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Introduction


Although the first official World Series took place in 1903, there were earlier tournaments held to crown the champions of baseball. Beginning in 1884 and continuing for several years, National League pennant winners squared off against rival American Association teams. There were no set rules determining the format and the matchups (often referred to as the “World’s Championship Series”) varied from three to 15 games.

At the end of the 1891 campaign, the NL merged with the American Association, forming a single 12-team circuit. A split-season format was adopted followed by a championship playoff. The 1892 showdown matched the Boston club (popularly known as the “Beaneaters”) against the Cleveland Spiders. In spite of excellent attendance figures, league executives opted to abandon the arrangement and shorten the schedule the following year.

The idea of a postseason tournament was revived in 1894, when Pirates’ executive William Chase Temple furnished the NL with an ornate silver trophy to be awarded annually to the league champions. The Temple Cup Series, which pitted the top two National League squads against one another in a best-of-seven showdown, continued uninterrupted for four years. But trouble arose during the inaugural playoff when members of the Giants allegedly cheated various Orioles players out of their postseason shares. The second-place teams won three of the four matchups, prompting fans and players to question the validity of the event. Enthusiasm wavered among both, and the series was discontinued after the 1897 campaign.

Postseason baseball returned in 1900, when a local Pittsburgh newspaper sponsored a best-of-five playoff between the first- and second-place NL teams. The Chronicle-Telegraph Cup—a one-and-done affair—pitted the runner-up Pirates against the pennant-winning Brooklyn Superbas. Brooklyn won handily and there were no championship series for the next two years.

The founding of the American League (AL) led to an ugly clash between the two rival circuits. Aptly describing the chicanery that took place in the early days, researcher Eric Enders wrote, “It all started with a war. For two years after the American League declared itself a major league in 1901, it fought a bitter battle with the National League for supremacy of the United States. Contracts were broken, lawsuits were filed, and the two sides bickered at each other in the press. The American League, in its quest for legitimacy, staged a full-frontal assault on the National, signing away many of its best players.”

For a brief period, the balance of power shifted in favor of the AL as junior circuit clubs began outdrawing their National League counterparts. In 1903, representatives from both leagues finally agreed to put an end to the roster raids that had been plaguing the sport. Near the end of the 1903 campaign, Pirates owner Barney Dreyfuss sent a letter to Boston Americans owner Henry J. Killilea, challenging his club to a postseason showdown. Killilea consulted with AL president Ban Johnson, who jumped at the opportunity to prove the superiority of his circuit. “Play them and beat them,” Johnson said gravely. “You must beat them.”

The two executives agreed to a best-of-nine format with games taking place at Boston’s Huntington Avenue Grounds and Pittsburgh’s Exposition Park. The Pirates jumped out to a three-to-one Series lead before suffering four consecutive defeats at the hands of the Americans. With the exception of 1904 (owners’ dispute) and 1994 (players’ strike), the World Series has remained an unbroken annual tradition ever since.

Baseball’s October showcase has provided some high drama over the years. Willie Mays’s spectacular catch in 1954, Bill Mazeroski’s walk-off homer in 1960, and Kirk Gibson’s pinch-hit blast in 1988 are just a few of the memorable moments that have dominated highlight reels. The outcome of the Series has not always been terribly surprising—especially during the late 1940s and early 1950s when the Yankees captured five consecutive championships, breaking their previous record of four straight titles from 1936 to 1939. But in spite of its predictability at times, the Fall Classic has taken many unexpected turns. The 1906 Cubs lost to the weak-hitting White Sox after establishing a new regular-season record for wins. The 1955 Dodgers avenged seven prior October failures with an improbable victory over the seemingly invincible Yankees. And in 1969, the Mets finally shed their image as “loveable losers,” dethroning the powerful Orioles. In more than a century of World Series play, a number of similar scenarios have emerged. Those stories are told on the pages ahead.











Chapter 1


White Sox vs. Cubs 1906

Among the fiercest competitors of all time, Ty Cobb once described baseball in the early twentieth century as follows: “It’s no pink tea and the mollycoddles had better stay out. It’s a struggle for supremacy, a survival of the fittest.” Few who played the game during the Deadball Era challenged Cobb’s point of view.

Although existing rules prohibited the defacing of baseballs, monetary fines were light and seldom enforced. Pitchers routinely scuffed balls or moistened them with sweat, tobacco juice, and slippery elm bark. Umpires made things even more difficult for batters by keeping balls in play until they were misshapen and spongy. Fans were actually encouraged to return fouls hit into the stands (sometimes under threat of arrest). As a direct result, home runs were scarce. Dramatically illustrating the point, Cobb won the American League home run crown in 1909 without lifting a single fair ball over the outfield wall. All of his nine homers that year were of the inside-the-park variety.

With pitchers enjoying a number of unfair advantages, runs were manufactured one base at a time. Managers resorted to “small ball” strategies, moving players around the basepaths by bunting, stealing, and sacrificing. Most hitters chopped down on the ball or “slapped” pitches into the outfield gaps. Ballparks typically had short foul lines and cavernous alleys. To keep batters on their heels, pitchers deliberately threw at them to move them off the plate. Infielder Hughie Jennings, who appeared in more than 1,200 games between 1891 and 1903, was beaned 287 times—a painful record that is likely to stand forever.

The life of a pitcher was no picnic either. There was no such thing as a “reliever” in the game’s early days. Hurlers frequently worked on short rest and were expected to go the distance. Through the entire 1904 campaign, Boston manager Jimmy Collins pulled his starters just nine times. Most teams used a bullpen-by-committee format, and it wasn’t until the late 1940s that moundsmen came to be groomed exclusively for relief.

After capturing a pennant in 1904, Giants owner John T. Brush refused to participate in the World Series, claiming that it would tarnish the reputation of the National League to face an inferior opponent. He altered his stance during the offseason, drafting a set of guidelines regulating October play. The “Brush Rules” were officially adopted by major-league executives and the 1905 Fall Classic went off without a hitch. Christy Mathewson delivered one of the most masterful performances in postseason history, shutting out the Philadelphia Athletics three times as Brush’s Giants captured their first official World Series title.

Although the Giants and A’s were favored to repeat as league champions, the White Sox entered the 1906 campaign with high hopes. Compensating for an anemic offense that produced one of the worst collective batting averages in the majors, Chicago’s dynamic pitching staff kept the club in contention throughout the 1905 slate. Frank Owen and Nick Altrock formed a potent one-two punch at the front end of the rotation, combining for 44 wins and a 1.99 ERA. Doc White—a hard-throwing southpaw who set a long-standing major-league record in 1904 with five consecutive shutouts—added 17 victories of his own as the Sox finished just two games behind the A’s. The addition of Ed Walsh as a full-time starter in 1906 strengthened the team considerably.

A fiery right-hander with an elusive spitball, Walsh averaged more than 360 innings of work in a seven-year span. The result was a lame arm that kept him on the bench during the latter stages of his career. His 1.82 lifetime ERA—the lowest in major-league history—ensured his election to Cooperstown. Describing the movement on Walsh’s pitches, Detroit Tigers great Sam Crawford remarked, “I think that ball disintegrated on the way to the plate and the catcher put it back together again. I swear when it went past the plate, it was just the spit that went by.”
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Figure 1.1 Ed Walsh’s 1.82 lifetime ERA is the lowest of all time. He won two games for the White Sox in the 1906 World Series.


Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.

In the absence of strong pitching, the Sox would likely have been perennial non-contenders. They hit .242 as a collective unit from 1903 through 1905. Their .230 team batting average in 1906—worst among any pennant-winning squad in history—earned them the dubious nickname the “Hitless Wonders.” But player/manager Fielder Jones knew how to make the most of his club’s limited opportunities. A clever strategist, he encouraged his men to exercise patience at the plate and use their speed to an advantage. It paid great dividends as Chicago placed no lower than third during Jones’s four full seasons at the helm.

The most accomplished hitter on the club was shortstop George Davis. Known to many as “Gorgeous George” for his handsome features and smooth defensive play, he kept his batting average above the .300 mark for nine consecutive campaigns. A reliable clean-up man, he paced the Sox in doubles and RBIs in 1906. He also finished among the AL leaders in multiple defensive categories. His career achievements went largely unrecognized until 1998, when the Veterans Committee posthumously voted him into the Hall of Fame.

Nicknamed the “Bald Eagle” on account of his vanishing hairline, Frank Isbell was one of the most versatile players in the majors. By the time he completed his nine-year stint with the White Sox, he had appeared at every position on the diamond—an extraordinary feat for a player of any era. Isbell had excellent speed and a knack for finding the outfield gaps. He put forth one of his finest offensive efforts in 1906, leading the team with 11 triples and 37 steals.

The 1906 campaign held few surprises in the first half as the A’s hovered near the top of the standings through the end of July. The ChiSox caught fire in August, assembling an incredible 19-game winning streak. Their 21–4 record during the month gave them a precarious lead. As the Athletics fell into a prolonged slump, the New York Highlanders made a serious bid, trading places with Chicago multiple times in September. A strong late-season run allowed the Sox to clinch the pennant with three games remaining.

The National League race was not as hotly contested. Playing as the Colts and later as Orphans, the other Chicago club finished in fourth place or lower for 11 straight seasons. But a steady incursion of talent at the turn of the century brought them to the brink of a dynasty. By 1906, the Cubs (renamed for their youth and vast potential) were arguably the strongest team in the majors.

In addition to Johnny Kling—one of the premier defensive catchers of the era—the Cubs had a trio of Hall of Famers anchoring their infield. Double play partners Frank Chance, Johnny Evers, and Joe Tinker worked so efficiently together that they became the subject of a famous poem penned by New York Evening Mail columnist Franklin Pierce Adams. In the enduring composition (titled “Baseball’s Sad Lexicon”), Adams complained that Chicago’s “trio of bear cubs” had killed far too many New York Giant rallies with their defensive skills. “These are the saddest of possible words,” Adams asserted, “Tinker, to Evers, to Chance.”

Evers was regarded as one of the smartest players of his time. According to multiple sources, he spent several hours every night reading the rulebook in bed while binging on candy bars. His intricate knowledge of the sport paid off in 1908, when he single-handedly changed the course of the season by lodging a successful appeal to umpire Hank O’Day after Giants infielder Fred Merkle failed to touch second base on what should have been a game-winning hit. The contest was declared a tie, necessitating a winner-take-all playoff between the Cubs and Giants at season’s end. A slick-fielding second baseman with a keen batting eye, Evers compiled the best strikeout-to-walk ratio of the Deadball Era. An incorrigible motormouth, he got into dozens of fights over the years. At 5-foot-9, 125 pounds, he rarely got the best of his opponents. “I wish he had been an outfielder so I wouldn’t have to listen to him,” Chance once joked.

A daring base runner and all-around tough competitor, Chance took over managerial responsibilities in 1905, guiding the club to four pennants and a pair of championships. The World Series was often his finest hour as he compiled a lifetime on-base percentage of .402 in postseason play. He led the National League with 57 stolen bases and 103 runs scored in 1906. He also finished among the league leaders in multiple defensive categories at first base.

Tinker was the least celebrated of Chicago’s Hall of Fame infield trio, but by no means the least talented. His middling .262 lifetime batting average was not an accurate measure of his prowess at the plate. Giants pitching legend Christy Mathewson cited Tinker as one of the toughest batters he ever faced. And Baseball Magazine ranked him as the second-best shortstop in the National League behind Honus Wagner. With four fielding titles at his position, it’s likely that Tinker would have captured several Gold Gloves had the award existed then.

Complementing a potent offense that paced the NL in runs, hits, and total bases, the Cubs’ pitching staff was virtually unhittable in 1906, tossing 28 complete game shutouts. The most reliable hurler by far was Mordecai Brown—a 20-game winner in six consecutive seasons. A pair of childhood misadventures had left him with a permanently disfigured hand that produced dramatic movement on his pitches. Describing his durability and coolness under fire, Evers once remarked: “[Brown] had plenty of nerve, ability, and willingness to work at all times under any conditions. Crowds never bothered him.” The right-handed curveballer enjoyed one of his greatest seasons in 1906, winning 26 games while posting a 1.04 earned run average—the second-lowest mark of the Deadball Era among pitchers with at least 200 innings of work.

The Giants got off to a hot start, compiling a 12–3 record in April. But they had difficulty keeping pace with the Cubs, who set the all-time standard for wins in a season with 116. Incredibly, the New Yorkers finished 20 games behind Chicago in spite of their 96 victories, which exceeded the total of every pennant-winning AL squad of the decade to that point.

Entering the postseason, the Cubs had won 50 of their last 57 games, making them an obvious favorite among sportswriters and odds makers. Evaluating the showdown in later years, one researcher remarked: “It was a classic matchup of heavyweight vs. featherweight.” Writers of the era repeatedly drew comparisons to David and Goliath. Making a Cubs’ victory seem even more inevitable from the onset, ChiSox slugger George Davis fell ill at season’s end and was unavailable for the Series opener.

Chicago was seized by baseball fever. A number of hotels were filled to capacity as people came from faraway places to witness the first intracity battle of the twentieth century. The opener took place at West Side Grounds—home of the Cubs. A chilly day with scattered flurries prompted fans to don their winter garb. Although the stadium was capable of holding 16,000, the inhospitable weather kept many fans away. The pitching matchup featured Altrock (owner of a 20–13 record during the regular season) against Brown. The two hurlers matched zeros until the fifth inning, when Sox third baseman George Rohe led off with a triple and scored on a rare error by Kling. The ChiSox added another run in the sixth on an RBI single by Isbell. Cutting the lead in half, the Cubs broke through with a run in the bottom of the frame. It was Altrock’s only hiccup of the afternoon as he came out on the winning end of a 2–1 decision.
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Figure 1.2 Mordecai “Three Finger” Brown (pictured here on a tobacco card) was a 20-game winner in six straight seasons for the Cubs.


Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Since the two stadiums were located in close proximity, games were played on consecutive days at alternating sites. The second meeting was held at South Side Park, which had a seating capacity of around 13,000. Brisk temperatures inspired many fans to stay away, and White Sox executives began to worry about meager financial returns. The game was a bust for the home team as right-hander Ed Reulbach, who had led the National League with a .826 winning percentage, tossed a one-hitter. Tinker scored three runs as the Cubs breezed to a 7–1 win.

Attendance was below capacity again for Game 3—a Thursday matinee at West Side Grounds. Shortly before the first pitch, a mischievous fan set a chicken loose on the field. Clad in a pair of white socks, it strutted around the outfield throughout the game, occasionally dodging projectiles hurled by disgruntled Cubs fans. Walsh was dominant for the Sox, allowing just two hits and one walk all afternoon while piling up 12 strikeouts. The big blow for the visitors came in the top of the sixth, when Rohe—a .333 hitter during the Series—delivered a bases-loaded triple off of southpaw Jack Pfiester. There was a scary moment just moments before then. With nobody out and a pair of runners aboard, right fielder Ed Hahn was hit directly in the face with a pitch. He collapsed to the ground with blood streaming from a broken nose. Although he was removed from the game, he returned to play in each of the remaining contests, gathering four hits in the finale.

An overflow crowd saw the Cubs get back on track at South Side Park the following day. Brown delivered the finest postseason performance of his career (a two-hit shutout), striking out five and walking a pair of batters. Runs were scarce against Altrock as well, but one proved to be enough as the Cubs evened the Series at two games apiece with a nail-biting victory.

The next meeting brought about something entirely unexpected—an offensive explosion. Isbell led the way for the visitors, pounding four doubles as three Cubs pitchers yielded a total of eight runs. The Sox had a few troubles of their own, committing six costly errors that led to five unearned runs and an early exit for Walsh, who was pitching for the second time in three days. The 8–6 White Sox victory stunned members of the Cubs, who suddenly found themselves on the brink of elimination.

Game 6 began on a sour note for the National Leaguers when Cap Anson, who had managed the Cubs to their last pennant in 1886, was asked to leave the visitor’s dugout. Anson hadn’t played or managed in nearly a decade, prompting umpire Silk O’Loughlin to enforce a seldom-invoked rule that allowed only active players on the bench. The Cubs drew first blood on an RBI double by outfielder Frank “Wildfire” Schulte. But manager Frank Chance made a glaring miscalculation when he sent Brown back to the hill on short rest. By the end of the second inning, the so-called Hitless Wonders had tagged the Cubs’ exhausted staff ace for seven earned runs.

On the heels of a convincing 8–3 Series-clinching victory, Sox fans set bonfires in the streets and gathered around Fielder Jones’s home to serenade him. An all-night celebration took place at the White City Amusement Park on Chicago’s South Side. In an uncharacteristic display of frivolity, White Sox owner Charles Comiskey donated $15,000 of his own funds to enhance his players’ postseason shares.

The Cubs recovered from the shocking loss, capturing three pennants and two World Series titles over the next four seasons. The White Sox went in a completely different direction, placing no higher than third for the rest of the decade. By 1910, only a handful of players from the over-achieving championship squad remained.











Chapter 2


Athletics vs. Braves 1914

American and National League executives found themselves with unexpected competition in 1914 when the Federal League opened for business as a self-declared major league. The circuit had come together under the guidance of baseball promoter John T. Powers in 1913. Originally a minor league, the first season was played with six teams. Before the 1914 campaign, manufacturing mogul James A. Gilmore assembled a group of investors and restructured the circuit, expanding it to eight clubs—each stationed in a major city. Since Federal League teams operated outside of organized baseball’s National Agreement (a set of contractual rules binding players to the organizations they signed with), Gilmore’s “outlaw” league was able to lure a number of talented individuals away from established ballclubs. Hall of Famers Joe Tinker and Mordecai Brown were among the players to make the jump. The 1914 season opened with twenty-four top-level teams in three leagues spread from Massachusetts to Missouri.

In the AL, the Athletics were still the team to beat. Having won three World Series in a four-year span, they owed a great deal of their success to manager Connie Mack. The “Tall Tactitian” (as he came to be known) had started out as a catcher. He was noted for his innovative play, becoming one of the first backstops to position himself directly behind the batter. Before rules prohibiting the practice came into existence, he made a habit of deliberately dropping pop-ups to turn easy double plays. He was also known to tip the bats of opponents with his glove.

As a manager, Mack had a marvelous eye for talent and was willing to gamble on untested players—often signing them straight off of college campuses. His New York Times obituary declared that “No other manager in the history of the game handled more young players and brought more of them to stardom and fortune.” Mack ran a tight ship but was not an autocrat. He never chastised his men in front of peers and avoided the use of profanity. He allowed players to make their own decisions on the field until it became detrimental to the team. Even then, he found a way to offer constructive criticism.

Universally admired by peers, Mack presided over two dynasties, guiding the A’s to five pennants and three World Series titles between 1905 and 1914. He later steered the club to three consecutive AL championships in the late 1920s and early 1930s. By the time he retired, he had spent a total of 50 years at the Philly helm. Adhering to the old maxim, “If it isn’t broke, don’t fix it,” Mack made few changes to the A’s lineup in 1914.

In sharp contrast, the Braves were a team that had a long history of losing. Aside from one distant third-place finish in 1902, they had languished near the bottom of the standings throughout the twentieth century. This included four consecutive last-place finishes from 1909 through 1912. The club changed names multiple times in that span, playing as the Doves and (unofficially) the Rustlers before adopting the moniker they would carry into the next millennium. Improvement was evident in 1913, when the team climbed into fifth place under manager George Stallings.

Stallings was the polar opposite of Mack. Politely described by one researcher as “a frank person who freely spoke his mind without inhibition,” the excitable Georgia native played in four games with the Brooklyn Bridegrooms in 1890. He inserted himself into three more games while managing the Phillies a few years later. His tactless interpersonal skills led to an open revolt among players that cost him his job in Philadelphia. Summarizing his character, a biographer from TOTAL Baseball wrote, “Stallings was a cultured southern gentleman off the field, but an unspeakable, profane monomaniac in the dugout. Some considered his use of vicious invective more devastating than John McGraw [one of the most abusive managers in baseball history].”

Highly superstitious, Stallings hated the color yellow. All yellow ballpark signs had to be painted over. He also loathed discarded peanut shells and scraps of paper. When Stallings’s teams were doing well in a game, he would freeze like a statue, believing that the practice would prolong his good fortune. He did this even if it meant holding an uncomfortable pose.

Stallings was not opposed to cheating in order to secure victory for his clubs. While managing the New York Highlanders in 1909, he rented an apartment across the street from Hilltop Park with an unobstructed view of home plate. He then planted a spotter in the apartment equipped with binoculars. The spotter would watch the opposing catcher’s signs and relay them to batters using a hand mirror. Since this only worked on sunny days, Stallings moved his sign-stealing operation beyond the outfield fence. The spotters utilized a crossbar apparatus located within an advertising sign on the outfield wall. A black crossbar signaled a fastball while a white bar indicated an impending breaking ball. The Highlanders were formally accused of cheating in a September 1909 issue of Sporting Life. The operation was shut down shortly afterward by Detroit manager Hughie Jennings, who sent his team trainer out to investigate. The crossbar device was promptly dismantled.

Referring to the 1914 Braves, Stallings described the roster as “one .300-hitter, the worst outfield that ever flirted with sudden death, three pitchers, and a good working tandem around second base.”

The .300 hitter was left fielder Joe Connolly, whose brief major league career lasted from 1913 through 1916. He started out as a pitcher in the minors but was assigned to the outfield when he proved to be formidable with a bat. In his rookie season with the Braves, he led the team in runs, triples, and RBIs while hitting .281. He reached his peak in 1914 with a career-best .306 batting average. Hitting third in the Boston order, he finished among the league leaders in a number of offensive categories. A mediocre year in 1916 led to a dramatic salary cut. He refused to sign and was sold to a minor league affiliate.

Stallings’s “good working tandem around second base” was comprised of Hall of Famers Johnny Evers and Rabbit Maranville. Playing in his thirteenth major league season, the 32-year-old Evers was the elder statesman of Boston’s positional players. Awarded the honorary title of captain, he set a good example for his teammates with a club-best 87 walks and 81 runs scored. He also appeared among the league leaders in putouts, double plays, and assists. Hitting mostly out of the second slot in the order, his efforts ultimately led to the only MVP Award of his career (known then as “Chalmers Award”—named for the automobile manufacturer that sponsored it).

A fun-loving jokester, Maranville was one of the most colorful characters of the era. He once dove into a hotel fountain while intoxicated and emerged with a goldfish in his mouth. During a brief managerial stint with the Cubs in 1925, he paraded through a train car, dumping water on the heads of his sleeping ballplayers. Hall of Fame manager Joe McCarthy once said, “When I heard about [Maranville], about all the stuff he pulled, I said to myself for a fellow to do all those crazy things and still keep his job, he had to be a darned good ballplayer.”

He was. And he kept his job as a player until the age of 43, when he finally retired.

Maranville picked up the nickname “Rabbit” on account of his diminutive size and darting speed on the basepaths. Primarily a singles hitter, his average typically hovered in the .250 range. He was more renowned for his glovework, leading the league in putouts seven times and fielding percentage on three occasions. Often used as a clean-up hitter in 1914 (a practice that seems questionable on the surface), he reached a career-high of 78 RBIs. He finished second to Evers in MVP voting.

Stallings has been credited as the first manager to use a platoon system. His maligned outfield was a combination of 11 different players who appeared in at least 14 games apiece. They weren’t as bad as advertised. Although center fielder Les Mann and right fielder Larry Gilbert combined for 17 errors, they hit at a fairly respectable .254 clip, which was slightly above the league average. Mann’s 11 triples were fifth in the National League.

It was Stallings’s “three pitchers” who almost single-handedly carried the team to a pennant. Dick Rudolph, Bill James, and Lefty Tyler made 107 starts and accounted for more than 70 percent of the club’s total win share in 1914. After that, they faded into obscurity.

A right-hander, the under-sized Rudolph (who stood 5-foot-9 and weighed 160 pounds) had three dominant seasons in the majors before succumbing to arm problems. From 1914 through 1916, he tossed 300 innings every year and won no fewer than 19 games. He had good speed and an excellent curve. He also toyed around with an occasional spitball.

James carried the nickname “Seattle Bill” to distinguish him from another deadball pitcher of the same name. After going 26–7 during the Braves pennant-winning effort of 1914, arm fatigue limited him to 13 appearances the following year. He never recovered. In the wake of multiple operations and comeback attempts, he retired with just 84 games to his credit.

Tyler posted double-digit win totals in seven consecutive seasons and played for two pennant-winning squads (the Braves in 1914 and Cubs in 1918). But he never emerged as a staff ace. Using a crossfire overhand delivery, he was known for his slow-moving changeup. His unorthodox style threw hitters off balance, enhancing the effectiveness of his fastball and sweeping curve. By the time he retired after his 12th season, he had gathered 127 wins.

While Stallings’s starting rotation was a truncated combination of overachieving no-names, Mack had three Hall of Famers on his pitching staff. A Native American with Chippewa roots, Charles Bender picked up the politically incorrect nickname “Chief.” He recalled being teased by children and teammates, who mocked him with native war cries. “I do not want my name to be presented in public as an Indian,” he once told a reporter, “but as a pitcher.” On the mound, he had superior control and an elusive curve. He threw from a variety of arm angles, including sidearm. He went 17–3 in 1914—the highest winning percentage in the majors.

Southpaw Eddie Plank arrived in Philadelphia without a shred of minor league experience. Using a fastball, change, curveball combination, he assembled an impressive lifetime total of 326 wins. A notoriously slow worker, he was once referred to as the “King of the Fidgets.” He took his time between pitches, tugging at his belt, adjusting his cap, and moving his feet about listlessly. One biographer claimed that Plank’s stalling tactics actually impacted attendance because fans coming from across town knew they would be late for their regular trains. The crafty left-hander was 38 years old in 1914, but still managed to pick up 15 wins in spite of his advancing age.

The third Hall of Famer on Mack’s staff was a 20-year-old lefty named Herb Pennock. Used only sporadically in his first two seasons, Pennock saw action in 28 games during the 1914 slate, posting a handsome 11–4 record. His best years would come with the Red Sox and Yankees during the 1920s. Mack later admitted that he missed the boat when he traded Pennock. “That was my biggest blunder,” Mack said. “I got the impression that [he] was nonchalant, that he lacked ambition. . . . [He] made me rue the day.”

During the height of the A’s dynasty, Mack remarked to a sportswriter that he wouldn’t trade any of his infielders for $100,000 (a stratospheric figure in those days). The quote became a catchphrase that stuck. Mack’s so-called $100,000 Infield consisted of Stuffy McInnis at first base, Eddie Collins at second, Frank Baker at third, and Jack Barry at shortstop.

Collins was the most accomplished of the bunch. Among the second basemen currently enshrined at Cooperstown, he ranks first in hits, runs, and stolen bases. He is also baseball’s all-time leader in sacrifices. But numbers alone don’t accurately reflect his impact on the clubs he played for. When his days with the A’s were finished, he helped the White Sox to a pair of pennants in 1917 and 1919. Singing his praises, Giants’ manager John McGraw once said: “He is the most perfect and most resourceful player in the world. He did more to beat the Giants out of two world championships than any other member of Connie Mack’s squad.”

Among the most renowned sluggers of the Deadball Era, Frank “Home Run” Baker retired with 99 lifetime homers (including the postseason). The two he hit in consecutive games of the 1911 World Series earned him his famous nickname. Baker swung with a violent snapping motion and was said to use heavy bats weighing up to 52 ounces. When it was suggested in later years that his teammates deserved most of the credit for his accomplishments at the plate, Collins rushed to his defense. “When it came to hitting, Baker needed help like Andrew Carnegie needed money.” The pressure of the World Series didn’t rattle Baker at all as he compiled a .363 lifetime batting average in baseball’s October Showcase. Described by many as “awkward” at third base, he was known for his extensive range. The Veterans Committee deemed him Hall of Fame worthy in 1955.

The remaining members of Mack’s “$100,000 Infield” kept a fairly low profile. McInnis played in portions of 19 major league seasons, compiling a lifetime .307 batting average. A right-handed line-drive hitter, he produced mostly singles. In the field, he had sure hands and quick reflexes. He was also an accomplished sign-stealer. Barry was a typical deadball shortstop—“all field, no bat.” Though he never gathered more than 126 hits in a season, he was a tough out in clutch situations. Tiger manager Hughie Jennings once remarked, “In a pinch, [Barry] hits better than anybody in our league outside of Cobb.” Although this was a bit of an exaggeration, it would not be stretching the truth to rank Barry alongside the best defensive shortstops of the era.

In spite of their star-studded roster, the A’s got off to a relatively slow start in 1914. By the fourth week of May, they were trailing Detroit and Washington in the standings. Leaning heavily on pitching legend Walter Johnson (who made 51 appearances that year), the Nationals (often referred to as the Senators) remained legitimate contenders until late July. The Tigers faded around the same time, but the Red Sox made things interesting down the stretch, posting a 21–9 record in September. In the end, the A’s held their ground, finishing eight and a half games in front of the surging BoSox.

The National League pennant race was far more surprising. Through the first two months of the season, the Braves were mired in last place with a dreadful 10–22 record. When the summer months arrived, they began to show signs of life. A series sweep over Cincinnati in mid-July moved them out of the NL basement for good. It was a gradual climb to the top from there. At the end of play on August 30, they were a mere half-game behind the Giants in the standings. Completing their astounding worst-to-first journey, they took two of three games from New York in early September, breaking a first-place tie. McGraw’s squad—heavily favored to claim their fourth straight pennant—played mediocre ball in the second half, allowing the upstart Braves to overtake them and build a sufficient lead. By the time the two teams met for a six-game series beginning on September 30, Boston was on the verge of clinching.

The Braves’ “feel-good” story was a welcome distraction from troubling world events. On June 28, Archduke Franz Ferdinand (heir to the Austrian throne) was assassinated, setting off a chain of developments that led to the start of World War I. By early August, the major countries of Europe were embroiled in conflict. The United States declared neutrality but would ultimately be pulled into the fray.

Prior to the 1914 World Series, umpire Hank O’Day, who had taken over as manager of the Cubs, went on record saying: “The Boston club won’t win a game and I don’t care if you quote me.” The loquacious Johnny Evers begged to differ, remarking, “I am perfectly confident that the A’s are destined to receive the one big surprise of their lives.” Evers was on-point with that statement.

Enhancing their status as underdogs, the Braves had no distinct home field advantage. In August, they had abandoned their archaic home of more than 40 years and taken up temporary residence in Fenway Park while their new home—a 40,000-seat “super-stadium”—was being built. Another factor working against the NL champs: American League clubs had won each of the previous four World Series. No one was more aware of this than Bender of the A’s. Near the end of the season, Mack gave his staff ace a week off to scout the Braves. Bender reportedly went on vacation instead, commenting that it was pointless to waste his time watching a bunch of “bush league” hitters.

The Series opened at Shibe Park in Philadelphia. Bender received a hard lesson in humility as the Braves tagged him for six runs on eight hits. Much of the damage was administered by catcher Hank Gowdy. Playing in his first season as a full-timer, the lanky backstop fell one hit short of the cycle, going 3-for-3 with a single, double, and triple. He scored twice and drove in a run. Maranville added a pair of RBI singles as Bender was chased from the mound in the sixth inning. Rudolph was brilliant for the Braves, scattering five hits and striking out eight in the 7–1 Boston win.
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Figure 2.1 Braves team captain Johnny Evers poses with A’s hurler Eddie Plank before the start of the 1914 World Series.


Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Game 2 was a pitching duel between James and Plank. Through eight innings, the game remained scoreless. The Braves, who had failed to move a runner beyond second base to that point, finally broke through in the ninth as infielder Charlie Deal hit a one-out double and stole third. Mann put Boston on the board with an RBI single to right field. In the bottom of the ninth, a tiring James walked a pair of batters but preserved his two-hit shutout by inducing a game-ending double play off the bat of outfielder Eddie Murphy.

Game 3—the pivotal match—was a heartbreaker for 21-year-old right-hander “Bullet Joe” Bush. The game remained knotted at two until the top of the 10th, when Baker delivered a clutch two-run single for the A’s. Not to be outdone, the Braves came storming back with a solo homer off the bat of Gowdy and an RBI sacrifice by Connolly. Mack allowed Bush to go the distance, but Stallings exercised a bit more caution, summoning James to close out the game. James held the A’s scoreless for two frames while Bush—obviously tiring—served up a leadoff double to Gowdy in the bottom of the 12th. Pinch-hitter Larry Gilbert was intentionally walked to set up a double play. Herbie Moran followed with a bunt back to the mound. Bush fielded it cleanly and fired to third for the force, but his throw sailed wide of the bag. Mann—pinch-running for Gowdy—scampered home with the winning Boston run.

Capturing the moment in dramatic detail, the New York Times reported:

“The crowd went wild. All the feeling and enthusiasm that had been bottled up as the game see-sawed one way and then the other burst forth with unrestrained fury. . . . A heart-broken youth, his eyes blurred with tears, slunk away under the big stands as the paeans of victory rang in his ears. His had been a great responsibility. His teammates, the fading world champions, had played masterful ball behind him and they were all fighting shoulder to shoulder to try to stem the onslaught of an all-powerful enemy. Then, by one tragic throw, he had knocked the foundation out from under the Mackian machine and it came tumbling down in ruins. There was no comfort for Bush.”

After the game, Evers went on record saying: “Tomorrow we will have Dick Rudolph in the box and he knows the Athletic hitters down to hairlines when it comes to their likes and dislikes at the plate as he showed in his first game, which was really the toughest of the Series to pitch because the first one always puts everyone under the big strain. Rudolph should be as good tomorrow as he was last Friday.”

Boston’s “Royal Rooters,” a Red Sox fan club assembled in 1901, turned out in full force to lend their support to the Braves in Game 4. Dramatically illustrating their loyalty, some wore feathers and war paint. The game was scoreless until the bottom of the fourth, when the Braves pushed a run across using “small ball” tactics. A’s starter Bob Shawkey helped his own cause in the top of the fifth with an RBI double but couldn’t subdue the Braves’ attack in the bottom of the frame. Rudolph singled, Moran doubled, and Evers followed with a two-run single, giving Boston a 3–1 lead. Rudolph closed out a spectacular afternoon on the mound with his second win of the Series. Interviewed after the game, he paid the A’s little respect. “I’d rather pitch against the Athletics than the worst teams in the National and American Leagues, and I know my average would be far better. They swung at anything I sent up to them, whether low, high, or wide. They did not show any batting judgment at all.”

Thousands of fans swarmed the Boston dugout, prompting Stallings to deliver a speech. Maranville was pulled half-dressed from the showers and compelled to address fans from the dugout roof. The “Royal Rooters” led a parade of 5,000 fans through the Fens and down Huntington Avenue. Several Braves players—including the fun-loving Maranville—joined the procession.

In the wake of the sweep, Stallings’s blue-collar crew was referred to as the “Miracle Braves.” A writer from Sporting Life declared that the Series “was the most amazing feat of the age and the most stunning surprise ever dealt in the baseball world.” Interestingly, the Indianapolis Hoosiers—champions of the Federal League—challenged Boston to a playoff, but the invitation was declined.

Stallings hung around Boston for six more seasons, never recapturing the magic of 1914. The Braves slipped to second place the following year, and by the end of the decade, they had become a sub-.500 team. Beantown fans would wait until 1948 for another NL pennant.

Meanwhile, in Philadelphia, a disgruntled Mack began selling off his best players. This included members of his coveted “$100,000 Infield.” Bender and Plank defected to the Federal League. Collins joined the White Sox. Baker boycotted the 1915 major league slate when his salary demands were not met. Mack’s rebuilding project went on for many years as the A’s wound up in last place for seven consecutive seasons.











Chapter 3


White Sox vs. Reds 1919

The 1919 World Series shook the foundations of baseball and set in motion a sequence of sweeping changes that forever altered the complexion of the sport. Although the White Sox were universally regarded as the better team, the affair was undermined by corruption and greed. No one will ever know which club would have won in a fair fight.

When details of the 1919 Series scandal were made public, the reaction among the masses was a combination of shock and outrage. Distressing as the news was, it should really have come as no surprise. Gambling and cheating had been present in the sport for a very long time. In 1882, National League umpire Dick Higham was accused of deliberately making calls against the Detroit Wolverines to pad the pockets of gamblers. In 1910, members of the St. Louis Browns plotted to rob the universally unpopular Ty Cobb of a batting crown. And in September of 1919 (just weeks before Chicago’s infamous clash with Cincinnati), Hal Chase of the Giants was suspended under suspicion of fixing games.

To understand why members of the White Sox conspired with gamblers to throw the 1919 World Series, one must take into account the financial climate of baseball in the early twentieth century. Players weren’t paid exceptionally well (at least in comparison to today). Before the advent of free agency, owners held most of the advantages when it came to negotiating contracts. Players were more or less stuck with the clubs they had signed with until team executives decided it was time to get rid of them. Typical deadball stars were minimally educated and rough around the edges. In their free time, many gravitated to bars and pool halls, where men of questionable integrity could be found. Some players developed relationships with members of the underworld—especially bookmakers who were willing to tamper with the outcome of games in order to turn a profit.

Ty Cobb, one of the biggest names of the era, was paid $20,000 in 1919—equivalent to about $370,000 today. No one else was making that much at the time—not even Babe Ruth. Pitcher Eddie Cicotte, at a little over $9,000, was the highest paid member of the Chicago conspirators. The others were earning significantly less.

A common misconception among contemporary fans is the idea that Chicago team owner Charles Comiskey was a nefarious miser who drove his men to commit the crime of the century. Multiple myths have persisted regarding Comiskey’s penny-pinching ways—the most salacious being the story about how he delivered a case of flat champagne to his players as a World Series bonus in 1917. Other fallacies have been handed down over the years.

In reality, Comiskey was prone to acts of generosity. He allowed a number of Chicago organizations to use his ballpark for free and gave out complimentary grandstand tickets to school children. During World War I, he donated a significant portion of his annual income to the Red Cross. While it’s true that he could also be frugal, charging players for laundry fees, he actually paid his men pretty well. The White Sox Opening Day payroll in 1919 was among the highest in baseball.

While the specific motivations of each conspirator have been endlessly debated, it’s safe to assume that the primary incentive was financial gain. By his own account, it was first baseman Chick Gandil who approached gamblers with the idea of a fix. At the time, the club was divided into two social cliques with tension existing between the two. The educated players fell under the influence of Ivy League graduate Eddie Collins. The rest of the joiners cast their lot with Gandil—a former boxer with an attitude toward authority. Shortstop Swede Risberg played a major role in the fix as well, helping Gandil lure other players (ones who could be trusted to keep their mouths shut) into the fold. Boston-based bookmaker Joseph “Sport” Sullivan convinced New York underworld kingpin Arnold Rothstein to bankroll the plot. Others involved included “Sleepy Bill” Burns (a former pitcher) and Abe Attell (a former featherweight boxing champion). Both were associates of Rothstein’s.

Risberg made a colossal error in judgment when he advised his pal Joe Gedeon (an infielder for the St. Louis Browns) to bet heavily on the Reds. When foul play later became evident to authorities, Comiskey offered a hefty reward for information. Gedeon—looking for a big payday—turned on Risberg. In addition to the ringleaders, six others were implicated in the scheme, including third baseman Buck Weaver, outfielder Happy Felsch, and pitcher Lefty Williams. All were permanently banished from baseball. Perhaps the most unfortunate among the condemned—“Shoeless” Joe Jackson—hit .375 in the Series with 6 RBIs. According to multiple sources, he refused to accept any money and even tried to tell Comiskey about the plot. But the Sox owner allegedly refused to meet with him. The other conspirators later admitted that Jackson did not attend any of the secret meetings that were held before the Series began.

Had all of Gandil’s cohorts given their best efforts, it would likely have ended with a Chicago victory. There are many who believe that Jackson—32 years old and very much in his prime—was destined for Cooperstown before he got tangled up in the scandal. A semi-literate small-town boy from South Carolina, he started out with the A’s in 1908. Upon arriving in the big city, he was ridiculed by teammates for his ignorance and backward social skills. He failed to maximize his potential and wound up in Cleveland, where he became a superstar, exceeding the .400 mark at the plate in 1911. Although he never won a batting title, his .356 lifetime average (compiled over portions of 13 major-league seasons) is among the highest in history.

Cicotte’s name has also surfaced in Hall of Fame discussions. Although he didn’t invent the knuckleball, he was among the first to effectively control it. He came up through the Tiger system and caught on with the Red Sox in 1908. In four seasons as a full-timer with Boston, he lost almost as many games as he won. Accused of being apathetic by owner Jon I. Taylor, he was suspended multiple times and eventually traded. He built an extensive array of pitches over time, employing a slider, emery ball, and rising fastball in addition to his signature offering—the knuckler—which he used about three-quarters of the time. During the White Sox World Series year of 1917, Cicotte narrowly missed a Triple Crown, finishing second to Walter Johnson in strikeouts. His 28 wins and 1.53 ERA were tops in the American League. During the 1919 campaign, he paced the circuit again with 29 victories and 30 complete games. He entered the ill-fated World Series with a lifetime 1.57 earned run average in postseason play.
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