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For Sarah


He, too, has resigned his part

In the casual comedy;

He, too, has been changed in his turn,

Transformed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

—Easter 1916, by William Butler Yeats

“Those who really possess sensibility ought early to be taught that it is a dangerous quality, which is continually extracting the excess of misery or delight from every surrounding circumstance. And since, in our passage through this world, painful circumstances occur more frequently than pleasing ones, and since our sense of evil is, I fear, more acute than our sense of good, we become the victims of our feelings, unless we can in some degree command them.”

—The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe

“When Cobb is on first base and he breaks for second, the best thing you can do, really, is to throw to third.”

—Hall of Fame catcher and manager Ray Schalk



— PRELUDE —

The Opie and Anthony Show

Opie: Was he a wife-beater, that Ty Cobb?

Jim Norton: Ty Cobb was an everything-beater. He beat up everything. Ty Cobb was a horrible racist. I think he was a Demoral addict. . . . I want a Cobb jersey, because he was such a brutal guy.

Opie: I want to know if this is true. There is a myth that Ty Cobb killed a man with a baseball bat and then hit a home run with it the next day.

Jim Norton: That’s probably nonsense but his mother did murder his father. I think the real story . . . is that Ty Cobb’s father suspected his mother of cheating, and came home and . . . it maybe it wasn’t the mother who shot him, maybe it was the lover . . . but I think that Ty said that the last thing my father saw was the man who was effing his wife.

Opie: Wow . . . How did he die?

Jim Norton: I think he died of old age. It may have been morphine he was hooked on. He was injecting something into his stomach.

Opie: People say he died of a codeine overdose.

Jim Norton: Oh, really? So it was codeine he was hooked on?

Opie: How old was he when he died?

Jim Norton: He was in his seventies.

Opie: That’s old for back when he died. Not many guys living past seventy in Ty Cobb’s time.

Jim Norton: Only four people from baseball attended Ty Cobb’s funeral.

(Laughter)

Opie: He slept with a loaded pistol under his pillow, he was so afraid.

(Laughter)

Jim Norton (Reading): In spring training in 1907 Cobb fought a black groundskeeper over the condition of the Tigers’ spring training field in Augusta, Georgia, and ended up choking the man’s wife when she intervened.

(Laughter)

Opie: What a maniac . . . just a maniac! I don’t think I saw the Ty Cobb movie. Is this stuff in it?

Jim Norton: Him being a racist absolutely is in it. Tommy Lee Jones, as an actor, I would for free do the lines he got to do. He was really good as Ty Cobb. Robert Wuhl was okay as the guy Stumpy who plays the reporter who . . . Cobb wanted him to write his life. And the conflict was, Cobb was like “I want this to be like I am the great Ty Cobb.” Meanwhile this guy is taking notes on what an awful human being Ty Cobb is . . . just a racist and is terrible and is rotten.

Opie: Cobb had no clue what an ass he was?

Jim Norton: He knew. He just didn’t care.

Opie: He didn’t care.

“Take Me Out to the Ball Game” begins to play.

Jim Norton: And this guy is in the Hall of Fame?








PART ONE










— CHAPTER ONE —

LEANING INTO THE FULL-LENGTH MIRROR, and using a stick of stage makeup, Ty Cobb painted a jagged crimson line above his eyes of robin’s egg blue. Meant to resemble a battle wound incurred at a moment of gridiron glory, it looked, alas, more like the fever chart for a failing business concern: cosmetology as practiced by a twenty-four-year-old, heterosexual Detroit Tiger. Next came the burnt cork. Black maintained a prominent place on the theatrical palette in 1911—Cobb himself had several times been called on stage to receive the semiofficial “Champion Batsman of the World” trophy from a minstrel dressed in full darkie regalia—but now he required just a smidgen, for the right side of his chin, a fake scuff to balance the bright greasepaint gash.

“My only problem,” he said, leaning closer still to the looking glass and mussing his thinning strawberry blond curls, “is that I ain’t got any football hair.”

“Say, Ty, who taught you how to do that?” said one of Cobb’s two dressing room drop-bys that evening, Harry Matthews, a squat, cigar-chomping ex-minor-league teammate who managed the Albany Babies of the South Atlantic League.

“Nobody,” said Cobb. “I just had to learn how myself. All you got to do is make up natural, see?”

But it was hard to see through the smoke Matthews was emitting, and the fat old catcher turned aside and coughed on Cobb’s makeup pots. “So you’re a painter, too, eh?” he said finally, chuckling and choking. “Ain’t I pretty!”

The other visitor to Cobb’s cramped quarters that evening, the person who recorded this sparkling dialogue for posterity, was Howell Foreman, a cub reporter for the Atlanta Constitution. To the then new Atlanta Theater on that long-ago Saturday, Foreman had brought a large supply of mostly inane questions (“How do you think the acting of a game of football compares with the playing of a real game of baseball?”)—but also, it would turn out, the admirable instinct, or maybe it was just the journalistic naïveté (he was only seventeen), to leave his notes largely unprocessed rather than shaping them into a conventional newspaper piece. The somewhat serpentine result, while not exactly a pleasure to read, provides something like raw security camera footage recording what it was like to be Tyrus Raymond Cobb as the Georgia Peach neared the height of his baseball prowess.

It was damn disconcerting. Cobb, who had no acting experience and who, despite being the son of a renowned orator, always felt ill at ease when required to speak in public, was nevertheless spending his early off-season touring the country, or at least a large swath east of the Mississippi, in The College Widow, a well-known comedy in three acts by the celebrated Hoosier humorist George Ade. He played Billy Bolton, a handsome halfback tempted to transfer from Bingham to Atwater College by the latter’s coach’s conniving blond girlfriend. Although Cobb surprised some people with his almost adequate acting skills, especially those who had expected him to hook-slide in from the wings, snarling, and spike his fellow thespians where they stood, and though tickets were selling briskly in venues North and South, the venture was turning out to be not as enjoyable as George M. Cohan, the famous “Yankee Doodle Boy,” had assured him it would be over a long, boozy dinner one very complicated (and eventually bloody) night in Cleveland two years earlier. Touring, instead, was strenuous and stressful work performed at a season when he would rather have been tramping through the north Georgia hills with his hunting dogs and his friends—say, George Stallings, the former New York Highlanders manager, and Honus Wagner, the star shortstop for the Pittsburgh Pirates, companions on previous bird-shooting trips.

But Cobb had made a commitment and because he wanted desperately to avoid disappointing both his audience and his promoters, he devoted much psychic and physical energy to what is supposed to be “the art that conceals itself.” From a seat near the footlights, you could see him sweat, and those who had spent as much as $1.50 for a ticket (about three times what it cost to watch him play the Cleveland Naps, the St. Louis Browns, or the Philadelphia Athletics) appreciated the sincere effort. In some of the same cities where, in the warmer months, he was booed and barraged with Moxie bottles for being such a danger to the aspirations of the beloved home team, audiences gave him a standing ovation at the end of each act and, as surely as if it was part of the script, shouted “Speech! Speech!” at the final curtain. But that only maximized Cobb’s misery.

On the field, he was an extraordinary improviser, and off it, in small groups, a raconteur of the first rank (the veteran catcher Moe Berg, a New Yorker who graduated from Princeton and Columbia Law school and was a frequent houseguest of Cobb’s in Augusta, would call him “an intellectual giant”). Yet at the podium—or beneath a proscenium, sans script—he lost his composure, and could sound like a typical tongue-tied jock. To avoid the nightmare of extemporaneous curtain-call oratory, Cobb would gesture extravagantly toward his heaving chest, the result of a 105-yard touchdown Billy Bolton had supposedly scored (offstage) in the play’s climactic moments, and mime a hero all too willing but alas far too winded to speak. His lame joke always worked, yet the groundlings’ groans of disappointment wore on him and made him envy the other ballplayer in the original cast, Joe Jackson of the Philadelphia A’s, who, despite being a raw rookie, had realized during rehearsals that he was not exactly born to tread the boards and had put on his walking shoes just before the Widow had opened in Trenton.

Cobb, who was making $500 a week, or more than twice as much as the relatively large sum he got to play baseball, had kept going, though, and by dint of strenuous concentration and dumb luck avoided disaster—until the players reached Pittsburgh, and in the upper right balcony, at the moment of the star’s opening night entrance, his twenty-two-month-old son, Ty Jr., had stood up and squealed “Daddy! Daddy!” The sea of twisting heads and waves of unexpected laughter had nearly capsized Cobb; Ade’s lines tapered to a palpitating point in his cortex, then vanished. They came back as soon as the house settled, thank goodness, and the show went on, but of all the nerve-racking moments he had endured in five-plus years of major league baseball—and these included fistfights, strained tête-à-têtes with President William Howard Taft (“Greetings, Citizen Ty!”), “black hand” letters threatening assassination (Cobb’s, not Taft’s), an endless presentation of watches, trophies, medals, books (he was known as a constant reader), and funereal flower-wreaths, as well as, of course, the occasional arrest for assault and battery—none was worse than that momentary Steel City meltdown.

•  •  •

Ty Cobb didn’t need this kind of aggravation. Getting invited to appear in cold-weather vaudeville was, after all, no particular honor. Ballplayers of every stripe had been dabbling in what George M. Cohan would have called “the show business” since the 1890s, when Adrian “Cap” Anson, the longtime Chicago White Stocking, then down on his luck, performed a depressing baseball-themed act with two of his grown daughters (he actually did slide into a base secured at center stage). In the months after the 1911 World Series (won by Connie Mack’s Athletics over John McGraw’s Giants in six games), while Cobb was appearing in The College Widow, Rube Marquard of the Giants was doing stand-up; the Pirates’ Marty O’Toole had a part in a Wild West show; three A’s (“Chief” Bender, Cy Morgan, and Jack Coombs) were appearing with the singing Pearl Sisters; Leonard “King” Cole of the Cubs, the inspiration for Ring Lardner’s “Alibi Ike” stories, was making the rounds in Chicago doing something vaguely theatrical, and Herman “Germany” Schaefer, one of Cobb’s former Tiger teammates and now a Washington Senator, was touring, with Cobb’s apparent blessing, with a satirical recitation called “Why Does Tyrus Tire Us?” For his acting talents, Cobb was probably pulling down much more than any of them, but by exploiting his fame in that fashion he was aligning himself with a crew composed mostly of prodigals, mediocrities, has-beens, and clowns. (Perhaps all one needs to know about Germany Schaefer is that he was personally responsible for major league baseball’s rule 7.08i, which forbids running the bases in reverse.)

Cobb in 1911 was still a young man wrestling with the question of what it meant to be this new thing called a celebrity—that is, when he was not down under the grandstand, postgame, wrestling with an umpire, teammate, or rival. If he was in fact the greatest player in the history of baseball, as no one less than Charles Comiskey, the president of the Chicago White Sox and one of the founding fathers of the modern game, had declared recently in a syndicated newspaper essay that was the talk of the sports world, then how did that status translate to his day-to-day existence? Cobb could not figure out whether, in real life, he should play the ultrasensitive Southern cavalier or the courtly, gregarious Georgia gent, and he wavered between the two roles his whole career. Yet coming off the 1911 campaign, he was fairly certain that the annual festival of postseason stunt casting was beneath his dignity.

•  •  •

Some people, some Sabermetricians, will tell you that 1911 was not the best of Cobb’s 231/2 seasons, and it’s true that in such esoteric categories as “run production” and “batting average relative to the rest of the league,” it demonstrably wasn’t. But you needn’t be a baseball nerd to know it was pretty wonderful. Cobb batted .420 that year, and set records for RBI (127), hits (248), runs (147), stolen bases (83), and longest hitting streak (40 games), all despite suffering for much of the summer from a hacking cough and stomach problems, which he thought might be typhoid but which were more likely nerves, and often playing against doctor’s orders. The numbers, naturally, never tell the full story and in Cobb’s case they fail to convey what an exciting player the haunted-looking, light-hitting rookie of 1905 had become: part Wee Willie Keeler (“Hit ’em where they ain’t”), part Freud, part Puck. Art history majors might also compare him to Caravaggio, the conflicted, creative firebrand of whom it was written in 1604, “he will swagger about . . . with a sword at his side, from one ball-court to the next, ever ready to engage in a fight or an argument, so that it is most awkward to get along with him.” Cobb, though, never had to go looking for people to tussle with; they usually came (to speak like Cobb for a moment) a-calling.

In his prime Tyrus Raymond Cobb was a good-looking man—six feet tall and 190 pounds—who believed something fairly revolutionary for his time: that success in baseball went to the smart. He held the bat with a split-hands grip—unusual but not unique—that allowed him to make a last-second decision, to choke up and poke the ball over an infielder’s head—or slide his top hand down and swing for the fences (which, in the deadball era, were roughly a million miles away). Employed over the course of nearly two dozen major league seasons, this technique allowed Cobb to achieve a lifetime batting average of .366, amazing in his day and still the highest ever. But it was his philosophy of the game, not the bat-grip he shared with Honus Wagner and a few others, that accounted for his greatness.

That philosophy could be pared down to two words: pay attention. “He didn’t out-hit the opposition and he didn’t outrun them,” Cobb’s longtime teammate and onetime tormentor “Wahoo” Sam Crawford said. “He out-thought them!” Cobb spent his days studying his baseball rivals and mentally cataloging their tendencies, strengths, and faults, both as players and human beings, since he felt he could exploit both to his professional advantage; many evenings, while his teammates hung out in the hotel lobby (the pastime within the pastime in those potted-palmy days) or hoisted beers, he would sit in his room making notes and sketching plays while listening to classical violinist Fritz Kreisler on the gramophone. His “personal batboy”—Cobb could be more than a bit of a diva—Jimmy Lanier, said, “Cobb would lay awake in bed engrossed in plots to out-smart opposing members of other American League clubs.” “Some of my best ideas,” Cobb himself said in a syndicated newspaper series that appeared in 1914, “have come to me at night just before I fall asleep, when, they say, great poems often come to their authors. I get up and write them down.”

He was intrigued by the unpredictability of baseball, he often said, but it was perfecting ways to influence the proceedings and control the outcomes of various game situations that gave him the most satisfaction. He loved, for example, to find himself on third against the Highlanders (who were just starting to be known also as the Yankees in those days) because he knew that by dancing off the bag he could almost always draw a risky cross-diamond throw from their first baseman Hal Chase after a routine putout—and dash for home if the peg went awry. (It was pliable rivals like Chase that allowed Cobb to steal home 54 times in his career, another record that still stands.) Stepping into the box, Cobb liked to see a catcher staring at his feet to determine if he was thinking “pull” (feet spread wide apart) or “opposite field.” When under such scrutiny, Cobb would often assume one kind of stance, then hop to another as the pitcher released the ball, a fake-out move that some old-timers considered dirty pool.

Nothing pleased Cobb more, though, than the way he was able to handle the future Hall of Famer Walter Johnson, ace of the Washington Senators, the hardest thrower in the American League. After he noticed how upset the good-hearted Big Train got when he beaned batters, Cobb stood in against him as he did against nobody else, hunching over the plate and sticking his head into the strike zone. He could have gotten killed; instead, very often, he got walked.

But the Peach’s “pay attention” approach worked both ways. As much as he studied you he wanted you to think about him, so he could mess with your composure and your expectations, exploit your laziness or lack of focus, expose your particular and perhaps very personal fears. The hyperbolic sportswriters of the day credited Cobb with bringing psychology to a game previously packed with Bunyanesque bumpkins swinging rough-hewn clubs at saliva-sodden spheres—and hailed what he was doing as “scientific baseball.”

Or at least some of them did, some of the time. Journalistic standards were different then, and wildly inconsistent. Scandalous or embarrassing off-the-field incidents might be overlooked or played down as a favor to one of the participants. That Cobb’s mother had shot and killed his father a few days before Ty’s major league debut, that the minor league player the Tigers wanted over Cobb, Clyde Engle, was hampered by gonorrhea, that Cobb missed time early in the 1906 season because he had what was then called a nervous breakdown—such things were obscured by euphemisms if they were written about at all. In other cases, though, controversies might be concocted or exaggerated to please the sports editor and the reading public. Quotes were frequently manufactured, or so polished you could see the writer’s face in them; throw-pillow-worthy aphorisms and corny jokes, sometimes corny coon jokes, were credited to players who had never said such things, and almost everyone seems to have shrugged this off as just the way things worked.

On a slow news day, some of the same scribes who usually showered Cobb with hosannas might depict him as a maniacal base runner who preyed upon innocent infielders and hapless catchers with his feloniously filed spikes. His own hometown paper, the Detroit Free Press, once said that he was “dangerous to the point of dementia” (which is exactly what he wanted his opponents to think), and at least one editorial page writer opined in all seriousness that by tearing around the base paths in such an aggressive manner he was exacting revenge for General William Tecumseh Sherman’s bloody march through his beloved home state fifty-something years before.

The relationship between Cobb and cleated shoes, is, like most things Cobbian, complicated, and will be explored in greater depth, but let us say for now that Cobb denied the charges and many of his coevals backed him staunchly, saying he was merely playing the game the way it was meant to be played—and, by the way, so were they when they squashed their own spikes into his in-coming shins, ankles, and calves. “Cobb is a game square fellow who never cut a man with his spikes intentionally in his life, and anyone who gets by with his spikes knows it,” said Germany Schaefer, whose testimony must however be weighed against the fact that Cobb once gave him a $1,500 Chalmers sedan just because Schaefer, affecting ignorance of how things worked in the automobile age, asked Cobb if he might have it, since Cobb had two.

But whatever you called Cobb—sadist or scientist, cracker or Peach—he was unquestionably the biggest draw in baseball, the only player worth $100,000 to his team each season at the gate, in the opinion of the esteemed weekly Sporting Life (though he was never paid nearly that much). If one steers wide of the best-known biographies—Charles C. Alexander’s 1984 Ty Cobb and Al Stump’s 1994 Cobb, both of which tend to depict their subject as a crabbed, sad soul—and instead homes in on letters by and to Cobb, the testimony of eyewitnesses, and contemporary newspaper accounts, the reasons for his popularity quickly become obvious. “The greatness of Ty Cobb was something that had to be seen,” said George Sisler, a Hall of Famer who played from 1915 to 1930. “And to see him was to remember him forever.”

Even if we confine ourselves to 1911, a year so productive that you’d think it would contain a minimum of irregularities and distractions, colorful and controversial episodes abound.

Consider an incident that occurred at Detroit’s Bennett Park on May 12 of that year. The Yankees were in town on that unseasonably warm Friday. In the seventh inning, with his team down 5–3, Cobb came to bat with runners on first and second—and hit a line drive off “Slim” Caldwell that smacked against the wall of the left field bleachers for an opposite field double. (Cobb, though naturally right-handed, always batted left.) The man on second, Tex Covington, scored easily, but Donie Bush, the trailing runner, barely slid in safely under catcher Ed Sweeney’s tag. Not surprisingly, given the closeness of the play, Sweeney turned to the umpire and, said the New York Times, “began a protest” while “all the members of the infield flocked to the plate to help.”

In other words, in the heat of the moment the Yankees forgot that Cobb was standing on second.

Under such circumstances it is the custom of the base runner to sit down on the sack and wait for something to turn up [the Times continued]. But Cobb, observing that third base was unguarded, trotted amiably up there. No one saw him. So he tiptoed gingerly along toward the group at the plate. He did not come under the observation of the public until he was about ten feet from the goal all base runners seek, where for a few seconds he stood practically still, peering into the cluster of disputants before him, looking for an opening to slide through. He found one and skated across the plate with the winning run under the noses of almost the entire New York team, Sweeney touching him with the ball when it was too late.

It has been said by many that Cobb lacked a sense of humor, and he himself said, “I have never been able to see the humorous side of baseball,” but on the base paths he showed a brand of physical wit that sometimes made people laugh out loud. His Chaplinesque seventh-inning score that day in Detroit would put the Tigers ahead for good. It was the fourteenth time he had stolen home plate in his still young career, and the second time he’d done it that month. “When I am on the bases,” he said, “I try continually to get as close to the home plate as possible, overlooking no opportunity.” Mere inches meant a lot to him. As he waited on base for a teammate to take his licks, he would constantly kick the loose sacks of those days in the direction in which he was headed, trying to gain every possible advantage. Two months later, on July 12 in Detroit, Cobb would steal second, third, and home on three consecutive pitches by the A’s Harry Krause. “He was like compressed steam,” said his fellow American League star Eddie Collins, later a manager and team executive. “Cobb was always exerting pressure, always searching out a weak spot here and there to display his seemingly inexhaustible and tireless energy.” Casey Stengel said that Cobb was the only player he ever saw who could score from third on a weak infield pop-up—he would tag up, then break for home as soon as the fielder began to lob the ball back to the pitcher. “His constant chiding, deriding, tantalizing demeanor when on a base has done more to upset the morale of the opposing infield than the mere taking of forbidden sacks, costly as those usually prove to be,” wrote Sverre O. Braathen, in his 1928 book, Ty Cobb: The Idol of Baseball Fandom. General admission—50 cents—was still a half day’s pay for many Americans, and yet surely here was a man who was worth four bits to ogle.

•  •  •

If the first half of Cobb’s life were a novel it would be a ripping page-turner, at times almost too heavy on incident. Not long after the Yankees left town that spring on May 24, he was sitting in someone else’s car in Detroit’s Cadillac Square when he noticed, about 100 yards away, in front of the Pontchartrain Hotel, a man cranking up the black Chalmers 30 sedan that he had won for leading the league with a .383 batting average in 1910. As the thief, a nineteen-year-old named John Miles, hopped in and took off, Cobb pursued him on foot, caught the car, vaulted into the topless tonneau, and, according to the Atlanta Constitution, turned off the engine and “hurled the youth into the street.” The next morning, after hearing out Miles’s sniffling bride of eight months, Cobb told a judge that “things had not been breaking well for the couple” and added, “I would be in favor of letting him go”—but the magistrate gaveled down his mercy plea, and ordered Miles to be arraigned.

Cobb—as surprising as it may sound to those who base their opinion of him on the ever-darkening myths that float through today’s popular culture—was not always the crankiest person in the room. The current-day conventional wisdom about him as encapsulated in the line mouthed by the Shoeless Joe Jackson character in the movie Field of Dreams—“No one liked that son of a bitch”—simply isn’t accurate. Many (including Jackson, Tris Speaker, Walter Johnson, and other greats of Cobb’s era) liked him, a lot. “He had his enemies, sure,” Lou Brissie, a major league pitcher in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and an acquaintance of Cobb’s, told me over lunch one day at a restaurant in downtown Augusta. “But with a man like Cobb, for most other guys on the team, it’s not a matter of like or dislike. He’s up there on another level, in terms of who he is in the world and how he thinks of himself and how he’s treated, the way Ruth and DiMaggio and Ted Williams later were. You might play ball with those guys every day, you might travel with them all over the country for years, but somehow you don’t think in terms of them being your friend. You didn’t think about how much you liked each other.”

Charles Alexander in his book tells us that Cobb usually got a warm welcome from opposing players, even if they were trying to hide their feelings of intimidation. “When Cobb came on the field,” he writes, “players on the other team would call out ‘Hello, Peach! How are you, Peach!’ and otherwise behave affably.” Cobb sometimes engaged with them, but on other occasions appeared aloof, as part of his nonstop psychological warfare. (“Baseball is 50 percent brain, 25 percent eye and 25 percent arm and leg,” Cobb said in 1912.) As a consequence of such behavior, some of his colleagues considered him a jerk. Heywood Broun, writing in the New York Morning Telegraph, said Cobb was “perhaps . . . the least popular player who ever lived” because “pistareen ball players whom he has shown up dislike him, third basemen with bum arms, second basemen with tender skins, catchers who cannot throw out a talented slider—all despise Cobb. And their attitude has infected the stands.”

And yet to many average fans, who did not feel competitive with him or threatened (or humbled) by his talent, he was simply an idol. They may have booed or feared him for the havoc he could wreak on their team. But they also sent him bushels of letters asking how they or their children might break into the game, or posed questions about hitting, fielding, or base running, And he almost always wrote back (eventually) in his trademark green ink with advice, and sometimes a pamphlet full of pointers he’d worked up for a sporting goods company, and sometimes a picture. Occasionally he would apologize for sending two pictures when the writer had only requested one, and he never failed to mention how flattered he was when someone asked for his autograph. The recipients of these letters would treasure them for the rest of their lives, and pass them along as family heirlooms. Ty Cobb was a deep pool of brackish water. The son of a bitch had many partisans.

•  •  •

That Cobb fans would come to number in the millions was made certain by an accident of timing. He wasn’t just the most super of the sports superstars; he was also, chronologically, the first. Cobb became the biggest draw in baseball—surpassing Honus Wagner, Tris Speaker, Nap Lajoie, and Christy Mathewson—just as the game was becoming, as Steven A. Riess tells us in his important book Touching Base: Professional Baseball and American Culture in the Progressive Era, “an integral part of American life and not just a frivolous misuse of valuable time better spent in more gainful pursuits.” According to the myths fashioned by the magnates who owned the teams in the early 1900s, passed along by the journalists eager to justify their existence and slurped up by an increasingly sports-mad public, baseball built character by stressing team play, fast thinking, and acceptance of authority in the form of the fallible but ultimate ump. It also supposedly encouraged civic pride, discouraged juvenile delinquency, and helped the immigrants of the Great Wave to assimilate. In the popular imagination, or at least in the mind of newspaper editorial writers, it functioned, somehow, as a safeguard of democracy. In 1907 the New York Evening World’s Allen Sangree wrote, “As a tonic, an exercise, a safety valve, baseball is second only to death as a leveler. So long as it remains our national game, America will abide no monarchy, and anarchy will be slow.”

To be widely recognized as the greatest living master of this still new, nation-saving art put the young outfielder in a position of power without precedent. No wonder President William Howard Taft went in for the man-hug whenever he shook Cobb’s hand, and tried desperately to bond with the ballplayer over their connection to Augusta, where the bumbling one-term Republican sometimes summered. In the rapidly evolving popular culture, a radical possibility had come to pass: that under certain circumstances, an athlete could eclipse a sitting U.S. president. Indeed, when Cobb started touring with The College Widow some sportswriters speculated that what we were seeing was merely the second chapter in the life of a Renaissance Man, and that Cobb would conquer the stage the way he had conquered baseball and move on from there to God knows what—maybe medicine, the field his father had wanted him to pursue, or driving in auto races, which was something he frequently talked about doing—before finally deciding to settle down and perhaps even be president. Baseball was the bee’s knees, people felt, but baseball couldn’t hold him. It was to check out the rumor that he might soon “desert the dusty diamond to join the high-brow contingent and tread the Thespian boards” that the Atlanta Constitution sent Howell Foreman to interview Cobb backstage on a Saturday night in November of 1911.

Cobb found Foreman sitting in his dressing room when he rushed back during the first act to make a quick costume change—and he was too polite to turn the eager young reporter away. “He greeted me,” Foreman wrote, “with a broad beaming smile showing that he was trying to say ‘Glad to see you.’ ” (Note the “trying.”) When Harry Matthews, the big Albany (Georgia) Baby, appeared moments later, Cobb shook his hand and told him to have a seat, then, Foreman wrote, “he hooked on a ‘ready-made’ white bow, and ran out of the door. He went on stage, had a few dances with ‘the widow’ at the faculty reception, and in five minutes came back in the room.” Surveying the scene warily, Cobb said, “Well, I won’t have anything to do for a while yet . . .” and indicated he could chat some. But when the second act started and his visitors stayed put, he was forced to change costumes in tight quarters and endure Foreman’s Chinese water drip of questions while keeping an ear cocked for his cues.

“How do you like this acting business, Mr. Cobb?”

“Oh, it’s very good. I just started this show in September, you see, so I haven’t had so much experience. [But] I never get nervous on stage; I didn’t even have the stage fright the first night. Of course, I felt a little funny when the time came for to hug the widow and me, a married man, but I got away with it. I like the soft stuff, the loving business, better than the rough stuff. I’ve had more experience, you know.”

Missing Cobb’s amusing self-reference, Foreman plunged ahead: “Mr. Cobb, do you ever get this horsehide-pigskin-buckskin business mixed up?”

“Nope. I manage to get along all right, I think; but of course, that’s for you fellows in the audience to judge. I can’t tell whether I’m getting ’em mixed up or not.”

“How does Mrs. T. R. Cobb like this love-making part of the play?”

“Oh, she doesn’t like this acting business much anyway. I don’t guess she likes me making love to others even on the stage.”

Once or twice, no doubt because of the conditions in his dressing room, Cobb missed a cue, Foreman wrote, and “the hoarse voice of the stage manager bellowed forth from behind the scenes.” Then Cobb, with a whispered “Excuse me,” would dash out to dance with a roomful of adoring coeds, or converse with his stern stage dad, or perform a love scene with the woman who played the temptress. At one point in the third act, after again begging his guests’ indulgence, Cobb left to jog in the corridor, so as to appear breathless from making his crucial touchdown. When he returned, Foreman was finally ready to broach the subject of whether Cobb was going to quit the green pastures of baseball for—one can imagine him making a sweeping gesture to indicate the smoky, windowless room full of mirrors and face paint and tedious visitors—“all this.”

Cobb shook his head. “Give me baseball every time,” he said. “This acting stuff is just the same thing over and over again. There’s no excitement to it. But in baseball, ah! That’s different. Baseball always excites me. Every day there’s something new to learn, something else to see. You never can tell just what’s going to happen. I can’t to save my neck sit still in a ball game. Give me baseball every time.”

•  •  •

Two decades later, retired and with no formal connections to the game, he had changed his mind. In a radio interview with an old friend, the sportswriter Grantland Rice, that was recorded in the early 1930s, he spoke of being thoroughly tired of baseball. “It’s a great game,” he said, “but I feel like a prisoner who’s been set free.”

“How do you mean, Ty?” Rice asked.

“Baseball to me was more work than play—in fact it was all work,” Cobb said. (He had a surprisingly high-pitched voice, and in his north Georgia accent “all” comes out sounding like a cross between “awe” and “oil.”) “I was lucky enough to lead the league [in batting] when I was twenty years old, and after that I wanted to lead it every year. I never thought I was any genius, so I gave my life to the game for twenty-five years. It was a constant battle, and it wore me out.”

That he was far from being a natural talent, like, say, Shoeless Joe Jackson, and thus had to work diligently at being successful is a constant theme over the years in Cobb’s public discourse. To maintain what he considered his ideal weight of 190, he ate only two meals a day, which meant he was hungry most of the time. To protect his surprisingly finicky eyes, he avoided coffee, milk, chewing gum, and movies. The off-season was no vacation for Cobb. On winter days he wore heavy boots and tried to stand and walk as much as possible; when spring training started he put lead weights in his shoes—all in the name of building up his legs for the championship season. Many of his contemporaries agreed that he was never very fast on his feet, just always in shape and brilliantly opportunistic.

The strategizing alone was exhausting, “I must have been in about 30,000 plays and I tried to think about every play and how it should be made,” he told Rice. “I believed in putting up a mental hazard for the other fellow. Every play was a problem of some sort. That’s what I mean by the strain and grind of twenty-five years.”

In another radio interview done a few years later, he sounded even more burnt out (and even less like a prisoner “set free”). The unidentified questioner starts off by referring to Cobb as “the roughest and toughest” ballplayer ever, then rambles on for what feels like minutes before finally arriving at a surpassingly dumb question, something about how he and Cobb both live in Augusta, isn’t that right, Mr. Cobb? The first time I listened to this old recording, I wondered if Cobb would brush off the inane icebreaker and go right back to the “roughest and toughest” reference. As much as he liked his opponents to believe that he was half crazy and capable of almost anything on the base paths, he was also, I knew, terribly sensitive about being described as an uncouth, violent person, and he might punch you in the nose if you even hinted at such a thing.

Cobb didn’t let me down. His first words back to the radio guy, who had just asked him where he lived, were, “Now, I appreciate what you say about me being the roughest and toughest . . .”

I thought: Okay, here we go! It sounded like Cobb was fixing to set this poor man straight, to explain to him and to the listening audience that to call him the roughest and the toughest is like describing Hamlet as “upset”—that is, to oversimplify matters to the point of misrepresentation.

But then he changed direction. Why, I of course can’t begin to say. Maybe he realized he had arrived very quickly at a crossroads in the conversation. Either he poured his whole life into this microphone by way of explanation, and tried to convey the nuances and subtleties of what it meant to be the Georgia Peach—or he took an easier path through what was essentially just another stupid interview (and since the advent of radio, fairly late in his career, the questions had gotten increasingly similar and stupider). In any case, he stopped objecting before he really got started, and went with the flow.

“The Good Book says, ‘Turn the other cheek,’ ” he said, trying to sound chipper, “but you know I never believed in that much. It doesn’t prove out. I happen to have believed more in ‘An eye for an eye’ when I played baseball,” he said with a forced chuckle.

He was playing a role, just like he’d played Billy Bolton. I could forgive him for this. The truth was complicated and he was a very tired man. Truth wasn’t necessarily what people really wanted, anyway. Cobb didn’t live long enough to see The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, but he understood the most famous line from it: “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

•  •  •

Cobb never ran for president or became an actor or anything more than an occasional race car driver. His post-baseball life went, in most ways, pretty much the way you might expect. When the Hall of Fame came along in 1936, he was the first man selected for enshrinement. He did a lot of charity work, such as starting an education fund for Georgia boys and girls who wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford college and founding a hospital in his hometown of Royston. And he became a go-to guy for quotes when the game of baseball changed in some way. In 1952, when the Texas League was finally getting around to realizing that Jackie Robinson had broken the color barrier five years earlier, and let in a black player, he told a reporter who asked him about it that the integration of mainstream baseball had been long overdue. “I see no reason in the world why we shouldn’t compete with colored athletes as long as they conduct themselves with politeness and gentility. Let me say also that no white man has the right to be less of a gentleman than a colored man. In my book, that goes not just for baseball but for all walks of life.”

He lived out his life, in other words, doing what retired baseball stars do: accepting awards and acting like the wise and sometimes cranky old oracle. But what set Cobb apart from so many others was that myth of roughness and toughness. It didn’t just endure, it picked up momentum at a certain point after his death and started to grow and change. However much truth it did or didn’t contain at any point in its evolution, it took on a life of its own. Ty Cobb was replaced—overshadowed might be a better word—by “Ty Cobb,” a fully posable figure. Consider the issue of race. In making his statement about the Texas League, and in praising the play of Willie Mays and Roy Campanella on other occasions (the Dodger catcher, he said, was “the player who reminds me the most of myself”), Cobb didn’t just “clout a verbal home run for the Negro player,” as the Associated Press said in 1952; he set himself apart from fellow Southerners like Dixie Walker and Enos Slaughter, who had nothing good to say about the black men in their game, and openly resented their arrival. Two of the many men with whom he engaged in physical combat were black, it is true, but in his lifetime Cobb was not known as a bigot (few people not dressed in bedsheets were). He had black friends and fans, and on at least one occasion threw out the first ball of the season at a Negro League park.

And yet . . .

Try this: Go into a bar that has at least one working television. Sidle up to some beer sipper and, after a decent interval, say, “Ty Cobb, right?” The most common response, I’ve found in my several years of research, will be, “Oh my God! Tell me about it,” delivered with the obligatory eye roll. The second most common response is “Worst racist ever”—said with varying degrees of disapproval.

It is hardly just barflies who hold this opinion. “The mere sight of black people so filled Cobb with rage,” wrote Timothy M. Gay in his biography of Tris Speaker, “that on several occasions he brutally pistol-whipped African American men whose only offense was to share a sidewalk with him.” In the 1994 Ken Burns series Baseball, the respected writer and historian Dan Okrent called Cobb “an embarrassment to the game” because of his racism, and Burns treats Cobb as a dangerous miscreant: the anti–Jackie Robinson. Indeed, to the authors of the 2004 book American Monsters, Cobb fits squarely alongside Charles Manson, John Wilkes Booth, and the owners of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory (considered responsible for the deaths of 146 garment workers in 1911) in the pantheon of America’s most despicable villains.

American Monsters is not by any definition an important or influential work, yet it accurately reflects the conventional wisdom. More than fifty years after Cobb’s death, it is not difficult to find people who, though they might describe themselves as casual baseball fans, have never heard of him. Of those who recognize the name, though, most think of Cobb as a singularly horrible man, a murderer, even, of one or more black people.

“Are you going to tell the story of how he stabbed the black waiter in Cleveland?” someone asked me about halfway through my research on this book.

The answer is, Yes, well, sort of.

The book you hold in your hands is not meant to change your mind about “Ty Cobb.” For the most part, it is not about him; sorry.

This is, rather, the story of Ty Cobb.



— CHAPTER TWO —

EVERY STORY MUST BEGIN SOMEPLACE, and the story of the actual Ty Cobb began in Banks County, Georgia, on December 18, 1886. Many people assume (or assert) that Cobb grew up in a shotgun shack on the wrong side of the tracks from Dogpatch; that is hardly the case. He was born in a nicely appointed thirteen-room house—built low to minimize storm damage—on the property of his maternal grandfather, a fairly well-to-do former Confederate Army captain named Caleb Chitwood. Cobb’s parents lived elsewhere in the county but “I was taken there to be born,” he said, possibly because the unoccupied house, set apart from nearby towns, provided privacy and peace. Local people, for a reason now lost to history, called the area “the Narrows.” It looks today like any ill-defined, nondescript portion of semi-woods along the side of a highway. I tramped around in the brush there for about an hour one fine spring morning and could find no evidence of the Chitwood house, though there is a modest sign off what is now the Ty Cobb Parkway telling the traveler that he is in the vicinity of the ballplayer’s birthplace.

Cobb’s mother was the very pretty Amanda Chitwood, his father a tall, thin, North Carolinian named William Herschel Cobb, who had first met her when he was a farmhand, working his way through school, on the Chitwood plantation. In some books and articles, Amanda is said to have been twelve years old when she married the twenty-two-year-old W.H., but those tend to be the same sources that try to put a sordid, Southern Gothic spin on the tale. Their marriage license clearly shows that she was fifteen when they wed in February of 1886, a very young but still respectable age for a bride back then, even in the North. What is possibly true is the rumor that Amanda had for a while been one of her husband’s students (he also taught school on his way to getting a bachelor’s degree). That certainly would have raised a few eyebrows, but then so, in nineteenth-century rural Georgia, would the very act of providing a daughter with a formal education, something only “progressive” parents like the Chitwoods did.

Tyrus Raymond Cobb was the baby’s full name. Where his parents got “Raymond” from is anyone’s guess. “Tyrus,” though it doesn’t sound so strange now (thanks largely to Tyrus Raymond Cobb), may well have been a name of their own invention. (It was only after he started hitting above .300 that people stopped calling him “Cyrus.”) W.H. apparently fashioned it from “Tyre,” the ancient Phoenician city that in 332 BC gallantly held out for seven months before finally falling to Alexander the Great. The Narrows may have put the history maven in mind of that episode for it was there, twenty-two years earlier, that a small but passionate militia had dealt General Sherman an annoying but ultimately meaningless setback on his march to the sea. Though there are significant gaps in our knowledge of “Professor” Cobb, as the locals called him, he clearly placed pluck among the virtues. He would name his other son after John Paul Jones and his daughter after Florence Nightingale.

The window when Tyrus Raymond could honestly say “I have not yet begun to fight” was small indeed. By the time the family had moved to Royston, Georgia (pop. 550), in about 1895—after stops in Lavonia, Harmony Grove, and Carnesville, as W. H. Cobb climbed the ladder of pedagogical success, progressing from general instructor to high school principal in a handful of semesters—the skinny lad who always seemed to be tossing up stones and whacking them with sticks had become known as a bare-knuckled battler. “You saw it the minute you set eyes on him,” said a childhood friend of young Ty’s hair-trigger temperament. For decades afterward, Cobb’s former neighbors, today his neighbors once again at Royston’s Rose Hill Cemetery, loved to tell visiting journalists how they had fought with him at various locations around town, and with varying degrees of seriousness. In 1950, Cobb’s friend Joe Cunningham recalled that “we had no sooner met than we were having playful scraps in the office of the local newspaper, The Sentinel—and a destructive time we had, too, doing far more damage to the defenseless printers’ tables than we did to ourselves. The door would be locked from the inside, leaving those on the outside in fear and trembling lest we kill each other.”

A local legend had it that Cobb once beat up a fat classmate whose mistake had caused their team to lose a spelling bee to the fifth-grade girls. In a testy little town such as fin de siècle Royston, where, according to the History of Franklin County Georgia, “peace officers were selected for brawn as it was quite common to have them challenged by community ‘bullies’ for wrestling, etc.,” the townsfolk thought that story reflected well on young Tyrus. To them, it meant that he combined a classically Southern penchant for swift justice with the admirable if somewhat anal Yankee habit of spelling words exactly the same way every time. It may even have been true. Cobb in later years denied the most outrageous yarns about his youth, like the one advanced by the noted dressing room interloper Howell Foreman in the March 1912 issue of Baseball Digest, saying that Ty as a child “used to vent his spleen on ebony ‘pickaninnies’ when he was too thoughtful of the Caucasian race to pummel the countenance of a white boy.” (“Just made up,” the elderly Cobb would say about such yarns. “Just. Made. Up.”) But even Cobb admitted in one interview to having “a vying nature.” And in a seemingly heartfelt memoir, serialized in newspapers in 1914, he allowed that he had “a terrible temper in my younger days, and it got me into a lot of trouble.”

There is no denying that Cobb was a born battler, just as some people seem to come into the world as jokesters, wimps, loners, or bores. This quality was striking to those who knew and liked him. As his friend Grantland Rice wrote in his memoir The Tumult and the Shouting, “When I first met Cobb I found him to be an extremely peculiar soul, brooding and bubbling with violence, combative all the way, a streak, incidentally, he never lost.”

•  •  •

It wasn’t easy to get a reputation as a fighter in a time when people used to fight so damn much. (By “fight” I mean swing and poke their fists at each other, like you see in the movies. By “people” I mean men.) Violence was the lingua franca of the day. The president of the United States from 1901 until 1909, Theodore Roosevelt, “invited new acquaintances to wrestle and box with him, or to fight with wooden swords” wrote the journalist Nicholas Lemann. “His rhetorical flourishes often included invocations of violence, including jocular threats to have his opponents killed.”

Reliable statistics about spontaneous violence are impossible to come by; prior to Nat Fleischer’s Ring Record Book, first published in 1942, no one bothered to keep official records of even formal matches. Still, the anecdotal evidence—references in newspapers and popular literature—suggest that fisticuffs were once an everyday way to settle disputes or assert one’s alpha male status. (In Ring Lardner’s classic epistolary novel of 1916, You Know Me Al, the narrator, a pitcher named Jack Keefe, continually threatens to bust various people in the jaw.) Fights were apt to erupt at any time or anywhere human beings interacted. Boys were supposed to start fighting young, the way Cobb did. J. Adams Puffer, a kind of Edwardian Age Dr. Benjamin Spock, maintained that to stay morally and mentally fit, male children should fight once a day on average, and more often during their first week at a new school. The “sensitive, retiring” lad “needs encouragement to stand his ground and fight,” Puffer wrote in his 1912 opus The Boy and His Gang, and though it may sound shocking today, in a world where a kid can fail a pre-K interview if he gently shoves a Styrofoam shape in the general direction of a fellow applicant, the self-appointed expert was backed up on this point by the founding president of the American Psychological Association, G. Stanley Hall, who believed that when it came to young boys “better even an occasional nose dented by a fist . . . than stagnation, general cynicism and censoriousness, bodily and psychic cowardice.”

Fights that didn’t stem from boys being boys could often be traced to men being drunk. Early-twentieth-century boozing is, like fighting, hard to quantify, but numerous studies show that alcohol-related death and violence were much more frequent then. In big cities and country towns, barroom brawls occurred as frequently as barrooms, owing not just to the mixture of aged whiskey and eternal questions such as “John L. Sullivan or Paddy Ryan?” but to the absence, generally speaking, of women, who when they finally started drinking socially in great numbers during Prohibition proved far superior as a civilizing force to a shillelagh placed prominently by the cash register or an elegantly lettered enamel sign saying “Take It Outside.” But before ladies, mayhem prevailed. In the early 1900s, several “black eye repair shops” operated along New York’s Bowery, their proprietors offering to gingerly apply pancake makeup for a fee of 5 or 10 cents to facial discolorations incurred at the many nearby taverns.

Besides spontaneous tiffs, the South had semi-ritualized ones, with two aggrieved parties agreeing to retire presently to an open patch of level ground, often referred to as “over yonder,” before going at it like rutting gazelles. Getting into a fight—or a duel—down in Dixie was as simple as flipping a switch, or, more precisely, pulling a nose, for under the elaborate gentleman’s code then prevailing, that was the way a ticked-off fellow formally challenged a foe. “The nose was the part of the face that preceded a man as he moved in the world,” Kenneth S. Greenberg explains in his book Honor and Slavery. “It was the most prominent physical projection of a man’s character, and it was always exposed to the gaze of others. . . . One of the greatest insults for a man of honor, then, was to have his nose pulled or tweaked.”

Ty Cobb’s maternal great-grandfather Thomas Anderson Mize possessed quite the prominent proboscis yet he was by reputation rather less a fighter than a prototypical promoter of fights, the Don King of his day. When tempers and nostrils flared around his hometown of Flintsville, Georgia, in the mid-nineteenth century, Mize provided the space where matters could be settled—a nicely cleared quarter acre out behind his dry goods store. Men, women, and children would gather there to watch the fisticuffs, creating a kind of human ring, and when it was over find themselves feeling good about life, the spectacle being, according to a sketch of Flintsville mores that ran in the Atlanta Constitution in 1921, reliably cathartic. “When anyone got angry, a circle would be made, and the contestants would roll up their sleeves and fight with bare fists,” the article said. “After the fight they would shake hands and be friends. There were no grudges in those days between friends and neighbors.” Mize believed the communal afterglow put gawkers in the mood to shop, and as fighters toed the line in the red Georgia soil and squared off in anticipation of the referee’s nod, he assumed his stance behind the strongbox. If matters didn’t get settled so cleanly every time—if, say, the ill will caused by an ambiguous finish only festered and spread—he could, it was said, get an ugly crowd to calm down by old-fashioned physical intimidation. From the single photograph of him that survives, it is hard to gauge his physical stature and yet as the great-grandpa of arguably the greatest hitter of all time, and a somewhat more distant ancestor of Johnny “Big Cat” Mize, another Hall of Famer who batted .312 over 15 seasons for the Cardinals, Giants, and Yankees, Tom Mize was probably strapping for a storekeep.

•  •  •

Cobb’s mother—though she would be tried for first-degree voluntary manslaughter one day—was never known to be a quarrelsome or aggressive person. So we must ask: was it from his daddy, William Herschel Cobb—born on February 23, 1863, a time when the smell of gunpowder and rotting corpses fouled the Southern air—that Ty got his fighting ways?

That, too, does not seem likely.

In most books and biographical sketches of his famous son, W. H. Cobb makes a cameo appearance as the stern old-fashioned nineteenth-century dad, utterly stock in his celluloid-collar stiffness. That W. H. Cobb surely would have been fanning the flame of Ty’s pugnaciousness, and showing him how to stick and move and keep his elbow in when he threw the left hook. Son, I just heard the fifth-grade girls won the spelling bee—someone is going DOWN! But that W. H. Cobb never existed. The real Professor was something very different. From his speeches and writings and the testimony of his contemporaries—resources that have never been examined in much depth before, perhaps because they lead to inconvenient truths—we can see the outlines of what looks like a tall, dark, handsome humanist, or at the very least a well-turned-out, physically imposing man out of sync with the fighting spirit of his times. In the Cobb household, the mother, Amanda, was the disciplinarian. “I’d always heard that she carried around a sapling switch,” Ty’s grandson Herschel Cobb told me, “and used it on the children whenever she felt it was needed.” W.H. was a more typical twentieth-century parent. “He had,” said Joe Cunningham, his student for six years, “a very cosmopolitan mind.” The only letter of W.H. to Ty that survives is sweetly affectionate, and obviously concerned about his elder son’s quick-tempered ways. “Be good and dutiful,” W.H. wrote in early 1902, when his fifteen-year-old boy was visiting his beloved “Grandpa Johnny” Cobb in North Carolina, and the Professor was looking out on a January snowfall from his writing desk (“It is two inches, I reckon. . . . Hardly a sound has been heard today. It is six o’clock.”), and missing him so. “Conquer your anger and wild passions that would degrade your dignity and belittle your manhood. Cherish all the good that springs up in you. Be under the perpetual guidance of the better angel of your nature. Starve out and drive out the demon that lurks in all human blood and [is] ready and anxious and restless to arise and reign. Be good.”

The paternal side of Ty Cobb’s family tree can be traced ultimately to Ireland, but it has deep roots in America, and many tangled branches. One section, known within the clan as “the Georgia Cobbs,” produced Howell Cobb, speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, secretary of the treasury under James Buchanan, and governor of his state, as well as his younger brother Thomas Reade Rootes Cobb, a Confederate major general. But William Herschel Cobb descended directly from a different and fairly distant line, which ran back into the hills of North Carolina. His people were more iconoclastic than their fancy Georgia kin, especially regarding the Peculiar Institution. W.H’s grandfather, William Alfred Cobb, was a Methodist minister who tested the patience of his parishioners by preaching to Indians and whites alike, then pushed the congregation around the bend by preaching against slavery. In 1848 he and his family were run out of Haywood County for their abolitionist beliefs; they resettled in Union County, a more mountainous region where slaves, being less vital to the economy, were not such a hot-button issue.

The one child of William A. Cobb whom we know much about, John Franklin Cobb—Ty’s beloved “Grandpa Johnny”—was an antislavery Republican who joined Robert E. Lee’s army when his state seceded, but failed to consistently report for duty. He seems to have exuded a palpable air of intelligence, a certain oracular presence which conveyed to his Cherokee County neighbors that he was a man of principle, a conscientious objector rather than a common deserter. Indeed by his middle years John had become known as “Squire Cobb,” for his service as an all-purpose sage and adjudicator of local disputes. Although not an educated man, he strongly believed in book-learning and made sure all four of his sons and both of his daughters went to college, at least for a while, an amazing feat of nineteenth-century parenting.

His firstborn, Ty’s father, W.H., got the furthest in school, taking a BA in liberal arts in 1892 from North Georgia Agricultural College in Dahlonega, the first coeducational college in the state. Although he was already a married man with three children and a full-time teaching job, W.H. graduated first in his class. In an unpublished family memoir Ty’s Aunt Norah remembered that as her older brother W.H. received his diploma, she felt “her mother’s tears splash upon her hand” and saw her father “run his finger around his collar to give the lump in his throat more room to dissolve.” Amanda, wearing “white satin with filmy lace like moonbeams around her neck,” waited stage right to present her husband (whom she would shoot and kill one day) with a bouquet of budded roses. Six-year-old Ty, she said, slept through the ceremony.

Ty Cobb’s father was ambitious in the modern way: eager to better himself through education and willing to relocate. He was also religious in the modern way, which is to say not terribly (Royston in general was not known as a particularly pious place), although, seeming unable to turn down any job involving blackboards and desks, he did serve as superintendent of the Baptist Sunday School. Like many in the postwar generation who took part in the great migration from family farm to city or town, he felt . . . well, a bit disoriented, no doubt, but also liberated from eons of ignorance. Said Cunningham: “He lived before his time.” W.H. had no interest in singing the same old hymns, and making the same old mistakes, until he expired in the bed where he’d been delivered. He was especially outspoken about race. “History teaches that three systems of controlling the people have been tried: slavery, serfdom and education,” he said before a meeting of the Georgia Agricultural Society in 1901, “and that the first two have been dismal failures.” Like his father, he saw education as the key to individual and societal progress, and disdained Jim Crow brutality. He once turned up in a local hardware store where a small mob had gathered to discuss the lynching of a Negro then in the town jail. Reminding them that they lived in a country of laws, and that he would personally make sure they answered to those laws if they continued with their plotting, he sent his neighbors home grumbling. In the same speech he made to the state’s most prominent farmers in ’01, W.H. said, “As a way of teaching people to control themselves, schooling is the greatest political discovery of the ages. . . . The slate and pencil are more efficient implements of true weal than the hangman’s knot and the policeman’s club.”

When W.H. spoke like this—which is to say a bit like Atticus Finch from To Kill a Mockingbird—few people in Franklin County, Georgia, jumped to their feet and shouted, “You’re damn tootin’!” Still, his idealism and personal magnetism led him to believe for a while that he might have a future in politics. “All my efforts shall be exerted toward harmony among our people,” he said when he announced his intention of running as a Democrat for a seat in the State Senate in late 1899. If that was code for “I’m not anti-Negro,” it went over most folks’ heads because he won election to the Atlanta House by a wide margin. During his time in the Senate he fought doggedly for school funding and, on the politically tricky question of alcohol prohibition, drew a wavy line, saying gin mills were fine for big cities, but not in places where farmers had to get up early and stand in the sun.

The defining issue of the Professor’s two-year term, though, was a bill introduced by one of his Senate colleagues that would have meant the death of Negro schools in segregated Georgia. Cranky old Confederate Army captain Hiram Parks Bell, saying he was tired of seeing white children laboring in the field while black kids “traipsed” by them on their way to their publicly funded schools, called for an amendment to the state constitution that forbade tax revenue generated by Caucasians from being used to support Negro education. Of course the black population, having been systematically denied education and employment opportunities, was not generating enough tax money to support even its inferior schools. Bell’s proposal was yet another example of post-Reconstruction cruelty—and Cobb’s father would have none of it. Rising to showcase his impressive physical stature (he stood a shade under six feet, tall for the times), he called the measure “Unnecessary and unjust,” and, said the Atlanta Constitution, produced “figures that showed that the negroes did not get more than their just proportion now.” He also pointed out that “the negro had contributed to the upbuilding of the state, and that he had an interest in our government. He said that the negro had been loyal to the white man and that the white man ought to be grateful to him for what he had done. He said that we ought to be generous with the negro and help him to become a useful and helpful member of society.” When it was called to a vote, Hiram Park’s mean-spirited proposal was defeated by a narrow margin.

Putting his Senate colleagues in occasional touch with their better angels was no doubt satisfying for the Professor. “Even my boyish mind,” said Ty’s childhood friend Joe Cunningham, “realized that the Professor had a keen and enlightened mind which caught a vision of the future.” But despite (or perhaps because of) the blow he struck for Negro education, his long-range political prospects looked grim. W. H. Cobb was out of necessity a Democrat (Republicans simply didn’t win elections in those parts), and the Southern Democrats were essentially the party of men like “Pitchfork” Ben Tillman, the South Carolina governor who said of black voters, “We have scratched our head to find out how we could eliminate the last one of them. We stuffed ballot boxes. We shot them. We are not ashamed of it.” Daunted by the prospect of thriving in that environment, in 1902 the Professor returned to the business of education, and was soon elected commissioner of the Franklin County schools, a position he held while serving as principal of Royston High School and teaching classes there. A few years later he ran successfully for mayor of his town, and at some point also became its postmaster. In 1905 W.H. added yet another job: editor of the Royston Record. No copies prior to 1939 seem to have survived, so we can’t speak with certainty about the Record’s political bent. But based on the beliefs of those most closely associated with the weekly we can guess at it. The paper was owned by the Universalist minister J. M. Bowers, who forty years after Appomattox still described himself as an abolitionist, and it was printed on a press owned by J.M.’s older brother, “Uncle Billy” Bowers, who boasted of having been “the only man in Georgia who voted for Abraham Lincoln.”

•  •  •

By now it should be clear that while plenty of North Carolina hills and hollers featured in Ty Cobb’s family history, there was no hint of the hillbilly, as other biographers and journalists have suggested or outright said. Rare indeed is the redneck whose mother descended from relatively genteel, upper-middle-class stock and whose father was, in Ty’s words, “a scholar, state senator, editor and philosopher,” not to mention an advocate for the oppressed. With allowances for time and place, the household run by Amanda and William Cobb appears much more yuppie than yokum. The couple strove ever upward, obsessed about their children’s education, and tended to view local events as a function of real estate values. As Cobb himself said, “I knew which fork to use.”

Still, the environment in which he was raised can tell us only so much about who Ty Cobb was. The question is, how far did the Peach fall from the family tree? Did young Ty emulate his father, whose status as a community leader and something of a public intellectual made the family special? Or did he resent and rebel against a parent who might just as easily be seen as every adolescents’ worst nightmare—a man who represented the ultimate authority figure in Ty’s own high school, who called attention to himself when he ran for public office, and who brought at least a measure of disapproval on the family for his softhearted views on Negroes. W.H. was not the sort of man who settled matters with his fists, and that is admirable. Yet it’s easy to imagine that with a more “normal” and less Negro-friendly father, Ty might have gotten in a lot fewer fights. He might have had a very different self-identity and, in turn, a very different life.

The average adolescent views his parents with a mix of pride and embarrassment that is subject to daily, unpredictable tides, and there is no reason to suspect Cobb did not have the usual feelings in the usual proportions until the very last days of his youth. But when Amanda shot and killed W.H. on the evening of August 8, 1905, a little more than halfway through Ty’s eighteenth year, all normal relations with his parents abruptly ceased and a curtain fell heavily on the first act of Cobb’s life. Whatever their relationship had been before, from that day onward, Ty’s devotion to his father burned, to borrow Walter Pater’s perhaps over-borrowed phrase, with a hard gemlike flame, and he became very suddenly a man with certain strong characteristics. Still, let’s not rush past turn-of-the-century Royston, the way most trains once did. One cannot fully understand Ty Cobb without considering the happy but sensitive boy who preceded the wary, nervous hero.



— CHAPTER THREE —

Ty COBB ALWAYS INSISTED THAT he had been a normal boy, from “a small country town of the old type,” and in fact the more reliable stories from his early years support a character not unlike that literary sensation of 1885 Huckleberry Finn—a seemingly carefree, somewhat school-averse child content to live in the dogwood-scented moment. Both Ty and Huck liked to fish and hunt and otherwise be outdoors incessantly, and from both the fictional and real child we can learn something about the interaction between the races in the nineteenth-century American South. Among the chief differences between the boys are that Cobb’s father was a pillar of the community, and not the town drunk, and that while Huck was almost impossible to corral in a classroom, Ty would go more often than not, but spend the day with his hands down below his desk, furiously winding twine around hunks of old ink erasers to make baseballs.

Little Royston, incorporated in 1879 and situated in the northeast corner of the state, was a bustling agricultural hub in Ty’s youth. The peaches hung so heavy in a good year that they broke all but the very biggest branches of the trees, it was said, the sharp cracks resounding like gunshots—and yet peaches weren’t where the real money was. Royston’s success was as a center of the cotton and corn trade, and the home of the Ginn chicken, a toothsome but feisty bird—even the poultry was pugnacious in Royston—bred by the Cobb family’s friend, Stephen A. Ginn. With two hotels, the Johnson and the Royston House, and numerous shops and eating places, the town typically contained more traveling salesmen and farmers’ daughters than your average joke book. Downtown streets were often gridlocked with wagons full of cotton bales, although by the 1890s cattle was already starting to push out crops. A survey in 1904 showed that not one house in Royston was vacant. Farmland went for about $5.32 an acre circa 1900, which was not bad.

There were plenty of peach baskets but no basketball hoops in Royston when Cobb was a kid, not surprising since James Naismith didn’t invent the game until 1891. No one played football then in Franklin County, either. Apart from competitive running and what Cobb called “hop, skip and jumping races,” it was all ball, though not necessarily the kind involving four bases arranged in a diamond pattern.

When Tyrus first showed interest in sports in the early 1890s, Franklin County kids still played town ball and cat, as well as the more evolved game of base-ball, as it was then rendered. Cat, or old cat, was a relatively simple pastime based on an English game called tip cat in which the batter struck a wooden spindle—probably detritus from the textile mills—instead of a ball. It could be played with just two bases, if only a few players were available, or as many as four bases if school was out, no one had chores to do, and eighteen or so boys could be conscripted into a match. “In this crude game, you could hit two balls without running if they did not suit you,” Cobb wrote in a newspaper article. “You could hit them anywhere, too, there being no foul lines or anything of that sort, but on the third smash you were forced to run.” Although it seems in some ways like a benign game—instead of an opposing pitcher there was a kind of neutral expediter who stood near home base and gently tossed the ball up for the batter to strike on its descent—cat was considered dangerous because to get a runner out you had to hit him with the thrown ball. The practice was called “soaking” or “plugging,” and players often used the opportunity to drill an opponent in the head or ribs, hoping, as a matter of strategy, or personal vengeance, to put him out for the game or even the season.

Town ball, which descended from another English game called rounders, and tended to look more like baseball, was flexible enough to accommodate as few as four and as many as twenty players per side, and allow between one and nine outs per half inning. It borrowed from cat the concept of soaking the (of course, helmetless) runner, as opposed to throwing to a baseman who would execute a force-out or tag. Said Cobb: “I became very proficient at dodging [and] I laid a foundation for my Major League career.” He would also note that Southern boys, who played a lot of cat and town ball, showed extraordinary “pepper” as big leaguers, simply because sampling the full spectrum of ball-and-stick games, and not worrying about being baseball purists, meant you “got on the field every day and got more exercise.”

Cobb got so much exercise as a kid that he looks, in team pictures from that era, as gaunt as an urchin out of Dickens. “I used to grind away at it from the time I got up in the morning until darkness put a stop to it, using every spare moment I could get when out of school,” he said. “I would play catch with every player who would condescend to notice me,” and when there was no one else around he would throw the ball against the brick wall of a building that housed a grocery store “with all the strength at my command, and catch it on the rebound.” Besides being skinny he was also strikingly short, especially for someone who would blossom into a six-footer; some people in Royston referred to him as “the midget.” At the age of eleven, when he held a marginal spot on the Rompers, a kind of junior varsity that served as a feeder for the “official” town team, the Royston Reds, he could barely lift the bats that Joe Cunningham’s father, William, the local coffin maker and the Cobbs’ next-door neighbor, fashioned for him and his own son from scrap wood—though Ty cherished those big black bolts of mountain ash nevertheless.

Marching down Main Street with his casket-shard propped against his shoulder and his fancy, store-bought mitt dangling from the knob, Cobb was a relatively carefree child. He always was, he said, notably “timid around adults,” to the point where some people thought they detected a slight stammer in his speech, and he could be cocky with his peers in a way that led to frequent combat, yet on the whole Ty seem to have been well adjusted and popular, perhaps because he was, even then, so darn entertaining.

In his highly fictionalized 1994 biography of Cobb—which is not to be confused with the highly fictionalized autobiography he wrote in partnership with the dying Cobb in 1961—the sportswriter Al Stump says that the thirteen-year-old Tyrus once walked across a high wire strung twenty feet above Royston’s Main Street by a traveling circus. That may not be true—Stump sources the story to a newspaper that did not exist at the time, and it appears nowhere else in the Cobb literature—but it was indeed the kind of thing the young Cobb might do to amuse himself and onlookers. He was a fun-loving kid who liked an audience to amaze with physical feats. In Royston, playing baseball was a good way to get one. One day in the spring of 1894 or so, Amanda Cobb looked out her kitchen window and saw Tyrus and a bunch of Negro boys merrily hauling a cart laden with scrap metal, broken furniture, and other things they’d found in backyards and vacant lots around town. They were headed toward the junkyard to try to make a few dollars, and Mrs. Cobb knew for what. “He was always thinking up ways of earning money to buy baseball supplies,” she would tell a writer for the Springfield (Massachusetts) Sunday Union and Republican in 1928. “He was always playing when he was a child. In fact, we had a hard time getting him to go to school. I remember that the first money he earned he spent for a mitt. He couldn’t have been more than six years old when a neighbor asked him to take his cow to the pasture and gave Ty some change for doing it. Ty didn’t buy candy or ice cream. He knew what he wanted, and he got it—a baseball glove.

“He must have been thinking baseball all the time,” she went on, “because when he wasn’t actually playing, he was swinging his arms about as he threw or caught an imaginary baseball. I can remember seeing him on the way home from school, fanning the air the whole way. He played on all the school teams, whether he was asked to or not.”

•  •  •

In later years—probably to burnish his image as a hero and a spokesman for his sport—he and his boosters went out of their way to note that his early encounters with the Negro race were either inconsequential or benign. A 1909 editorial in the Charlotte Observer said, “Cobb, born with the prominence that is universal among white persons in Georgia, sought no further prominence by buckshotting his compatriots. So far as is known, he never attended a lynching.” Faint praise indeed, but baseball was just as racist as the rest of the society. Just a few years earlier, in 1904, the supposedly saintly Christy Mathewson and his fellow New York Giants had taken a break from spring training in Birmingham, Alabama, to witness “the hanging of a negro murderer named Stone” at the invitation of the local sheriff, according to Sporting Life. Cobb’s own statements about black people can by today’s standards sound cliché or politically incorrect. In the 1952 newspaper interview in which he applauded the belated breaking of the color barrier in the Texas minor leagues, Cobb said, when asked about his own history with Negroes, “I like them. When I was little I had a colored mammy. I played with colored children.” On and off during his youth, Cobb worked alongside black men on the family farm, not as the owner’s son, he swore, but as just another laborer under the supervision of an elderly black man he called Uncle Ezra, a longtime Cobb family employee. In 1924, he told H. G. Salsinger, the sports editor of the Detroit News, that a black man (presumably not Ezra) had taught him to swim. Seeing that Ty was “timid of the water,” Salsinger wrote, the Negro told Cobb to climb on his back and brought him out to the middle of the swimming hole. “The negro swam about with Cobb’s arms around his neck, his legs pinned to his sides. He repeated this the next day, and the next. Then one day he carried Cobb to midstream on his back. There he made him release his hold. Cobb, forced to swim or sink, discovered he could swim.”

As idyllic as his days in Royston seemed to be, Ty was always delighted to visit Grandpa Johnnie, the antislavery Reb, in rural Murphy, North Carolina. For a while Tyrus went there each summer and on every winter school vacation, smuggling his dog, Bob, on the short train trip, though the conductors probably knew what was chuffing beneath the newspapers tented at Ty’s feet. Referring to the wintry landscape he had tramped in his own youth, W. H. Cobb wrote to his sorely missed son in January of 1902, “I am glad you have been receptive of its austere beauty and solemn grandeur. . . . That is a picturesque and romantic country with solitude enough to give nature a chance to be heard in the soul.” Perhaps, but what Ty liked best about Murphy was the action and the camaraderie. Grandpa Johnnie took him on hunting trips for small game like possum and at night told him tales of big game, like “slavering” bears who stood twelve feet tall on their hind feet and showed their “corncob size” teeth. (“If I’d missed him, Tyrus, you wouldn’t be here today!”) Ty often came back with stories of his own. At his grandfather’s urging he wrote up “Possums and Myself,” a true tale of treeing, shooting, and skinning an animal to make a “fine hat”; W.H. proudly ran it under Ty’s byline in the Royston Record.

Ty had some indoor adventures in North Carolina as well. Once, when he was about eleven, he accompanied Johnnie Cobb to Asheville, where the “squire” was serving as the foreman of the county grand jury in a civil matter, probably a dispute over land. When the verdict was announced by his grandfather, the loser in the case ran up and grabbed Johnnie by the shirt, an act that caused Ty to also come charging out of the audience and attempt to boot the man in the shins. The angry litigant, unaware of what a pair of Cobb-kicked pants might bring one day on the memorabilia market, swatted him away, but when he turned back to Johnnie Cobb the squire had drawn his pistol. “Be on your way,” Ty’s grandpa said, and the man left peaceably.

On the trip back to Murphy, Ty may well have gotten a lecture about the dangers of impulsive behavior, but like many children before and since, he suffered few consequences for the indiscretions he committed while in his grandparents’ care. Nor did John and his wife, Sarah, monitor how much ball he played, an increasingly significant issue at home as he grew older. During his summer stays, Cobb’s Aunt Norah (his father’s youngest sister), a “wonderful woman,” according to Cobb, would drive him in a horse-drawn buggy to the equivalent of Little League games around Murphy, where the preference was still for town ball. As the perennial new kid, Cobb was always at risk for a particularly hard plugging and he seems to have accepted pain and the occasional minor concussion as the price of admission. In his 1961 autobiography, Cobb told about a Murphy-area game in which he hit a hopper back to the box, then tore down the line toward first base, screaming all the way in anticipation of the soaker that was surely coming. He awoke moments later with his head in Aunt Norah’s lap and her handkerchief in his ear to staunch the blood flow. (Just as he wasn’t always the grouchiest person in the room, he was not always the orneriest player on the field. A medical student who saw his naked corpse laid out on a gurney just after he died in 1961 noted that it was covered with knots, dents, scars, and lumps, the souvenirs of soakings, spikings, beanballs, and falls caused by strategically discarded catcher’s masks, and hip checks from shortstops as he rounded second base. The game—the world—was different then.)

Hits were hard to come by when the midget started out—a right-hander who batted left, perhaps because it gave him a two-step head start toward first, or because most pitchers are right-handed; it seems that no one ever asked him, and he never addressed the issue, so we’ll never know for certain why. (When questioned on this topic by your author, Yogi Berra, another righty who hit left, said that if he himself ever had had a particular motivation for switching over he’d forgotten it—“I guess it was something a lot of kids just did back then,” he said, though his “back then” was forty years after Cobb’s.) Too proud to go back to the silly-looking elongated paddles he had first used for bats, and too weak to get around like the big boys with his hefty “custom made” models, Cobb was at first of no real use to the Rompers, who may have taken him on as a benchwarmer, solely for his skill at making baseballs, or, to be precise, ball cores. Every so often, he would deliver a batch of the stringy things to another boy on the Rompers who couldn’t play very well, either, but could cut and sew leather, Cobb said, “as well as a harness maker” and thus was adept at stitching on the tanned horsehide used for covers. The system worked well enough—until the day a classmate noticed Cobb winding string beneath his school desk (again), and, still ticked off about a soaking Ty had given him in a game of town ball, tattled to the teacher. Cobb remembered getting “a whipping in front of the whole school,” after which his ball core production dropped dramatically. Clearly, he had to look for other ways to make himself valuable to the Rompers. For a while, he served as the designated retriever of foul balls, a chore that kept him close to the action, and technically on the team, yet only made him appear more pathetic. When he tried to talk his way into the lineup, pointing out to the manager and some of the more influential players that in Carnesville, the town where he had lived previously, he had made the first string at the age of nine, “they just laughed at me,” Cobb recalled.

If you understood the pecking order of north Georgia town teams of that era, you’d know why. Though roughly the same size in terms of population, Carnesville was the bushes compared to Royston, where a number of well-paid mercenaries played for the men’s squad, the Reds, and minor league scouts regularly came through on the Elberton Air Line Railroad to see, in the parlance of the trade, “if there was anything in the lake.” The team wore bright red suits and, said Cobb, “Believe me, whenever the Royston club went on the field they attracted attention—you could see that club a mile.” In a 1904 article, the Augusta Chronicle commended Royston, about seventy miles to the northwest, for its “push and pluck” as compared to other Franklin County whistle-stops and noted that it was “baseball crazy.” Partly because some of the choicest spots on the senior squad were taken by semiprofessionals, both the Rompers—who billed themselves as “the little potatoes that are hard to peel”—and Reds were tougher to make than your average small-town team, but the accomplishment was correspondingly more meaningful, a rosette on the résumé of anyone who wanted to go further in the game.

Cobb said that “so great was my anxiety to play” for Royston that he spent many hours concocting a methodical make-or-break plan. Though he was not especially fleet of foot, “How to Sprint,” a 25 cent pamphlet he saw advertised in the back of The Police Gazette, would help him run the bases, he believed, if he could ever figure out a way to get on in the first place. As for his defensive ability, that would be aided immeasurably, he felt, by trading in his tattered and freakish homemade leather fielder’s glove (“A disgrace,” he called it, “something betwixt a catcher’s mitt and a first baseman’s glove”) for a model that he had seen at the local dry goods store and had decided that “I couldn’t live without.” How he managed the $1.25 purchase price is, among Cobb scholars, such as they are, a matter of dispute. His mother, as noted, said he saved up the pennies he made in the junk business to buy it, but in the only slightly reliable Ty Cobb: My Life in Baseball, Cobb says that he stole two “expensive” volumes from his father’s library and traded them for the mitt. (Why didn’t he just ask his parents for the money? In still other versions of the tale, he does, but W.H., who was starting to worry that his eldest boy was devoting too much time to baseball and not thinking seriously enough about the University of Georgia—or the other schools W.H. thought he might be able to help get him into, West Point and Annapolis—responded with a firm no.) Cobb goes on to suggest in My Life that he was punished for the theft after it was discovered, but he doesn’t say how severely. (A severe punishment for the Cobb boys in those days was being made to muck out the several cow stalls on the fifty-two-acre farm W.H. maintained just outside the Royston town limits.) In his 1994 biography of Cobb, however, Stump, without saying how he came upon the new information, or even acknowledging that he was changing his story, says that Ty earned the money for the new mitt by baling hay.

•  •  •

Transforming himself into a consistent hitter was Ty’s toughest task, as it would be for almost anybody. Hitting is a mysterious skill. Some seem to be born with the gift. Some hit well until they reach a certain level of organized baseball, at which point they stop suddenly, confounded by the curveball or fear of success (see Billy Beane in Michael Lewis’s Moneyball). Whether a coach can make a weak hitter or headcase into more of an offensive threat remains an open question—note that Dusty Baker’s 1992 treatise is not called How to Hit Better, but, rather defensively, You Can Teach Hitting. Ted Williams liked to talk about hitting and cheerfully told many young players that their approach was “horseshit.” In 1984, Williams published The Science of Hitting, a book that collects his primary thoughts on the subject, and which still sells fairly briskly. But whether Williams ever actually improved anyone’s batting average is debatable. His book, like the works of Stephen Hawking, is probably more dusted than read. Most struggling hitters feel their way is best, for them at least, and wish to be left alone so they can further ingrain the habits that have not served them well.

For hitters, advice, like grappa, is always taken with a premonition of regret. The esteemed baseball writer Roger Angell, when interviewed for this book, remembered how Rod Carew had once complained to him that he was deeply frustrated as a hitting instructor for the Minnesota Twins because players were reluctant to change the techniques they had been using since Little League—even though their numbers were anemic, and the doctor sent to cure their ills, Carew, had a pleasant plateside manner, and a career batting average of .328. It just may be that when it comes to hitting, people either teach themselves—the way Williams (a .344 lifetime hitter, and by the way another righty who hit left) did—or they don’t learn. As the author of The Science of Hitting felt compelled to admit in an early chapter, one of the best pieces of baseball advice he ever got was from Cobb’s friend Lefty O’Doul, who, when Williams, then a Pacific Coast Leaguer, approached him for tips, said, “Son, whatever you do, don’t let anybody change you.”

Cobb changed himself dramatically as a hitter in the early months of 1898. “I had the gift of being able to appraise myself, even at that age [twelve],” he said two decades later. “It has been the greatest asset of my life.” All of his life, in articles and after-dinner introductions, people would describe Cobb as “a natural,” thinking they were paying the supreme compliment—and he would respond that he was anything but. A natural, he would say, is someone like his friend Shoeless Joe Jackson. “Joe just busts ’em,” Cobb said, “and hopes for the best.” (Those hopes were often realized; Jackson, yet another left-handed batter who threw righty, hit .356 for his career.) Cobb would over time refine and trick out his approach to batting, adding, among other things, foot fakes meant to deceive the catcher, bursts of chatter, and—this was his true brilliance—a way of carrying himself that clearly conveyed that he was the pitcher’s problem to solve, and not the reverse. But in his desire to gain a spot on the Royston Rompers, Ty tried to put aside all impulses to employ “psychology.” He suppressed the urge to imitate the swaggering older boys—and reinvented himself as kind of rudimentary hitting machine, the patent application for which might say “A device for poking baseballs into unoccupied portions of the playing field.” His only desire was to make contact with the ball and reach base safely; how he looked doing it didn’t matter.

What he did was simple and straightforward. (“Ah, please never forget,” Christopher Hitchens wrote, “how useful the obvious can be.”) Ty’s first adjustment was to choke up severely on the bat and employ what he called “a snap swing.” Because there are only a few seconds of film showing Cobb at bat, we can only assume this looked the way it sounds—a short, fast swipe meant to put the ball just beyond the reach of an infielder. “I don’t recall whether it was by accident or study that I developed [the snap swing],” Cobb said. But “after that the pitchers never fooled me much.” Facing right-handers he stood far forward in the batter’s box, believing this allowed him to strike a curveball before it broke. Against southpaws he did the opposite, setting up as far back as possible so he could hit the ball post-break. (Many other players from the deadball era employed a variation on the snap swing, but virtually no one else moved around the box the way he did.)

Cobb’s other modification, the split-hands grip, for him a necessary and inseparable part of the snap swing, was, despite what some people think, not borrowed from Honus Wagner, who, though twelve years older than Cobb, was in 1898 still an obscure shortstop with the Louisville Colonels of the National League, and thus unknown to most people outside Kentucky. In later years, Cobb liked to note that he and Wagner, by then a Pittsburgh Pirates star, were leading their respective leagues with a technique considered by most instructional books to be as sacrilegious as the headfirst slide. The split grip, however, was merely a starting position that let a hitter make a last-second decision to slide the lower hand upward or the upper hand down toward the knob—to place the ball, Wee Willie Keeler–style, “where they ain’t,” or drive it for distance. His new swing allowed Cobb to meet the ball in front of the plate, where he could almost but not quite see it making contact with his bat; as a result, he seldom swung and missed. “I did not have the physical prowess to drive the ball far,” he said of those early times, “but I would usually keep my strikeout record down to two, three or possibly four times a season.” He swore that one year, over the course of the 25- to 30-game town league season, he avoided strikeouts completely.

Cobb’s revised approach to hitting, coupled with a simultaneous growth spurt that added about four inches in height, as well as about twenty pounds in weight, did for him more or less what the devil did for Robert Johnson, down at the crossroads. No records of the Royston teams have survived, and remembered accounts get muddled, but it appears that a few games into his 1898 season with the Rompers, the shortstop on the Reds was injured in a farming accident, or had to go buy a mule or something, and the twelve-year-old Cobb got called up to the town team, where some of the players were in their twenties and several of the ringers were understood to be thirty or older. They needed a shortstop, and Ty, who had started out as a catcher and subsequently played every position except pitcher for the Rompers, was more than willing to give it a try. This was a bold and risky move, though. The Reds, after all, were an elite group, having already produced, in the person of Thomas Vandiver “Van” Bagwell, a pitcher who’d been given a tryout with the Nashville Volunteers of the revered Southern League.

The Royston Reds “were regular demigods to me,” Cobb said in 1913, but the admiration wasn’t mutual. “Come back when you grow up a little!” the older players told him when he first reported for duty with his big black bat. “Where’s his nurse?” someone shouted from the stands. “Have you got his milk bottle in that grip?” Cobb, ultrasensitive to any slight, even then, remembered that taunt for the rest of his life (“Unfortunately,” he once noted, “it is a human trait to remember the unkind things after the nice ones are forgotten”), but he didn’t act on it, as he would act on—and overreact to—so many insults and perceived insults in the years ahead. Like Joe Gans, the crackerjack lightweight champ of that era, he was willing to take a few shots to get inside. “I was met with parental opposition and rebuffs from managers and players,” he said, “and I permitted nothing to swerve me from that determination.”

Yet even in the faster company of the Reds, he stood out from the start, not just for his ability to get hits, but also for his base running and fielding. “When I was 12 years old I knew pretty well what I could do as a ballplayer,” he said at age thirty-nine. Besides the snap swing and split grip he now had confidence—by far the single most important attribute for any athlete, he would always maintain. (“He can conquer who believe they can,” Virgil told us.) When he talked to Stump for My Life in Baseball in 1960, Cobb recalled the moment that certified him as “a boy hero.” It happened in the ninth inning of a game against Elberton, when he came to bat with the score tied and a man on second. Stroking—or more likely poking—his third hit of the afternoon, and knocking in the winning run, he heard the cheers and felt “bewitched,” he said. Once a young man receives that kind of public adulation, Cobb noted on another occasion, “something happens in him.”

His fascination with fame was further inflamed by a letter Van Bagwell had sent, addressed to the Reds as a whole, from the Volunteers headquarters in Nashville. In it the blacksmith’s son spoke, Marco Polo–like, about his encounter with the colorful world of early organized baseball. He had seen in the flesh Davy Crockett—the one who played first base—as well as “Batty” Abbaticchio, “Deerfoot” Bay, “Hub” Perdue, “Snapper” Kennedy, “Scoops” Carey, “Punch” Knoll, and “Foxy” “Newt” “Ike” Fisher, the catcher who also served as the Vols’ manager, perhaps because he had the most nicknames. Bagwell wrote, Cobb said, “all about the professional league, how the players acted, what was expected of them, and so on. He told about the life in the hotels. Every line of this letter was fascinating. I read it and reread it. I didn’t realize it for a long time, but my future had been mapped out for me.” Although he was still too modest to think of the Southern League as being within his capabilities, or so he claimed, “nothing could keep me from satisfying my ambition of showing that I could be as good as any of them.”

•  •  •

Cobb joined the Reds during a period of great upheaval. Their new manager (and catcher), a bank clerk named Bob McCreary, had recently dismissed the ringers and added a residency rule—now you actually had to live in Royston to play on the team. But though the roster changed considerably, Cobb was still the youngest player on it—and the only one whose father wouldn’t allow him to travel for away games. Young Tyrus led a sheltered life; when he reached the Detroit Tigers at age eighteen he would be shocked by the coarse language he heard from the professional players. But it wasn’t just to shield him from the temptations of Elberton, Georgia, the “Electric City” of Anderson, South Carolina, or the other small towns the Reds visited that W.H. insisted he eschew road trips; it was to limit his playing time while simultaneously exposing him to more reputable professions. In 1898 or 1899, he arranged for Ty to visit Colonel W. R. Little, a prominent Carnesville attorney. The boy found the middle-aged man mildly amusing—“one of the old-fashioned barristers who grew his hair long,” he called him many years later—and he took him up on his offer to browse his library. But there was no initial chemistry between Cobb and the law. “I cracked those books three or four times and they were dry as hell,” he said in a 1958 interview with sports columnist Furman Bisher. “I knew I didn’t want to be a lawyer.” At around the same time a group of Franklin County physicians, at the behest of the Professor, invited Ty to watch them perform an operation. The patient was a black teenager who had been shot by a white man under circumstances that Cobb didn’t mention. He said that at one point he was urged “to feel around inside” the young man’s intestines for the bullet, which he did without hesitation but also without luck, though the shooting victim survived. Cobb liked telling this story, to make the point that he was not squeamish about blood and guts, but the experience did not make him think seriously about medicine.
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