing in top hat and tails at the Hollywood Palace on national TV, singing “We’re in the Money” with co-holdout Don Drysdale—an early two-man union that terrified the owners. In 1968, with America writhing with social unrest, Jim “Catfish” Hunter pitched a perfect game for Charlie Finley’s A’s, even then plotting his escape from the Finley farm. He became baseball’s first free agent. After Hunter’s perfect game, the third in four years, Major League Baseball, which had heightened the mound and widened the strike zone in 1963 in response to Roger Maris’s assault on Babe Ruth’s home-run record two years earlier, reversed itself. There would be no more perfect games till Len Barker’s in 1981, during a strike-bifurcated season that dashed the hopes of Cleveland fans. Mike Witt was perfect in a meaningless, end-of-season outing against the Rangers in scorching heat, as teams without established traditions played out the string before family and friends. Meanwhile, a new commissioner was preparing to strangle free agency via collusion, victimizing Witt and many others. The Reds’ Tom Browning threw another in 1988, the summer in which baseball owners were found guilty of stacking the deck against free agency and Reds manager Pete Rose began his last season of gambling on his team—he was suspended for life before the next season. In 1991, the first perfect game by a Latin American was thrown by Dennis Martinez, hurling heroically in the midst of seven years of Montreal mediocrity, battling his own alcohol demons, and with the business of baseball in complete disarray as the owners tried to shed yet another commissioner; in 1994, baseball’s most ignominious year, Kenny Rogers set down the Angels, 27 in a row, on the very day the Players Association set its fateful strike date. In 1998, as the Yankees were back in the saddle with the most money and the best team, David Wells mowed down a lowly Minnesota team and a year later, David Cone ran through a Montreal Expos squad in 88 pitches—each pitcher performing by dint of medical interventions that Sandy Koufax could only have dreamed of.


What I have found in my two years of research is that baseball can’t be looked at for long in isolation from the business that it is. We may wish to, and allow our children to do so for as long as possible, quite understandably: everyone’s heart sinks seeing op-ed pieces on baseball’s economics and charts citing ticket prices, media contracts, and financial losses. Would that baseball were a world contained in a box score.


Today, it is increasingly a challenge to be a fan, to invest hopes, interest, time, and money in watching swarms of millionaires cavort on your field of dreams in an effort that is meant to enrich media moguls and men and women who made their fortunes dealing cars. But baseball is a great game—beautifully designed, ingeniously scaled, and full of magnificent achievement. It would be a shame to turn away. By understanding the story behind the game, the imperfect struggle that is behind those instances of perfection, is to perhaps find a way to salvage a measure of respect for those who have fought to make a living or a thriving business in a game that children play.





CHAPTER ONE
The Cyclone
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Denton True “Cy” Young


May 5, 1904


CY YOUNG DIDN’T KNOW what to tell his young wife. After all, Ohio had always been their home. They had grown up together in the neighboring townships of Peoli and Gilmore, in the central part of the state. For nine years Young had thrived as the best pitcher on the Cleveland Spiders team, perhaps the best pitcher in all of baseball. Now, on the eve of a new season, after a winter of uncertainty, Young and his entire cast of teammates were being shipped to St. Louis.


Cy and Robba Miller had been married going on seven years that spring of 1899. By all accounts they were extremely close, with the big, quiet Cy dependent on the tomboyish and outgoing little pepperpot he called “Bobby.” Robba would accompany her husband to his spring training sessions down in Hot Springs, Arkansas, and she would, on occasion, go with him on the road to see American cities at a time when Americans were moving in droves from the farms. In the post-Civil War decades, the country was bursting with change; assembly-line motor cars and the birth of American aviation were just a few years away; the movie industry was born; the century’s last war—the Spanish-American War—ran its course in a year’s time, and the country added to its territorial possessions, finishing the great work of dominion that would make the next century an American one.


The pace was both exciting and exhausting, as the many lurid entertainments and crack cures of the day would attest. For relaxation, Cy and Robba Young liked nothing better than the diversions provided by the novels of Charles Dickens, William Makepeace Thackeray, and the homegrown Mark Twain. To while away the time on the long trips, Robba would read aloud to her husband, whose sixth-grade education had left him a little shy in literacy skills. Second cousins (Cy’s mother was Robba’s aunt), the two had played together often as children, and as adults they had a natural and contented ease.


The Youngs were comfortable enough on Cy’s baseball salary, which was tops in the league at about $2,400 a year—they lived about three times better than the average steelworker. Young’s success on the field, however, was anything but run-of-the-mill. A dozen years later, he would retire with more wins, 511, than any other pitcher is likely to get (as well as more losses). In 1898 he was already an established star and a hugely popular figure not only in “The Forest City,” as Cleveland was rather incongruously known, but around the country. People were even beginning to refer to him fondly as “the G.O.M.”—the Grand Old Man. And he was only 31.


Cy had spent nine seasons with the Cleveland Spiders, playing for owners Frank Robinson and his brother Stanley. He had won 25 games in ’98, his eighth straight season with more than 20 wins; his career victory total already stood at 241. The Spiders managed to finish in what used to be called “the first division,” taking fifth place, in the upper half of the 12-team league. The team had in fact been more than respectable for years, playing in the Temple Cup (which passed for a World Series before there was such a thing), and posting competitive second- and third-place finishes as well. The Spiders had one of the league’s best hitters in Jesse Burkett, a future Hall of Famer who would finish with a lifetime .338 batting average, and Bobby Wallace, another Cooperstown-bound player, who would play for 25 years in the bigs. But all of a sudden, during spring training for the 1899 season, Young and Burkett and Wallace, virtually the entire team—including the manager—were traded to St. Louis. Not really traded to St. Louis, but traded for St. Louis, as an equal number from the Browns came to be Spiders in the same swift move.


It was a long way from Ohio to St. Louis, close to 600 miles. Cy tried to sell his wife on the splendors of the big river there. After all, Twain had made much of it, and was a fan of the game. “Baseball,” Twain wrote, “is the very symbol, the outward and visible expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging, tearing, booming nineteenth century.” So the Youngs moved west.


BASEBALL HISTORIAN Bill James has called it “the greatest disgrace in the history of baseball,” bigger than the notorious Black Sox scandal of 1919, when eight embittered players threw a World Series. In 1899, two owners gutted a whole team and threw an entire season away. The reason was money.


Home attendance in League Park, Cleveland, which had been in the 150,000 a year range, fell to 70,000 in 1898; the Robinson brothers were convinced that Sunday baseball was the answer to their problems, but that was a liberty not allowed in their rather patrician city. The Robinsons publicly mused that perhaps another city—how about Buffalo?—would be more roundly hospitable to the game of ball and the likes of Young and Burkett and Wallace. With attendance dropping in midsummer, the Robinsons started converting home games to road, and ended up playing in places like Weehawken, New Jersey, and Rochester, New York. As the club became demoralized (“We could have won it by playing all our games at home,” Cy later lamented; the Spiders arguably weren’t out of the pennant race till mid-August), the Robinsons set their sights on the franchise in St. Louis, where the lowly Browns plied their trade in front of surprisingly energetic fans. But their ballpark, poorly maintained, caught fire, sparking lawsuits; the team, poorly skilled, finished last. Over the winter, the rest of the league’s owners, not to mention the city fathers of St. Louis, worked to separate the Browns’ owner—brewer Chris van der Ahe—from his franchise. They did, buying him out for the sum of $33,000. They sold it in a day to the circling Robinson brothers for $40,000, and all this accomplished during spring training, 1899.


The Robinsons now owned two teams, one in a baseball-mad city that loved beer and Sunday ball, the other in a morally straitened Cleveland. So, just before opening day, they transferred the Cleveland players to St. Louis, and the losing St. Louisans from the banks of the Mississippi to the Cuyahoga. Such a situation—where men own more than one club—is known as syndicalism, and was common in the early days of baseball. In theory, it is impermissible today; in practice, as was evidenced in the recent convoluted purchase of the Boston Red Sox by John Henry, who financed his acquisition by selling his Marlins to the owner of the Expos, who financed his move by way of a buyout of his beleaguered club by all of Major League Baseball, it is still going on.


The St. Louis fans couldn’t have cared less about syndicalism. In the spirit of both renewal and alliteration, the fans and press ditched the name “Browns” and began calling their team Pat’s Perfectos, after Tebeau, the new manager, late of Cleveland.


It was a different story for the Spiders, who managed to win but 20 games of the 154 played, good for last place, 35 games out of next-to-last place and a mind-boggling 83.5 games out of first place. The team’s .130 winning percentage remains the game’s low-water mark. They drew 6,000 fans for the entire season. The Spiders folded the next year, as part of the first contraction in Major League Baseball.


CY YOUNG WAS NOW 32 years old; he posted 26 wins for his new club, or rather, new locale. But he wasn’t happy. He and Robba didn’t care one bit for being shuttled off to the west bank of the Mississippi, to a town known for its un-Methodist ways and stifling summer heat. Neither were they thrilled to have Cy’s salary capped by league fiat at $2,400. Nonetheless, Young gave it his all, as did teammates Burkett, who hit .396, second in the league, and Wallace, the brilliant shortstop, who drove in 108 runs. The team finished fifth, just as the Spiders had the year before. Little wonder: It was the same team.


As it turns out, Cy Young was not the only unhappy player in baseball. On an off-day early in the 1900 season, when most of the Western teams were in the East, the players held a meeting at the Stuyvesant House in New York City. They emerged newly organized, as the Players Protective Association, denouncing the language of the standard player’s contract as “unfair, illegal, and too one-sided.” They objected in particular to the so-called reserve clause, in which a team reserved exclusive rights to a player’s services in perpetuity, if it wished, and also the right to terminate the player’s service on only 10 days’ notice. The players also proposed the establishment of a grievance committee. Cy Young was one of three St. Louis delegates.


In the early days of baseball, wherever there were unhappy ballplayers, there were entrepreneurs ready to use that as a wedge to get into the baseball business. And the founding of the Players Protective Association prompted another run. Almost immediately, a man named Ban Johnson, president of the Western League, a professional league without major league status, with teams in cities such as Indianapolis, Grand Rapids, and Sioux City, rechristened his circuit the American League, and moved ball clubs into three National League towns—Chicago, St. Louis, and Cleveland, the last city, as we know, now without a club. Plans for Boston, Philadelphia, and Washington, also National League towns, followed. The National League owners knew a threat when they saw one. They had already absorbed a competing league or two, including one that was run by players. In the face of Johnson’s announced intentions, they axed four teams and instituted a salary freeze. But that couldn’t stop Ban Johnson, and hardly seemed designed to placate the ballplayers.


On January 28, 1901, Johnson walked out of Chicago’s Grand Pacific Hotel and announced a 140-game schedule for his eight-team American League, consisting of the Baltimore Orioles (to be managed by John McGraw), the Boston Somersets (nicknamed after their owner, Charles W. Somers, a coal magnate who was a league vice president), the Chicago White Stockings (with onetime Johnson mentor Charles Comiskey as owner), the Cleveland Blues (so named for the color of their uniforms), the Detroit Tigers, the Philadelphia Athletics (whose part owner/manager Cornelius McGillicuddy, aka Connie Mack, was about to begin a 50-year term on the bench), and the Washington Nationals. Johnson also announced roster size—14 players—and, most important, asserted that his league would recognize the recently formed Players Protective Association and accept their work-rule demands. The National League had already rebuked the association (“I do not believe in labor organizations or unions,” said one owner who would come to regret it, Arthur Soden of the Boston Beaneaters. “When a player ceases to be useful to me,” he went on, “I will release him.”) But Ban Johnson and his merry band of owners, for their own purposes, welcomed the union.


Meanwhile, the Robinsons were feeling the pressure, too. The possibility of a new American League team sitting in St. Louis, siphoning off their fan base, did nothing to ease things. Frank Robinson sent a letter to all his players telling them that he was withholding their last paycheck because of general drunkenness and gambling, and warning them one and all to expect pay cuts for 1901. The honorable, disciplined, and nongambling Cy Young vowed never to play for the Robinsons again, and he didn’t. Young jumped to the new American League, and he was not alone. More than 70 active National Leaguers from 1900 were in the new league the next year—Young, Nap Lajoie, Hugh Duffy, Joe McGinnity, and Jimmy Collins all jumped. Every great player except Honus Wagner was lured by the new league’s promise of no salary cap, even under the threat of permanent blacklisting by the National League. And Mrs. Young would surely prefer Boston’s summer weather, and Cy’s $1,100 raise.


Young would play for eight seasons in Boston, win 192 games, throw the first pitch of the first World Series game, and lay claim to being the greatest pitcher of all time. He would also, fittingly, throw the first perfect game of the modern era.


CY YOUNG WASN’T born Cy but Denton, and his middle name wasn’t Tecumseh, as his original Hall of Fame plaque had it, but True: Denton True Young, born March 29, 1867, in Gilmore, Ohio.


His father, a farmer by the name of McKinzie Young, served as a soldier in the Union army (under Gen. James B. True), fought at Gettysburg, and then came home after Appomattox and married Nancy Miller, the daughter of a neighboring family. They set about having their own family, and began with the one they called Denton, which was a common surname in the Young family.


“All of us Youngs could throw,” the long-retired Cy Young told a New York reporter, Arthur Daley, in 1947. “I usta kill squirrels with a stone when I was a kid and my grandad onct [sic] killed a turkey buzzard on the fly with a rock.” Young, from the first time he was seen by whatever hungry, bewhiskered pipe-smoking sort passed for a baseball scout in the late 19th century, was from another era, always a farm boy, always “strapping,” always “honest as the day is long.” And the name Cy was attached to the boy called Denton because he could break things—back-stops—with his humming fastball, and leave boards splintered as if a cyclone had swept through: the Cyclone, or Cy for short.


By the time Denton Young was two years old, Candy Cummings had thrown the first curveball, Ned Cuthbert had instituted the practice of base thievery, and a fellow named Bob Addy had been the first to slide. And a group of businessmen had put together a team of barnstorming professionals, the 1869 Cincinnati Red Stockings. By the time the boy was nine, the National League had been founded, with teams in Chicago, St. Louis, Hartford, Boston, Louisville, New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati; the first minor league, the International League, would be founded the next year, 1877; when Young was only 12, the owners, on September 29, 1879, invented the reserve clause, which bound players to owners—15 years after the Emancipation Proclamation. But that meant little to a kid tossing a ball in a meadow; his job was to get the hay in and figure out why in the world Mike Kelley would leave his Red Stockings for Chicago. Baseball was in Ohio in a big way, and though Denton Young grew to manhood on a farm and in a farm community, by all accounts following a path of discipline and self-control and piety, he couldn’t get enough of the game.


By the age of 18 he’d become a local legend. At six feet two inches and 200 pounds, Young was a hitting and pitching dynamo. Team organizers would pay his expenses—“and sometimes, a little extra,” according to the biographer Reed Browning. Young was paid a dollar a game to play for a team from Carrollton, before moving on, at age 23, to became part of a full-fledged minor league team, in Canton, which is where he signed to play ball for $60 a month in the spring of 1890. And it was in Canton where “Cy” Young was, if not discovered, at least named, doing his backstop destruction in front of a crowd that spread the word.


There was a good reason the young farm boy’s talents were attracting attention, a reason that goes beyond the appeal of his natural talent. In 1890, a new professional league had started up, the Player’s League, which was an organization owned and run by players unhappy with their treatment at the hands of the National League and the American Association. As players jumped to the player-owned league, spots opened up elsewhere, and Canton was hoping to develop talent that it could sell to the highest bidder. And indeed, at the end of the Canton season, Cy Young was sold for $300 to the Cleveland Spiders of the National League. Young would be paid $75 a month for his services. It was still midseason for the Spiders, and Cy Young made an immediate impression in his major league debut on August 6, 1890, beating the Cap Anson-led Chicago White Stockings and besting the great Bill Hutchinson, who would win 42 games that year. Legend has it that Anson—who struck out twice—tried to buy Young’s contract right then and there for $1,000 but was rebuffed by the Spiders ownership. Cleveland knew what they had, and Young would be a Spider until the Robinson brothers made their move to St. Louis.
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IT WAS A DIFFERENT game in 1890, when Cy Young first turned pro, than the one we know today—pitchers threw from a flat, squared off area, like a box (hence the still-current phrase “back to the box” to describe a ball tapped back to the pitcher). They’d only recently started throwing overhand, underhand delivery being the rule till the mid-1880s. The front of the pitcher’s box was 50 feet from home plate, which itself was square and not five-sided. Pitchers were not confined by a rubber, allowing them to run, hop, jump, and skip before releasing the ball. The catcher was bare-handed and stood far behind the batter to field and return the pitch, unless runners were on base. There was one umpire, who moved to the infield when there were men on base, the better to adjudicate across the big pasture. Players wore all-woolen uniforms, though you wouldn’t say they were uniform, settling mostly for the same colored sock or top jersey; gloves were for protecting the palm (and some players wore one on each hand, and some, like Young, wore none); bats were more like long clubs (some over three and a half feet long); the ball was rubber, yarn, and leather; the ballparks were made of hazardous wood, risking fire and collapse; the outfields were more likely ringed by spectators and horse carriages than walls or fences.


Young’s abbreviated rookie season went well enough, considering he was pitching for the lowly Spiders, who managed to win only one in every three games that year. During the next eight years, Young would win 232 games. The increasing of the pitching distance to 60 feet 6 inches in 1894 didn’t faze him much; after dipping to a “mediocre” 26 wins that year, Young won 35 the next. By 1898, Young had begun to add pinpoint control to his already impressive arsenal of blazing fastball and sweeping curve. He walked no one in 13 of his 41 starts that year, never walked more than three in a game all season, averaging less than a walk per nine innings. As we know, it was Cy’s last year as a Spider.


CY YOUNG WAS 34 years old when he jumped leagues. The team, known then as the Boston Somersets, or Pilgrims or Americans or Plymouth Rocks—nicknames variously bestowed by sportswriters—would share the city with the crosstown Boston Beaneaters of the National League. But early on, it was the Somersets who won the heart of the Boston faithful (this is the team that would eventually become—officially—the Red Sox).


The team’s owner, Clevelander Charles Somers, saw to it that the city’s charter entry in the new league would be distinctive. First off, he lured the best third baseman of the time, Jimmy Collins, away from the Beaneaters. He offered Collins a whopping $5,500 a year, 10 percent of the gate, and the role of player-manager. Beaneaters’ owner Arthur Soden, he of the “I do not believe in unions,” could only sit and watch as Collins and others of his teammates signed up to play for Somers.


Collins was the instrumental pickup. He not only knew Boston well enough to help scout the location for the building of a ball yard—they settled on the Huntington Avenue Grounds, hard by a handy trolley line and some Irish taverns—he was also such a respected player that the new club had instant credibility. Cy Young and his batterymate Lou Criger fled St. Louis in a heartbeat to join up with Collins. Somers also signed players with some local appeal—Freddy Parent of Maine, Hobe Ferris of Rhode Island. He also enlisted a man to work a megaphone at the ball grounds, announcing batters up and the official scoring.


The team was an immediate success. Drawing crowds twice the size of those drawn by the rival Beaneaters, the new American League entry, after a slow start, roared to a second-place finish, behind the Chicago White Sox. Young led the league in wins with 33 and posted a league-best ERA of 1.62. The next year, the Somersets grabbed yet another ballplayer from across town, the pitcher Bill Dinneen, who would post 21 wins for the club. And in 1903, with the addition of Long Tom Hughes to the starting rotation, the Somersets won the pennant by 14.5 games over Connie Mack’s second-place Philadelphia Athletics.


By now, the National League was looking for peace with the Americans, who continued to outdraw their rivals in every city in which each had a franchise. With owners in both leagues interested in stability, a “National Agreement” was signed before the start of the 1903 season, in which all clubs promised not to raid each other for players and to insert and enforce the reserve clause in all player contracts. Additionally, the agreement standardized the game on the field, with the American League consenting to a National League rule that foul balls would be counted as strikes until there were two strikes. There was no mention in the agreement, however, of postseason interleague play. But by mid-September 1903, with the pennant races settled in each league, Pittsburgh owner Barney Dreyfus and the new Boston president Henry J. Killilea signed an agreement for a best-of-nine series at season’s end. This is now known as the first World Series. Fittingly, at least from the long historical view of more than a century, Cy Young threw the first pitch of the first World Series game, October 1, 1903, at the Huntington Avenue Grounds, in front of an overflow crowd of 16,242. Young was the loser in that game, but came back to win his next two starts, and Boston shocked the venerable National League by defeating its champion Pirates, five games to three. It was akin to Joe Namath leading the American Football League New York Jets over the NFL’s Baltimore Colts 66 years later, and it effectively had the same result—the peaceful coexistence of two once-rival leagues.


“THIS OLD PURITANICAL town is in for a lot of good base ball from now on,” wrote The Sporting News on May 1, 1904, previewing the prospects for baseball in Boston after that championship season. “Captain Collins and the boys arrived in town this afternoon and all were congratulated by John I. Taylor, the new owner, for their remarkable showing at Philadelphia and Washington …. The Americans have lost but one game since their bad start in New York on the first day of the season … . The only criticism one can make today is that the boys should brace up their batting and this will come now that they are at Huntington Avenue and that Cy Young is not at his best.” Young was indeed just rounding into form, having suffered a bout of tonsillitis in spring training followed by a severe cold. As The Sporting News presciently noted in the early May dispatch, “It is dollars to doughnuts that Cy will be doing his share at an early date in ‘bringing home the goods.’”


In the year previous, in capturing his 362nd career win, Young had surpassed Pud Galvin as the all-time leader in victories, a crown he still wears. In his three years since jumping to Boston, Young had posted 93 wins against only 30 losses, and he owned the town. His wife liked Boston, Boston liked his wife and her agreeable and durable and nearly unbeatable husband. Young has become so popular, with a reputation of honesty and civility on and off the field (in a game filled with wild miscreants, hard-drinking noggin knockers, and an encirclement of gaming men), that he was routinely cheered, on the road as well as at home, and on those not-so-rare occasions when an umpire was delayed in coming to the game, he would, by mutual agreement between the two clubs, call the balls and strikes.


By early May, both the team and Young were on a roll. Boston got off to a hot start, standing in first place with a record of 12-3 on May 4. Young was on a bit of a streak of his own, which would reach record proportions before it ended, and have at its heart a gemstone of perfection.


Young had dropped the season opener, 8-2, to New York’s Jack Chesbro (who would win 41 games that year, still the modern-era record). Young’s first win of the year, and 380th of his career, came four days later, a 3-2 victory over Washington. And although he would be bested, 2-0, by the A’s quirky left-hander Rube Waddell, on April 25, Young finished the game with seven shutout innings, the last two being hitless, finding a groove that would take him into the history books. Five days later, Young entered a game in relief of starter George Winter with two on and no one out in the third in a game against Washington. Young set down the next three hitters, and, in all, set down the opposition without a run or a hit for the final seven innings, getting the 4-1 win.


So on May 5, Young, on a run of 14 scoreless innings and 9 hitless innings, took a somewhat misleading record of 2-2 into his rematch with Waddell, the man who perhaps single-handedly inspired the common baseball wisdom that left-handers are by nature eccentric. Consider one-time Hall of Fame historian Lee Allen’s unimprovable description of George Edward Waddell’s 1903 season: “Rube began that year sleeping in a firehouse in Camden, New Jersey, and ended it tending bar in a saloon in Wheeling, West Virginia. In between those events he won 21 games for the Philadelphia Athletics, played left end for the Business Men’s Rugby Football Club of Grand Rapids, Michigan, toured the nation in a melo-drama called The Stain of Guilt, courted, married and became separated from May Wynne Skinner of Lynn, Massachusetts, saved a woman from drowning, accidentally shot a friend through the hand, and was bitten by a lion.” Among the activities Mr. Allen chose to gloss over: chasing fire engines, leading parades, and wrestling alligators. Evidently a free spirit and a terrific pitcher, now in the Hall of Fame, the six-foot-two-inch, 195-pound Waddell from Bradford, Pennsylvania, north of Pittsburgh, would lead the league seven times in strikeouts, six in succession; his 349 Ks in 1904 would stand as a modern-era season record until another left-hander, more enigmatic than eccentric, Sandy Koufax, struck out 382 in 1965.


The Athletics, with the high-collared Cornelius McGillicuddy in the dugout, were struggling in the early going. But Cy Young would be facing a solid lineup indeed, one that, without much alteration, would come to dominate the American League in but a few years, winning five pennants and three World Series from 1905 to 1914. Topsy Hartsel, the left-handed-hitting leadoff man, stood only five feet five inches tall, but had led the league in steals in 1902 and hit .311 in 1903, and was perhaps the A’s toughest out. Ollie Pickering was in center, a wily veteran though perhaps on the down side of his career (today he is remembered by cognoscenti for hitting seven straight bloop singles, in the Texas League, inspiring the general use of the term Texas Leaguer to refer to such a hit). Harry “Jasper” Davis, a Philadelphian, was the team’s slugging first baseman. Davis would lead the league in homers in 1904, the first of his four consecutive home-run titles, a feat equaled only by Frank “Home Run” Baker, Babe Ruth, and Ralph Kiner. Lave Cross, christened Lafayette Napoleon Cross, out of Milwaukee, was a catcher converted to an infielder; despite a rule in 1895 limiting the size of gloves for all but the catcher, Cross lugged his catcher’s mitt to his infield positions. Cross was an excellent hitter who would play 21 years in the big leagues and finish with more than 2,600 hits. Playing right field and usually batting fifth was Socks Seybold, who had some pop in his bat. He’d led the league in home runs with 16 in 1902. Danny Murphy, another Philly native, was a superb second baseman who hit a grand slam in his professional debut and would go on to play 16 years in the majors. Monte Cross played short, and though he was a good fielder, his lifetime batting average of .234 ranks him second lowest at the position, just ahead of Eddie Brinkman. Batting eighth was Ossee Schreckengost. Ossee roomed on the road with Waddell, but not before insisting on a clause in his contract forbidding his roommate to eat crackers in bed. A great handler of pitchers, he was one of the last catchers to don shin guards and among the first to catch one-handed. He would figure prominently four years later in the modern era’s second perfect game. And batting ninth was Waddell, a good-hitting pitcher.


For Boston, pesky Patsy Dougherty led off and played left field; Dougherty was the first player to hit two home runs in a World Series game, which he had done in Game Two the previous year; earlier in the week he had opened against Waddell with a bunt single, making him the only batter to reach base against the overpowering A’s ace. Player-manager and third baseman Jimmy Collins batted second; a native of Buffalo, New York, Collins would become the first third baseman inducted into the Hall of Fame, appropriate for a man who was considered to have revolutionized the position by playing bunts with a bare-handed pickup and throw. Charles Sylvester “Chick” Stahl batted third and played center. Like Collins, a jumper from the Beaneaters, Stahl had turned in a great World Series performance the previous year, batting over .300 and hitting three triples; he would replace Collins as manager in 1906 but come to a tragic end during the next year’s spring training, committing suicide by swallowing carbolic acid in despair over a woman. (Young, his roommate, would find him in death throes.) Buck Freeman was the cleanup-hitting right fielder. He’d also jumped across town along with Collins and Stahl; back in ’99, with the Washington Senators, he’d led the National League in homers with a whopping (for the time) 25. Freddy Parent, of Biddeford, Maine, was a very popular player in Boston, a slick fielder coming off a year in which he hit over .300. Candy LaChance was perhaps the league’s best-fielding first baseman, and his arrival allowed Collins to move the stone-handed Buck Freeman to the outfield. Possessed of a sour disposition, the six-foot-one, 183-pound LaChance once challenged Waddell to a wrestling match, which lasted for an hour. Waddell finally pinned the exhausted LaChance and then went out and pitched a shutout. Hobe Ferris batted seventh and played second; he’d distinguished himself in the 1903 Series by batting in all three runs in the final game, a 3-0 Boston win. Lou Criger was the catcher, batting in the eighth spot. Despite a career batting average of .221, he remained Young’s favorite batterymate, as they had been together in Cleveland and St. Louis. Quick-footed and with a strong arm, Criger was famous for being base-stealing Ty Cobb’s greatest nemesis. Young, a crafty hitter and good bat handler, batted ninth.


The two teams were set to square off in the final game of a six-game series. The weather was warm for early May in Boston. More than 10,000 fans showed up, half of them, according to a Sporting News commentator, attracted solely by the promise of a classic pitchers’ duel. Young, of course, was always a draw, but the 28-year-old Waddell was enjoying the kind of fan interest that such eccentrics as Mark Fidrych and Spaceman Bill Lee would attract decades later. The year before, he had recovered from a rather rare ailment for a pitcher: an alligator bite, suffered in Florida during spring training while wrestling. Waddell recovered and went on to win 21 games, with a sparkling ERA of 2.44 and a league-leading 302 strikeouts. His mastery had carried into the 1904 season. Just three days earlier, but for the Patsy Dougherty bunt single to start the game, he was perfect against this very team, besting the tough Jesse Tannehill.


Waddell was not a man lacking in confidence. Before the game, he sauntered over to Young and informed him of his plans for the day: “I’ll give you the same what I gave Tannehill.” Waddell also took the time to taunt his former wrestling foe Candy LaChance, who, this time, declined the invitation to grapple.


Both pitchers breezed through the first two innings. The A’s nearly got a man on base in the top of third, when shortstop Monte Cross blooped one over the head of second baseman Hobe Ferris, but Buck Freeman raced in from right field (“like a deer,” Young would later recall) and made a lunging catch. In the fourth, nearly the same thing happened, as the A’s Ollie Pickering looped one into the no-man’s-land beyond the second-base bag—in a bid for the kind of hit he made famous—only to have center fielder Chick Stahl make a fine running catch. Pickering was almost the spoiler again, with one down in the top of the sixth, when he tapped a slow roller to short, but Freddy Parent charged the ball and nipped Pickering by half a step at first.


Waddell was rolling through the Boston lineup with equal dispatch. As Boston came to bat in the bottom of the sixth, there was no score. But the Pilgrims broke through when Chick Stahl slugged one over Socks Seybold’s head in right and into the crowd—a ground-rule triple—and Buck Freeman plated him with a three-bagger of his own to put Boston up 1-0 after six. In the top of the seventh, the crowd held its collective breath when Danny Hoffman, a second-year man who had replaced lead-off hitter Topsy Hartsel after an injury, sliced a ball far down the left-field line, only to have Patsy Dougherty race into foul territory and make the catch, banging into the fence. It would be the last close call till the final batter.


In the bottom of the seventh, Boston added to its lead, on a Hobe Ferris triple and a double by catcher Lou Criger, making it 2-0. Young followed with a grounder to third, which turned into an error on first baseman Jasper Davis, who mishandled the throw, bringing Criger home with what would be the game’s final run.


Young breezed through the eighth, and got the first two batters in the ninth—Monte Cross, leading off, became Young’s eighth strikeout victim, and then Ossee Schreckengost grounded out, Parent at shortstop to LaChance. Rube Waddell stepped to the plate. Odd as it might seem today, the hometown crowd booed A’s manager Connie Mack for letting Waddell hit; they wanted Young to crown his performance against a tougher out. But Mack did not relent, perhaps counting on Waddell’s irascible, troublemaking nature, or perhaps his flair for the dramatic, to put a dent in Cy Young’s so-far-perfect day. Commenting on Waddell’s off-season career as an actor in a traveling drama, the Philadelphia Inquirer had pictured him standing graveside, in a dark fog, intoning, “Alas, poor baseball …” Would he render a tragic end to Young’s bid for perfection? Waddell took two strikes and then hit a drifting fly ball to center that seemed to keep carrying, but Chick Stahl made the catch going away for the 27th and final out.


Boston first baseman LaChance, at game’s end, was the first to reach Young at the mound, and told him, “Nobody came down to see me today,” which indeed no Athletic had done. Only then, it is said, did Young realize what he had accomplished. Huntington Avenue may have had a megaphone, but it had no scoreboard recording hits.


Young would later say that it wasn’t until a fan rushed to the mound at the game’s end and pressed money into his hand that he realized he had done something special. The Boston Daily Globe reported that the ever-modest Young returned one bill to his benefactor. In a mere 83 minutes, he had beaten the tough Rube Waddell; he had retired 27 men in order, no walks, no hits, and no errors committed behind him, a feat that had been achieved only twice before, five days apart, in 1880, by Lee Richmond and John Montgomery Ward, back when the pitchers threw from 45 feet, it took eight balls to walk a guy, and the pitcher’s hand could not rise above his hip on the delivery. Young’s was the first perfection of the young modern era. The term perfect game wasn’t even around yet—the headline the next day in Boston read, “Athletics Lose in Unique Game.”


The New York Times was even more nonplussed by the event. It’s entire notice the next day read:


BOSTON, May 5.—Not one of the Philadelphians made a run, a hit, or reached first base in to-day’s game, by reason of Young’s superb pitching. Young’s feat is a record-breaker in the major leagues. While the champions batted Waddell hard, sharp fielding by the visitors kept down the runs. Attendance 10,000.”


Over time, Young would come to appreciate what he had accomplished. In 1945, at the ripe old age of 68, he would say, “Of all the 879 games I pitched in the big leagues, that one stands out clearest in my mind. I was real fast in those days but what very few batters knew was that I had two curves. One of them sailed in there as hard as my fastball and broke in reverse”—this would be called a tailing fastball today—“and the other was a wide break. I don’t think I ever had more stuff.”


Young’s good stuff continued. His perfect game of May 5 brought his consecutive scoreless inning streak to 23 and his hitless inning streak to 18. Six days later he would pitch a 15-inning, 1-0 shutout, holding the Detroit club hitless until the seventh, closing out his consecutive hitless innings streak at 24. On May 17, he would hold Cleveland scoreless into the eighth, before giving way in a 3-1 loss, finishing with 45 straight scoreless innings.


Cy Young biographer Reed Browning makes the point: “Although others can equal the performance, nobody can surpass the excellence of a perfect game. But there was an even more impressive accomplishment during these five great games. For the 45 straight scoreless innings that link the games constitute a feat that has occasionally been exceeded [it has since been eclipsed by Doc White, Jack Coombs, Walter Johnson, Carl Hubbell, Don Drysdale, and Orel Hershiser, the current record holder at 59 innings], and if his perfect game represents an achievement that has sometimes been equaled, there was a third record that emerged from these games that Cy Young—over 90 years later—still holds all by himself. [His] 24 consecutive innings without yielding a base hit—no one has ever equaled that mark. Not even Johnny Vander Meer, who managed 22 hitless innings around his consecutive no-hitters in 1938.”


YOUNG WOULD FINISH with another banner year: 26 wins, 1.97 ERA; Waddell would finish with one less win, and would just barely lose out the ERA title to Cleveland’s up-and-coming “twirlologist” Addie Joss. Boston would win the pennant on the last day of the season but there would be no World Series: John Brush, new owner of the National League champion New York Giants, refused to play against a league that was run by Ban Johnson, who had moved an American League franchise, from Baltimore, onto his turf. (They would be known as the Yankees.) The World Series would survive two world wars and the intervening Depression, Red scares, Korea, Vietnam, social upheaval, not to mention disco and five-cent beer nights and double-knit uniforms and Bowie Kuhn and Bob Uecker and drug scandals and even an earthquake before being canceled again, in 1994, during a players’ strike. By then it was a different game, because the rules of play between owners and players had changed, but the measurement of perfection on the field—so objective and inarguable—remained the same: 27 up, 27 down, no one reaching first base safely; perfection not as an abstract ideal, but as 27 things to do right and in a row. And Cy Young, as seems appropriate, showed the way.





CHAPTER TWO
The Twirlologist



[image: image]


Addie Joss


October 2, 1908


HERE COMES RUBE Waddell again, walking into someone else’s story, that of Adrian “Addie” Joss, of Wisconsin. Lots of guys walk through lots of guys’ stories early on in baseball, when careers were long and rosters small. There were about 200 major league ball-playing jobs, year to year, in baseball’s first decades, as compared to about 750 now. There wasn’t a lot of player movement. Thanks to the reserve clause, there weren’t as many revolving doors or “cups of coffee.” Rooks and interlopers got the cold treatment. So, familiar names will troop through from the Cy Young story to the Addie Joss story—Ban Johnson, Connie Mack, Jesse Burkett, Freddy Parent, Patsy Dougherty, and Charles Comiskey, not to mention Ossee Schreckengost, who caught Waddell against Young in 1904, and will catch Big Ed Walsh against Joss four years later.


Traded for a cigar in 1901 from the Pittsburgh Pirates to the Chicago Orphans (pre-Cubs), Rube Waddell pitched erratically, at times brilliantly, but was often among the missing—letting the lure of good fishing get the better of him on occasion, and then, of course, suffering the aggravating assaults of train wrecks and other disasters of similar kind to further extend the duration of his unexplained absences. Toward the end of the 1901 season (Rube would win 14 games), he disappeared altogether—left the team—for the remainder of the schedule. Turns out he had joined a ball team, in early September (prime fly-fishing season!) in Gray’s Lake, Wisconsin. He negotiated a contract that allowed him to fish six days a week and pitch on the seventh day. No more idling on the bench while trout were jumping elsewhere. He got five dollars a game.


Although Waddell’s official biographer more or less loses track of him during this period, picking up his scent only in late fall when the wayward left-hander barnstorms to California for warmer weather and more ball (and where Connie Mack will track him down and sign him up for the A’s in the new American League), Addie Joss’s biographer finds Rube in Racine, on October 20, playing in a big game for the Kenosha nine.


At the turn of the century, America was baseball mad. At the local level—town ball, church teams, grade-school nines, sandlot squads, college ranks or men’s clubs or whatever—the game was hot. The people couldn’t get enough of it.


In Wisconsin, as throughout the Midwest and Northeast, the ball-playing season was extended to the limit by tournaments and show-downs from Labor Day till the first snows. When the professional and semipro leagues had all concluded their seasons, proud nines representing various towns continued to skirmish while the weather permitted. In October 1901, a team from Racine was involved in a grudge match with a team from Appleton for the informal state championship. Racine enlisted a young hurler from the little hamlet of Juneau to do their pitching, a former schoolteacher with some college in him named Addie Joss. Joss, long and lanky, long-armed, long-haired, with soft, doelike eyes and a baleful look, had mesmerized the opposition while pitching for Toledo in the Western Association, which was what was left of the Western League once Ban Johnson made out for his brand-new American League. Joss’s Toledo season was done, he’d been the league’s best pitcher; now, with the weather still fine and light still long enough, he was taking on all comers.


Joss took the train from Juneau down to Racine, a good-sized town sitting on the western shore of Lake Michigan. He whipped Appleton; in fact, he and the Racine men had whipped them twice, since Appleton insisted on a rematch. They’d agreed that that settled the issue of state champ, until a team from Kenosha, another good-sized town just south of Racine, brought themselves to town with their own ringer, fly fisherman Rube Waddell, ready to make a challenge.


So, on October 20, 1901, two future Hall of Famers, one of them a 21-year-old son of a cheesemaker, the other just turned 25 with stardom awaiting him the next year (he’d win 24 games for Mack and the A’s), squared off on a dusty sandlot in Racine.


As 5,000 fans looked on, with perhaps the state’s best pitcher and a bona fide major leaguer battling it out for pure entertainment and the glory that is Wisconsin, the nervous Joss gave up two early runs on a long triple by the wild-man Waddell, who was given to waving his cap to the crowd and flipping an occasional cartwheel during dead time. Racine looked overmatched and outshone, with Waddell fanning the first nine men to face him. But some sloppy fielding behind Waddell allowed Racine to tie the score in the bottom of the fourth, and the young Joss settled down. In the sixth, Racine pushed across two runs to take a 4-2 lead. In the top of the ninth, the score still 4-2 in his favor, Joss got the first two outs, but then gave up two successive singles, bringing up the cocky Waddell. With the crowd roaring, Addie Joss reached for something extra and fanned Rube on three pitches. Pandemonium in Racine, and Addie Joss was a major leaguer the next year.


ADDIE JOSS WOULD come to be called many things during his lifetime, most of them colorful, none of them mean, and most of them, more or less, true—“the Swiss Whiz from Wisconsin,” after his origins; “The Human Corkscrew,” after his funky pitching delivery; “The Maestro of Twirlology,” for his dazzling assortment of stuff—curve, fastball, fade-away and the curious “jumpball.” Whether he was “the best sportswriting ballplayer ever” (as baseball historian Bob Broeg has suggested), owing to his weekly column in the Toledo Bee, is a question for the Sabremetricians and the MLA to sort out. But that Joss pitched the “clutchest” game in history, that being his perfect game during the heat of the greatest pennant race of all time, in October 1908, is not worth denying. And there’s another thing best left alone: At Joss’s sudden death at the age of 31, in 1911, Cy Young, who roomed with Joss, said he’d “never met a fairer or squarer man than Addie.” The death of Addie Joss (Lou Gehrig, Ray Chapman, Thurman Munson, Ken Hubbs, Lyman Bostock, and Darryl Kile notwithstanding) stunned the baseball world like no other.


Joss was born April 12, 1880, in Juneau. His Swiss father, Jacob, was a cheesemaker, and his mother, Teresa Staudenmayer, was a learned woman from a prominent political family. The Josses prospered early on, as Jacob sold his cheeses and dabbled in town politics. But financial reversals in the late 1880s, and perhaps Jacob’s predilection for drink, brought severely diminished circumstances to the family. In 1890, Jacob died of a liver ailment, leaving behind Teresa and the 10-year-old Addie. It was a turn of events that would eventually instill in the adult Addie a grim determination to establish solid ground for his own family. But at the time, he was just a midwestern boy with a taste for book learning and baseball. And he excelled at both.


The legend of Addie Joss the ballplayer began when he was around 14; he supposedly knocked a brick loose from the side of his aunt and uncle’s farmhouse with a baseball. The tall and gangly kid with an easy-going manner and a studious bent was all of a sudden more than that. He was a real thrower; he had made his mark, so to speak. He would make more.


Kids grew up fast back then, especially in rural areas, where the incessant need for farm labor didn’t put much of a premium on academics. But Addie Joss finished high school and was teaching school himself by the age of 16, lessening the burden on his widowed mother, no doubt, and leaving summers free to play ball.


Addie was such a sensation playing town ball that he was offered a scholarship to Sacred Heart College in nearby Watertown. In those days, colleges would often field teams of not necessarily matriculated students, but the industrious Addie took the tuition and attended engineering classes.


He took his baseball seriously, too, plunking the first three batters to face him in a bitterly fought local contest, just to show he feared no one and that the plate was his. He also hit a long home run that day on the way to a big 18-3 win. Sacred Heart became a regional powerhouse. Water-town’s city fathers got so excited about Sacred Heart’s great team that they signed up the entire roster to represent the city on a semipro circuit.


In 1898, Charles Comiskey brought his Western League professionals to play Watertown in an exhibition game, and to take a look at the long-limbed, sidearming Joss. Comiskey’s club clobbered the 18-year-old, but Joss’s speed, assortment of pitches, and bizarre windup—hiding the ball behind arms and legs and hip till the last instant—intrigued the professional onlookers.


Connie Mack, who ran the Western League club in nearby Milwaukee, sent a man to see young Joss. He offered him a contract—to play in Albany, New York, with the possibility of later moving up to the Milwaukee club. Joss, a practical man, knew that Albany was not the shortest route from Juneau to Milwaukee, nor to big-time baseball. He declined.


Instead, he bounced to a team from Oshkosh, for $10 a week, then to Manitowoc, where a scout for the Toledo Mud Hens spotted him. For $75 a month, Joss became a Mud Hen.


Joss won 19 games in his first year, and by 1901, it was clear he was the best pitcher in the league. Ban Johnson’s American League was in its first season, hungry for ballplayers and willing to pay. The Boston Americans, led by Jimmy Collins and Cy Young, offered Toledo $1,500 for Joss’s contract at midseason; St. Louis of the National League matched the offer. But the Toledo owners held out for more. Joss won 27 games by season’s end.


In the autumn, Joss barnstormed around his home state, displaying his baseball skills. The Cleveland club offered him a contract to play in the American League, and they did so by first making his Mud Hens manager, Bob Gilks, a scout, and then giving the Hens $500. By baseball’s rules, this made Toledo more or less a farm team—an enhanced status—and they consented to sell Joss.


In 1902, things were good for baseball and good for the players. The raid on National League talent by the new American League jacked up salaries all around, the average pay going up 50 percent or more, to nearly $3,000. The A.L. franchises were outdrawing their counterparts, which were nonetheless rebounding after some tough years at the end of the nineties, when the American economy spiraled downward, in part due to monopoly seekers who were on a collision course with a trust-busting Teddy Roosevelt. But most important, the American public seemed to welcome two strong leagues, well stocked with talent, and playing in new stadiums that could accommodate larger crowds—Huntington Avenue Grounds in Boston, South Side Park in Chicago, Bennett Park in Detroit, and Hilltop Stadium in New York, all built in the first three years of the new century.


With the arrival of the American League, baseball got clean. Ban Johnson put forth a product that was more disciplined, more respectful of authority; the league insisted on more gentlemanly play, in hopes of attracting women and children to the games. The ballparks were more commodious and less likely to go up in flames or to collapse in a heap—another nice marketing angle. And when Barney Dreyfus of the Pirates and Henry J. Killilea of the Boston Club inaugurated the first World Series in 1903, the people loved it. Addie Joss was arriving into a game that was just beginning to blossom as an American spectacle.


And he arrived with a bang: In Joss’s first start, April 26, 1902, he gave up only one hit—a disputed one at that—to Jesse Burkett, who was now toiling for the St. Louis Browns. Joss finished with a shutout. Two starts later, Joss took a legitimate no-hitter into the ninth inning in front of a menacing Detroit crowd, which pressed close to the foul lines in an attempt to intimidate the young pitcher. There were loud and lisping references to his long curly hair. Joss lost his no-hit bid in the last frame, but finished with a 2-1 win.


Although the year wasn’t a great one for Cleveland, good things did happen. For one, the great Nap Lajoie joined the club. Lajoie was one of the famous jumpers, from Philly of the National League to Philly (and Connie Mack) of the new A.L., where he hit a league-leading .426 in 1901. But a judge ruled that the jumping wasn’t legal and that Lajoie could not play ball anywhere in the state of Pennsylvania, so the owner of the Cleveland club, Mr. Somerset, who had loaned Mr. Mack money, inveigled the latter (with the persuasive assistance of league president Ban Johnson) to unload Lajoie to Cleveland.


Cleveland would finish in the middle of the pack in 1902, two games over .500, but Joss would mightily impress, winning 17 games and finishing all but one of his starts. Joss, feeling somewhat established, married Lillian Shinivar, a Toledo steno girl—and rabid baseball fan—in the off-season.


Joss’s job was made a little easier in 1903 when the American League, as part of the National Agreement it signed with the N.L., adopted the rule that made a foul ball a strike. Joss thrived: His walks were cut in half, and the league batting average dropped from .280 to around .240. He won 18 games for a club that was leaving mediocrity behind, finishing 14 games over .500, but 15 games back of the Cy Young-led Boston Pilgrims. Just before the season ended, though, calamity visited Joss, and not for the last time. A train from Cleveland to St. Louis with the whole club aboard suffered a derailment, and although Joss and the others were pulled unharmed from the wreckage, Joss grew gravely ill with a fever—whether coincidentally or not no one ever knew—and missed the last month of the season.


In 1904, Addie fell victim to fever again, missing five weeks of the season and winning only 14 games, although he pitched five shutouts and led the league with a minuscule 1.59 ERA, just ahead of—guess who?—Rube Waddell. But the Blues continued their improvement, much assisted by Lajoie, who tore up the league again, leading in batting average, hits, doubles, and RBI in one of the more dominating years a hitter has ever had. Cleveland finished two dozen games over .500, in fourth place, just 7.5 games behind Boston, which won again, though there would be no World Series in 1904, because Mr. John Brush and Mr. Johnson despised each other.


Prospects were high for the next season; Addie was a healthy 215 pounds in spring training. The pallid face and gaunt build of his feverish previous year seemed long gone. And with big Napoleon Lajoie clearly a legend in the making, team ownership appointed him player-manager. The Blues were immediately dubbed the Naps, in his honor.


Joss came out roaring in 1905, winning 9 of his first 10 starts. He fought hard for victory number 10, pitching a complete game, 16-inning win over Chicago, but it cost him. Once again, fatigue or stress seemed to usher in sickness—in this case, an extreme head cold, and Addie missed several starts. Then more trouble for the club—Lajoie went down for a month with blood poisoning from a spike wound, and the Naps lost momentum. In a year when the Boston Pilgrims seemed vulnerable, Cleveland finished under .500, 19 games behind the new league champs, the A’s, led by a wacky left-hander who won 27 games, and led the league in strikeouts and ERA, and alligator subduing. Still, Joss excelled, winning 20 games and earning a $500 bonus, with which he and Lillian bought a house in Toledo, the only house he would ever own.


The Naps got back on pace in ’06, finishing only five games out of first. Joss won 21 games, had nine shutouts and a 1.72 ERA. He was also developing a reputation for stifling the phenomenal young Ty Cobb (Cobb, a lifetime .367 hitter, would manage to hit only .253 in 25 games against Joss during his career). Joss survived the year without serious physical incident; only a sore arm wearied him toward season’s end, more from playing center field on his off-days than from pitching. In the fall, Lillian and Addie would have their second child, Ruth; a son, Norman, had been born two years earlier. Although life was fairly good for the Josses, Addie’s father’s quick flameout never left his mind; now, with two children of his own, he began to think about life after baseball. He cast around for off-season employment ideas. Waddell found his calling, tending bar and chasing fire engines; Nap Lajoie ran a smoke shop in Cleveland; Christy Mathewson read Shakespeare to theater-house crowds, Turkey Mike Donlin would try his hand at acting, having met an actress. Addie took a different route: He approached the local newspaper, the Toledo Bee, and talked his way into writing a regular column and serving as the Sunday sports editor. His reporting was a great success, not only bringing expanded readership to the paper, but spreading the byline of Addie Joss across the land as his dispatches were picked up by UPI.


Emboldened by apparently having secured a postbaseball career, Joss dug in his heels when offered a contract for the 1907 season that he didn’t care for: a $400 raise, to $3,100 a year, but a deletion of the $500 bonus clause for winning 20 games. Since he very much intended to win 20 games or more, Joss felt he was being asked to actually take a cut in pay. He returned the contract unsigned and took the Cleveland ownership to task in the best way he knew how—in his Sunday column. The owners responded unwisely though not irrationally, disparaging Joss’s durability. But the public—the poor Cleveland public, which only eight years before had a club destroyed by its ownership—took the columnist’s side and, in the end, a meeting was held in Cleveland. Joss made the trip from Toledo, the owners acquiesced and gave him $4,000, but still without a bonus provision.


With the Cleveland fans feeling that this might be their year, the prideful Joss flew out of the gate and won his first 10 starts, the 10th being a victory over his jovial nemesis, Waddell. Cleveland held second place deep into the summer, drawing large crowds to League Park. Joss continued his hot pitching, throwing three straight shutouts in July. But the Naps wilted in the hot pennant race, finishing in fourth place, eight games behind pennant-winning Detroit. Joss, despite a great year that saw him tie for the league lead in wins with 27, post an era of 1.83, and not miss a start, got to see the Fall Classic from the press box, as a news-man for the Toledo Bee.


THERE HAVE BEEN many great pennant races in baseball, and generations and loyalties can be pinned from which ones a fan might chose to cite: the 1978 Yankees and Red Sox race, or the ’67 four-way A.L. race in which Boston, Minnesota, Detroit, and the White Sox all had a shot in the last weekend of the season; or the ’46 Cards-Dodgers, the first playoff ever, won by the Cards in a best-of-three series; or the Giants-Dodgers playoff of 1951. It would be hard to argue, though, that the pennant races of 1908 weren’t truly the best and most competitive of all time. Four teams in one league and three in the other had clear shots at the pennant entering the last weekend of play—that’s nearly half of all teams playing. In the end, the National League championship had to be decided by the addition of a makeup game, as a result of what is now known as Fred Merkle’s boner, and on the A.L. side, one of the greatest pitching duels ever waged figured in the scramble for glory: Addie Joss’s 1-0 perfect-game win over the White Sox and Big Ed Walsh.
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