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PREFACE

I was three years old when my father acquired the biggest book I ever saw.

So large it required a study cardboard sleeve just to contain the information from exploding from the inside, the Macmillan Baseball Encyclopedia was a massive and authoritative record of every player, manager, and team ever to have so much as a sip of coffee in the major leagues. The sheer volume was staggering. I thought my pretty substantial collection of contemporary Topps cards was something, but Big Mac had a way of putting that into perspective.

I was more a browser than a reader. I skipped the narrative history up front and paid little attention to the postseason game index in the back, which told more of Yankee glory than a young Mets fan could bear to acknowledge. What I liked were the names. There were the mysterious few identified only by a single name and a certain end: JOYCE, Deceased. And there was Rivington Bisland, Ollie Klee, Greasy Neale, Pinky Swander, Icebox Chamberlain, Duster Mails, Van Lingle Mungo, and most vividly to my young imagination, The Only Nolan.

A perusal of the paltry statistics accompanying this outstandingly named pitcher could naturally lead one to conclude they’d encountered some kind of fraud. Five nonconsecutive big-league seasons, for five different clubs, an underwhelming lifetime record of 23 wins and 52 losses, with more than half of those victories in his rookie year.

Similarly, one could peruse the Manager Register and come away with the impression that Joe Simmons and his only listed club, the 1884 Wilmington Quicksteps, were at best insignificant, and at most historically incompetent.

Though as it turns out, none of those impressions are entirely accurate.

Indeed, the notion that Nolan, Simmons, and the Quicksteps were the “major league’s worst-ever team” is itself something of a double conceit underpinning this book. As we’ll see, Wilmington was capable of challenging the best clubs in the land in 1884. At the same time, it’s debatable whether the organization responsible for its lasting memory, the Union Association, was even a major league at all.

Where the stark historical record ends, a far more interesting story begins.


Introduction

FULLMER’S OYSTERS

They celebrated with oysters, beer, and whiskey.

The setting was Joseph Fullmer’s Restaurant, at 508 N. Market Street in the bustling heart of Wilmington, Delaware. Fullmer, a gregarious man known to all as “Joe,” was renowned for his hospitality—on this night, his generosity. The delicacies came in from New York Harbor that afternoon and were served ice cold and raw, pan-fried and deep fried. Lobster salad, crab salad, and turtle soup were also on the menu. Fullmer had completed a renovation only months before and the venue, which now sat 75, was adorned with French plate mirrors, gold-embossed wallpaper, and was illuminated by skylights, wall scones, and three-polished brass chandeliers with cut-glass bulbs and pendants. Fullmer’s would shortly become one of the first places in the city to showcase Edison lightbulbs. The dining chairs, tables, and bar were ornately carved and set with gleaming glassware and silver. Fans powered by a new Tuerke water motor brought cooling breezes to the sweltering summer night.

The date was Friday, July 18, 1884.

The occasion was a victory in a baseball game—but the celebration was about something more. That afternoon, Wilmington’s minor league baseball team, popularly known as the Quicksteps, had defeated the visiting Brooklyn Atlantics, a major league team, by a score of 5–4. Though the game was only an exhibition with no bearing on the standings of their respective leagues, for Wilmington the win was another milestone conquered in a summer full of them. In only the second season during which Wilmington participated in a professional baseball league, they were unquestionably the class of their circuit and arguably the best minor league team in the country. When Brooklyn came calling—stopping in overnight for an exhibition on its way from a league game in Baltimore—Wilmington had won 39 of its first 49 games in the Eastern League, a forerunner of today’s Class AAA International League. The magic number countdown was on. So they drank to victory.

While the Atlantics were hardly a powerhouse—they were on their way to finishing 9th in the 12-team American Association, and had rested their top pitcher, Sam Kimber, that afternoon—the win added to the growing confidence that the Quicksteps could be competitive with the finest clubs in the land. It was hard to overlook the fact that only a year before, Wilmington and Brooklyn had been combatants in the minor Interstate League. Brooklyn, which won the Interstate championship that year, made the jump to the American Association in 1884. What was to stop Wilmington from doing the same? They toasted to the future.

And baseball. Did they ever drink to the national game! Still in its adolescence as a professional avocation but expanding across the country, the game was shaking off its genteel, colonial roots. Strategies and rules were in rapid evolution. In ’84, pitchers stood 53 feet from home plate, and the prevailing delivery still came from below the shoulder in an underhand or sidearm motion. Fielders wore primitive, form-fitting mitts. The catcher, especially with no one on base, stood 10 feet or more behind home plate. Batters had the option of calling for a low pitch, a high pitch, or either—the pitcher’s reward was that it took seven deliveries out of the batter’s requested zone to charge a walk. The lone umpire would often request judgment from players or spectators in making calls. The team that batted first was not determined by home field but by a pre-game coin flip. Hitters were valued for a “scientific” approach that placed a premium on serving the ball between fielders, and not necessarily blasting it past them or out of the park. Nearly all of these customs would fall before the end of the decade but, as far as the young Quicksteps were concerned, they were leading the change—and their success attested to it. Wilmington swung hard, threw hard, and ran hard. They weren’t gentlemen on their field but warriors who attacked their opponents, snapped back at umpires, and most were anxious to showcase their skills as a means of attracting contracts from clubs in bigger cities with wealthier owners. Several would do just that.

Then there was Wilmington. A young city itself, overshadowed by its larger neighbors Philadelphia, located just 30 miles north along the Delaware, and Baltimore, about 60 miles to the south, Wilmington had always been the little guy of the populous eastern seaboard. Now it had something in common with its neighbors: a pro team; and something many of them didn’t: an excellent one. Though more theoretical than actual, cities have often felt they might rise and fall along with the fortunes of the athletes wearing her name on their chest. And Wilmington was on the upswing in many areas, not just baseball. In the late nineteenth century, its burgeoning shipbuilding, transportation, and defense industries were thriving, and population was growing at about twice the rate as other eastern cities. Just north of the city, a gunpowder manufacturing concern named Du Pont was on its way to transforming into a major chemical power. Just across Market Street from Joe Fullmer’s, builders backed by Artisans Bank and First National Bank of Wilmington had recently completed a teardown and renovation of the old Indian Queen hotel at 5th and Market, reopening as the Clayton House, a hotel designed to rival the finest accommodations in neighboring big cities. As a means of showing it off, the Clayton was the address of choice for many of the team’s players that summer and for the visiting baseball clubs like Brooklyn that were passing through town. Frederick Law Olmstead would shortly be designing a municipal park on the banks of the Brandywine River that would rival works he’d recently completed in New York: Central Park and Brooklyn’s Prospect Park. Trolley tracks laid by the shipbuilding magnate George W. Bush, a part-owner of the Wilmington baseball franchise, had recently been laid and terminated at the Front Street Grounds, where the Quickstep club played. Here’s to Wilmington!

The guests included the dozen men who made up the Wilmington ballclub, their manager, and a group of the team’s wealthy owners. A crowd of well-wishers—some of the estimated 1,500 who’d attended that afternoon’s game—were also in attendance.

Most of the ballplayers were first-generation Americans whose parents had fled famine in Ireland a generation before. Keeping the bartender busy was Tom Lynch, the rough and mustachioed twenty-four-year-old outfielder and part-time catcher. He was joined there by Jimmy Say, the third baseman, Charlie Bastian, the diminutive but quick-moving and quick-tempered second baseman, and Bill McCloskey, the veteran right fielder. There was fiery Tommy Burns, just nineteen years old, whose shrill voice and constant field chatter irritated umpires and opponents alike but had emerged as the most promising young hitting star of the Eastern League and boy captain of the Quicksteps. Teammates didn’t much like Burns personally—the feeling no doubt was mutual—but at game time they were grateful he was on their side. For now, Burns wasn’t concerned with much beyond his food.1 Outfielder Dennis Casey could be as something of a diva, but he was also the Eastern League’s batting champion. Missing this evening was Dennis’s kid brother, Dan, a strapping left-handed rookie pitcher who’d been sent home to rest a sore arm. In his place was skinny righty John Murphy, a recent pickup from the disbanded Mountain City club of Altoona. Emanuel “Redleg” Snyder, the portly and popular veteran first baseman who made his home in nearby New Castle, hobnobbed with fans. Reserve outfielder John Munce, who in offseasons supported himself as a song-and-dance man, led a round of singing.

Tony Cusick, born in Ireland but raised in Massachusetts, was revered for his warm sense of humor and defense behind the plate. In an era where protective equipment barely existed, that spoke to a certain fearlessness. As usual, Cusick that afternoon had received the deceptive curves and whistling fastballs from pitcher Edward “The Only” Nolan with aplomb. And Nolan, as usual, rose to the high-profile occasion. The eccentric pitcher, who’d joined the Wilmington club only after having caroused his way off several big-league teams in his career, was the star of the day, striking out nine and contributing three hits: a single, double, and a triple. When he struck out the side in the fifth, “hundreds of throats and twice as many hands gave him an ovation, to which Nolan responded by tipping his cap.”

Now at Fullmer’s, a group of admirers approached the pitcher, and as a show of their appreciation, they presented Nolan with a high silk hat and a walking cane, drawing hollers of approval and applause from throughout the room.

The scene was enough to bring a smile to the stony face of manager Joe Simmons, a well-traveled baseball disciplinarian who on most nights struggled to enforce an 11 p.m. curfew and strictly prohibited drinking in uniform. Simmons worked his young charges hard. He took pride in knowing his team was the best-conditioned in the league—he’d survived the grind of enough long hot summers on a baseball field to know there was no other way—but this was a rare occasion where he allowed the club to let its hair down just a little and, in appreciation, they drank to Old Joe too.

Simmons sipped, and he worried. As the celebration around them continued, he quietly conferred with John T. West, the lively, self-styled dealmaker who’d cobbled together investors to bankroll the high-flying young franchise and served as club president. Despite the team’s great success, the organization was running in the red from the start. The draw for the game against Brooklyn that evening was terrific, but West had seen too many games already this summer where the crowd was only a third as large.

Wilmington was hardly the only ballclub courting financial peril in 1884. The establishment that year of a third “major league” circuit in the form of the Union Association competed for talent with the established National League and its newly admitted rival, the American Association—driving salaries higher at the same time it scattered paying patrons across more teams. In smaller cities, like those of the Eastern League, the pro game was still young and catching on slowly. Teams that were underfunded, like the Harrisburg Olympics, and those competing for attention with established big-league clubs, like the Baltimore Monumentals, had already bailed on the young Eastern League. The fact that Wilmington had steamrolled them—the Quicksteps had won 12 of 13 contests with those clubs thus far—only made their decision to drop out easier. And so, between the disbanding clubs and Wilmington’s cash-poor powerhouse, the foundation of the Eastern League was crumbling beneath them.

West, however, was nothing if not an optimist. He’d already demonstrated a willingness to dig deep into his pockets in service of his beloved baseball in his hometown, as he had a year before, rescuing a collection of hopeless drunks and ruffians who made up the doomed ’83 Quicksteps, saving them from almost certain disbanding, purely to maintain the sport’s momentum. He enthusiastically supported the ’84 club and tried to stoke a public interest in baseball, opening a sporting goods store on Market Street where fans could get scores by telegraph as they happened, buy the latest baseball equipment and sporting newspapers, and purchase Quicksteps tickets. He’d recently moved game starting times ahead one hour to draw more workingmen to the Wilmington Ball Grounds, where concern for the constant presence of roughs and gamblers at the park was becoming a concern. Just that day, a young boy was injured when a fearful jam of excited revelers exiting the park pinned him against a fence near the entrance. The boy suffered lacerations to his face but was thankfully yanked to safety by alert patrons before a more serious tragedy struck.

As he finished his plate of oysters and a final toast with Simmons, West reflected for a moment on his challenge: Could he pull the young Quicksteps to safety before they themselves were crushed? And what lengths would he go to make that happen?

John West was a dreamer, but he couldn’t imagine.


1

THE CHAMPION AMATEUR NINE OF THE UNITED STATES

To the extent that they’re remembered at all, it’s as the Wilmington Quicksteps—but that wasn’t even their name.

“As the club in this city claims to be and is professional, let whatever honor or reputation it may gain by winning a victory at base ball reflect its shadow on the city in general,” the Morning News argued in February of 1884. Within a few weeks, the club’s directors voted to make it official: The team would be known simply as “Wilmington.”

A break with the past distanced Wilmington from the disastrous 1883 Quicksteps but also retired a name that had accompanied baseball teams of the city for more than a decade and, until then, had won the most attention from local fans and to Wilmington elsewhere in the country.

Though professional baseball in Delaware had always been a spotty proposition, it had a robust and colorful tradition of amateur, semi-pro, and club teams in the lead up to the professional era.

Baseball grew in Wilmington as it had in other cities along the East Coast in the nineteenth century behind town teams and amateur contests. It is likely the game as played in the early century in Delaware was influenced by the prevailing style of play in Philadelphia, referred to as “town ball,” and said to be a close approximation of the English game of rounders. The field was usually square with stakes (or stones) for bases and a fifth stake—positioned between what we think of today as third base and home plate—from which a “striker” self-hit and circled the stakes, hoping to avoid being “soaked” or struck by a thrown ball from a fielder to retire him. Evidence of club play of town ball in Philadelphia dates to the 1830s; other versions of early baseball were concurrently developing in New York and Massachusetts, and they would eventually come together through the cauldron of the Civil War.

While industrialization provided people with more free time to pursue entertainment such as sporting contests, interest in the results of these kids’ games required something riding on it. Not every fan bet on baseball games then, but quite a few did. Interest also grew because of newspapers, which not only published results regularly but were the primary means by which local club teams issued challenges to one another.

The games weren’t always taken seriously. Typical of the matchups Delawareans would see in the 1800s were exhibitions between single men and married men; a printers vs. painters showdown for a keg of beer (the printers won, but the painters failed to pay up); battles between wounded war vets; and an 1871 charity doubleheader in which a “fat” nine of Wilmingtonians totaling 2,300 pounds faced off again a “lean” team of 1,125 combined pounds. The Fats—“as heavy on the bats as they are on the scales”—won the first contest, but the Leans exacted a 51–22 revenge in the second game.

“The heavy men came onto the grounds not only fat, but saucy, and pranced around in gay ribbons, smiling broad smiles at the recollection of their former victory,” newspapers reported. “Their lean and lank antagonists glowered at them with a look of stern resolution on their sharp visages which showed they were determined to do or die.”

That series raised $51.25 for the Home for Friendless Children, indicating more than 200 fans paid 25 cents each for the privilege of watching it live.

The starting left fielder for the Fats was a corpulent young go-getter named John T. West.

Baseball exploded in the late 1860s as clubs like the powerful Washington Nationals (an amateur club comprised of US Treasury Department employees) and Brooklyn Excelsiors spread baseball fever on tours. In Wilmington, a local group by the name of the Diamond State Baseball Club formed in 1865 and laid claim to the mythical title of Delaware state champion for the next several years, fending off established rivals like the Lenapi Club of New Castle and the Atlas Club of Delaware City. Diamond State took off behind the 1866 addition of left-handed pitcher Fergy Malone, an Ireland-born Civil War vet who’d go on to become one of the most accomplished baseballists of the 1870s.

In 1871, Malone was the starting catcher for the Philadelphia Athletics, the very first champion of the very first “professional” league. The National Association of Base Ball Players was established in New York in 1857 as a means of organizing amateur clubs and setting common rules, but in 1871 a dozen avowedly pro clubs belonging to the organization broke away to form the National Association of Professional Base Ball Players, known simply as the NA. Though badly outnumbered by amateur clubs at birth and destined to die after just five chaotic years, the NA would hasten the end of the amateur era and for now at least attempt to separate those who were playing for money from those who weren’t, which had become increasingly difficult to tell.

Malone, for example, made his home in Philadelphia but was lured to play with Diamond State by being provided a cigar store at 7th and King Street where he worked. Diamond State didn’t lose a single game Malone pitched in 1866, attesting the value of out-of-town ringers bolstering local jocks.

Increasing competition from Wilmington rivals the Actives, the Eckford Club, and Wawaset—whose name lives on as the historic Wilmington community where they played, originally known as Schuetzen Park—eventually toppled Diamond State from prominence, and the latter club disbanded in the early 1870s. On the way up was an amateur nine known as the Quickstep club.

At the time, Quicksteps referred not to dancing (where today it’s known as a fast waltz) but to marching—specifically, Civil War troops marching at double-time. The club was formed in 1872 among a group of young men who met at a schoolyard at 4th and Walnut Street. Of the original nine, pitcher Frank “Flip” Lafferty and third baseman George Fisher would go on to fashion professional careers.

Behind the battery of Lafferty and catcher Al Hindle (a veteran of the Wawaset club), the Quicksteps were the most successful team in the state within a few months, vanquishing local competition from a home park at 10th and Adams Street. The grounds adjoined the yard alongside the Delaware Avenue estate of the state’s chief justice, Edward W. Gilpin. It wasn’t long before fans were arrested for trampling across the judge’s flower garden en route to games.

The Quicksteps’ talent was boosted when the Peabody Club of Baltimore arrived for a game in town but couldn’t rustle up the train fare to return home. Rather than walk back to Baltimore, five members of that club stayed behind in Wilmington, including future pro Bill Smiley. These men were put to work in mills or factories on apprentice wages with the privilege of afternoons off to accommodate games—salaries that worked out to about three or four dollars a week. Expenses were covered—or at least attempted to be covered—by a share of the gate receipts at games. The Quicksteps also raised funds with benefit events.

It was as a touring outfit that the Quicksteps built their reputation. They barnstormed the region, taking on pro and amateur clubs, billing themselves as the “Champion Amateur Nine of the United States.” That boast was a matter of debate in some cities—particularly Reading, Pennsylvania, where that city’s Active club and the Quicksteps developed a fierce rivalry that played out over the course of several epic contests in 1875 and illustrated the spirit with which games were contested then, revealing the partisan local press that supported them.

The Actives drew first blood with an 18–8 victory in Reading in late June, twice coming from behind and pulling away late thanks to Quickstep miscues that may have been exacerbated by field conditions. “This is probably the worst base ball field in the world,” Wilmington’s Every Evening newspaper opined. “It is located on the side of a steep hill and from the appearance of its surface has previously been used as a pasture for hogs.”

The visitors were treated even worse by Reading’s fans, who subjected the Quicksteps to “all sorts of petty insults and uncalled-for indignities” during the game, then threw rocks at their departing carriage afterward.

Wilmington returned the favor in all respects with a 17–6 home win over Reading in July. The score so stunned Active supporters that they gathered at the Reading train station that evening to hiss the disembarking players, who required a police escort to return them to their clubhouse safely. “The defeat is almost too overwhelming for credence,” the Reading Times lamented. “[T]he result is so astounding that we grope our way as it were in the dark in a vain attempt to account for this mortifying defeat.”

Though the game was scheduled to begin at noon, the Quicksteps didn’t take the field until 2 p.m., which limited the contest to seven innings. But the late start was the least of Reading’s suspicions of sketchy gamesmanship by the home team. Umpire Harry Sherwin “was in every respect unsatisfactory, as he knew nothing concerning base ball rules, especially those governing fair and foul balls.”

The paper’s account of the game described 2,000 Wilmington supporters “who during the whole game were uncontrollable,” tearing down ropes that separated the playing field from the spectators and threatening to interfere with plays on the field. “The excitement was at times indescribable, bordering on a riot.”

There was also the intimation that Reading threw the game to benefit from the long odds on their opponents: the Reading paper, within days, published notarized statements from the players and manager John Mischler that they hadn’t taken money or inducement to allow for the defeat.

This all fed a rivalry leading to a neutral-site showdown in August at Centennial Park in Philadelphia—the future first home of the Philadelphia Phillies. Both cities sent excursion trains with hundreds of fans to the park at 24th and Ridge Street. They watched through a steady rain as Wilmington built a 6–2 lead only to see the Actives tally 12 runs in the eighth inning and win the season series.1 In the end, the “Champion Amateur Nine of the United States” was good advertising for the Quicksteps, but not exactly accurate. “We speak the sentiment of the base ball community when we say that the Reading Actives are the champions of all Amateur clubs now in existence,” the West Chester News proclaimed following the showdown in Philadelphia.

Things were crazy all over in 1875. The fledgling pro NA circuit was aflame with controversy regarding players “jumping” from one club to another and clubs signing them in brazen violation of rules the organization often lacked the ability to enforce. There were gambling, discipline, and umpire problems and an epidemic of failed pro franchises that could easily afford the $10 entry fee that qualified them to play for the championship but who would later find player salaries and travel expenses to be financial impossibilities. The 1875 NA began with 13 teams—all of them dominated by Harry Wright’s powerful Boston Red Stockings, who were on their way to a fourth consecutive title—but only five of them lasted the entire season. In some cities, pros were outdrawn by local amateurs.

In the Centennial year of 1876, things would begin to change. Led by William Hulbert, a director of the Chicago White Stockings, the NA’s pro clubs decided what was needed to grow baseball profitably wasn’t the loose, anyone-can-join affiliation of clubs run by and for players, but a club-dominated, financially strong, sealed-up cartel that would attract and retain the best players, in the biggest cities, run by and for the ultimate benefit of owners.

The National League of Professional Base Ball Clubs—the emphasis on the last word—restricted membership (with some exceptions) to those representing cities with populations of more than 75,000. No team could be located within five miles of another. Membership required the approval of the other participating clubs: two “no” votes would sink them. The entry fee increased tenfold, and those funds went not for the acquisition of a pennant as in the NA, but to a central administration fund paying for, among other things, a staff of professional umpires. Betting was banned on the grounds of all teams. In an effort to tramp down runaway salaries, players would be restricted from negotiating with other clubs during the season but could be re-signed by their current team. This rule was a forerunner to the still-more-restrictive reserve clause to be introduced in 1879.

The formation of the eight-team National League left some pro clubs behind, and when the depleted NA cast a line to amateur clubs seeking replacement, it was none other than that fat left fielder, John T. West, who stepped up on behalf of Wilmington.

Early in 1876, West led an effort to reorganize the Quicksteps behind a stock company. The new company issued $1,000 in stock, which was fully subscribed to in February. The new owners purchased equipment from the ’75 club, including the seats ($23.50) and 2,000 feet of fencing (at 12 cents per foot) at their park.

They sent Al Hindle to New Haven on March 1 to represent the club at the annual convention of the National Association, and the Quicksteps catcher must have impressed: he returned to Wilmington having been named president of the depleted organization. At a subsequent meeting, the NA admitted 11 clubs for the 1876 season: the Centennials, Campbell, Klinze, and Philadelphias, all of Philadelphia; the Atlantic and Reliance clubs of Brooklyn; the St. Louis Red Socks; New Haven Stars; Nashanocks of New Castle, Pennsylvania; the Reading Actives; and the Quicksteps.

But this first shot at the pros was not to be. Led by Lafferty’s decision to remain “amateur,” the Quicksteps broke into separate amateur and pro franchises, both with the same name. The pros, who retained Hindle and a few others, were beset by injuries to both their catchers but still managed to win 10 of 18 games before disbanding due to lack of funds in early June. Two of their wins and one of their losses came at the hands of their amateur counterparts, who themselves were in for a tumultuous season.

The amateurs departed for a western tour in the middle of a punishing July heat wave bound for Cincinnati but never made it out of Pennsylvania. The trip began auspiciously in Reading, where the Actives hammered them, 16–1, and their nemesis and Reading captain Len Lovett left the visitors just $10 of the gate receipts. The Quicksteps proceeded to Harrisburg and lost amid rumors that one of its players, catcher Marshall Quinton, “sold” the game.

OEBPS/Images/Half.jpg
ONCE UPON A

TEAM





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
ONCE UPON A

TEAM

The Epic Rise and
Historic Fall of Baseball’s
Wilmington Quicksteps

JON SPRINGER





OEBPS/Images/frontcover.jpg
ONCE UPON A

o~ 2 2 el

The Epic Rise and
Historic Fall of Baseball’s

Wilmington Quicksteps

—u - JON SPRINGER «—%F—





