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PREFACE


THE 1930 MAJOR League Baseball season was unique. It was a hitter’s paradise, a fantasy world for the batter. It was a fluke, an aberration in the history of the game. The National League was founded in 1876, a quarter of a century ahead of the American League, and the sport was still going strong into the twenty-first century . . . but 1930 was an outlier. Never before or since have batters had their way with pitchers so readily, so easily, as they did during the summer of 1930.


The sixteen big-league teams put up pinball numbers in the scoring column and, at the same time, pitchers were in a nearly universal funk. It was as if almost every single major-league pitcher forgot how to throw; as if nearly everyone needed Tommy John surgery to fix what ailed them.


Of course, Tommy John the pitcher was not born until 1943, and the medical procedure that would repair so many injured elbows was not invented until decades later. Surely, most of the pitchers who suffered bombardment and humiliation in 1930 would have gladly sought out a seemingly magic antidote to the agonies of the moment.


More than ninety years have passed since the baseball campaign of 1930, so eyewitnesses are exceptionally scarce; all of the active participants deceased. Only baseball historians and avid fans recall the craziness of this solitary year. For fans of a particular team, the 1930 season does not stand out on a list, in terms of results. Perhaps only those with allegiance to the Philadelphia Athletics or St. Louis Cardinals would take notice.


For the other fourteen teams—especially those that moved on to other locations over time—the season of 1930 would appear on no lists of accomplishments for fans to savor when discussing the good ol’ days. But what a season it would have been to watch unfold, more so for breathtaking individual achievements that stood out like flashing neon lights.


Above all, this was the year of Hack Wilson, who ruled the NL— and all of baseball—with two remarkable batting statistics. Lewis Robert “Hack” Wilson owned 1930, his club of a bat producing long-revered and admired statistics, at least one of which has never been duplicated. He was the Babe Ruth of the National League for one, brief, shining moment. Even as the actual Babe Ruth was still slugging away in the American League.


The 1930 season is to be remembered for Bill Terry as well, with the New York Giants first baseman’s .400 average a forerunner of awareness that such batsmen were about to become endangered species.


Chuck Klein of the Philadelphia Phillies, also on his way to the Hall of Fame, might well have won a Triple Crown in any other season (40 HRs, 170 RBIs, .386 BA). Instead, his power totals in home runs, runs batted in, and average led the National League in nothing.


Wally Berger’s 38 home runs for the Boston Braves set a record for rookies that stood until 1987, when Mark McGwire blasted 49 homers for the Oakland A’s.


It was the year of George “Showboat” Fisher, too; budding superstar, it might be thought. But rather it turned into the year of “Showboat” Fisher; a supernova, flashing briefly across the night sky and then becoming lost in some distant galaxy.


Some of the best pitchers in history—Hall of Famers, in fact— were bruised and battered by the time the 1930 season ended. These men recorded terrific accomplishments over long careers, but in 1930 they seemed more like journeymen.


Two starting pitchers, rarities among their brethren, were able to retire hitters in the same fashion they always had and would. Predominant among the breed was Lefty Grove and Dazzy Vance. While nearly all others faltered, they continued to excel somehow when it came to denying runs. They were in leagues of their own.


Grove and Vance were just about the only ones who didn’t have to take cover from the barrage of line drives clouted up the middle and over the heads of the others who were bold enough to take a turn on the mound. “Duck!” had to be the best advice shouted by teammates that season.


For the first time in baseball history, a team scored more than 1,000 runs in a season (and this was during a 154-game season), when the New York Yankees compiled 1,062. Also, for the second time in history, too, since the Cardinals were right behind New York with 1,004 runs scored.


The National League as a whole batted .303, and that was with pitchers in the lineup full-time. The Giants’ team average was .319. The Phillies hit .315, and St. Louis .314. The two worst-hitting team totals were .281, the statistics of the Cincinnati Reds and Boston Braves.


Not only did all eight regular position players for the Cardinals bat at least .303, but four more backups, appearing in at least 45 games, also hit at least .321. Overall, sixty-two players hit .300 during the 1930 season, forty-two of them batting at least .320, and seventeen hitting at least .350. And twenty players stroked at least 200 hits. For many good players, collecting 200 safeties in a season was a once-in-a-career accomplishment.


As the inverse of the eye-opening hitting statistics, some of the worst earned-run averages imaginable were recorded by pitchers who, in other eras, might have swiftly been demoted to the minors. The Washington Senators’ 3.96 was the only team earned-run average under 4.00. The Phillies’ was a hold-your-nose 6.71.


The 1930 season was a tipping point for baseball and the country as a whole. For the decade of the 1920s, baseball had embraced the refreshing breeze of the “Lively Ball Era” in conjunction with the Roaring Twenties. Now, at the start of a new decade, the sport was pondering if it had fallen for too much of a good thing just as the Great Depression was beginning to deliver a sobering blow to the good times of the last decade.


Americans were about to be bludgeoned on the baseball field and at the bank.









PRELUDE


BABE RUTH DID not invent the home run, but he might as well have.


Until George Herman “Babe” Ruth Jr. revolutionized baseball with his powerful uppercut swing, big stick, and larger-than-life personality, the sport was played in a different manner. The game was about scoring one run at a time, station-to-station, base-to-base, as opposed to clearing the bases with a single swipe.


Ruth, born February 6, 1895, in Baltimore, Maryland, was right on time, possessor of a blossoming man-child personality and a devil-may-care attitude. That, combined with his prowess on the baseball field transformed him into one of the grandest of mainstream celebrities at a time when the United States was ripe for indulgence.


“The Sultan of Swat,” “The Bambino,” Ruth elbowed his way into a space in an American pantheon of heroes when no one recognized the need, while simultaneously filling his soul with adulation after being dumped in an orphanage and shortchanged on love.


He was an American original in America’s favorite game, making his major-league debut in 1914 and mostly serving as a marvelous pitcher for the world champion Boston Red Sox until he and the team recognized he was an even more marvelous batter.


Through the good fortune of timing and coming of age perfectly, when Major League Baseball crafted renovation of the sport through rules alteration, Ruth was present to showcase the possibilities.


In 1918, the lefty swinging Ruth led the American League in home runs—with 11. A year later, unleashed as a hitter for the first time, with pitching shoved to the side as a secondary responsibility, Ruth clouted 29 homers. That not only led the league, but set a new single-season record for the sport.


Rather than cling tightly to this treasure, the Red Sox foolishly sold Ruth to the New York Yankees for $125,000 in time for the 1920 season. It is likely the largest fleecing in baseball history. This neatly overlapped with rules changes that effectively concluded baseball’s “Deadball Era,” when baseballs were softer, traveled lesser distances, were beaten to a pulp before being removed from games, and pitchers were allowed to spit, scrape, cut, and otherwise bend the ball to their will.


Game scores were lower; in 1908, teams averaged a mere 3.4 runs per game. There was more weight put on stolen bases than home runs. The all-time exemplar of what was termed “the scientific game” was Ty Cobb, a fierce and superb all-around player who felt this was the true style to play. But those who supervised the game felt that offense was lacking.


New baseballs were manufactured, tighter wound around cork: the so-called livelier ball. Instead of attempting to keep balls in play as long as possible, it was decided that when balls got dirty, they should be replaced. That made it easier for hitters to see the pitch. The rules makers also came down hard on pitchers, outlawing the shine ball, emery ball, and the spitter, except for those who were already reliant on it. Those hurlers were grandfathered in, though it was not until 1934 when Burleigh Grimes retired that the spit-ball became completely illegal.


Soon enough after 1920, however, as was much later proclaimed in a baseball advertisement, it became apparent that “chicks dig the long ball.” As did everyone else. Ruth, the 6-foot-2, 215-pound (before he ate too many hot dogs and drank too much beer) slugger, was the pathfinder.


In 1920, Ruth smashed 54 home runs—another new record— and hit 59 in 1921, breaking his own record for the third straight season. He sent electric voltage through the sport and by 1923, New York’s new home park of Yankee Stadium opened. With Ruth hitting a homer on Opening Day of the season, sportswriter Fred Lieb referred to the ballpark as “The House That Ruth Built.” Crowds were enormous—on the road as well—with fans desperate to see Ruth bash one deep.


As if Babe Ruths could be purchased right off a shelf in a store, other teams felt they needed to get one of them, too. Hitters broke in who had not been weaned on the old-style game, but were brought up with the mindset of swinging away.


In 1920, when Ruth clouted his 59 homers, none of the other 15 teams in the American League hit that many. The St. Louis Browns’ 50 homers came in second to Ruth. In the National League, only the Philadelphia Phillies, with 64 homers, exceeded Ruth’s total.


As a bonus, Ruth’s bombastic presence and extraordinary performance helped baseball recover from the Black Sox Scandal, as the superior Chicago White Sox fixed the outcome of the 1919 World Series, falling to the Cincinnati Reds. This black mark led to the creation of the position of commissioner as the new supreme authority in baseball. Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis promptly banned eight members of the White Sox from the game for life.


This was an embarrassing time for baseball and dented public confidence. The concurrent rise of the Babe, though, overshadowed the negative and infused new life in the sport. While the scandal otherwise might well have developed enervating cynical fans, Ruth, the home run, and more scoring provided the antidote.


New York Giants Hall of Fame infielder Freddie Lindstrom was one observer who encapsulated that.


“The Babe was baseball’s savior,” Lindstrom said. “No doubt about it. Babe Ruth was the greatest morale force in the history of baseball because of his tremendous bat.” Lindstrom was from Chicago and just turning fourteen when the Black Sox Scandal occurred, and he said he was quite demoralized by the news. “We couldn’t believe it.”1


In the decade between the emergence of Ruth’s resurrection act and 1930, baseball was dramatically reshaped. The Babe had become a king, but there were many other hitters who helped retake control of the sport from those once-overwhelming pitchers. As so, the lid was taken off the offense.


The Yankees became the biggest gate attraction, establishing themselves as a powerhouse. For their dominance in 1927, the team gained the sobriquet of “Murderers’ Row.” And while Babe Ruths did not grow on trees, it turned out that once unleashed, other power hitters could excite the populace.


Ruth upped his own single-season record to 60 homers in 1927, and no one else threatened 50, but players like teammate Lou Gehrig, Cy Williams, Rogers Hornsby, Chuck Klein, Jim Bottomley, and Hack Wilson became well known for their long-ball talents, too.


Then, in time for 1930, almost as if an earthquake had reconfigured the paths of two rivers to create a confluence, something seemed slightly amiss in the manufacture of baseballs. It seems that when the season began, pitchers discovered the grip was different; the makers had not raised the stitches appropriately high. This spelled doom for many pitchers relying on curves or other breaking stuff. Most were about to embark on a nightmare season.


Oh, yes, it might be bluntly said there was a shortage of good pitching dotting rosters that season as well. Many of the consistently clobbered pitchers probably did not really belong in the big leagues at all. They could tell their grandkids some distant day in the future they once hurled for the Philadelphia Phillies, but they had to hope the younger relatives never looked up their stats in The Baseball Encyclopedia.
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THE GREAT DEPRESSION


PRESIDENT HERBERT HOOVER was present at the Washington Senators’ season-opening game of 1930 to continue the tradition of the highest elected official in the United States throwing out the ceremonial first pitch.


Hoover was seated in a special presidential box next to the Senators home dugout. Not known as a great athlete, though he did have a serious passion for fishing, when Hoover rose from his seat to toss the pitch he showed he didn’t have his best stuff. If Hoover had been winding up and firing from the mound to the plate, it would not have been called a strike.


If this was a respite from his onerous duties, taking in a ballgame was only temporary amusement. The thriving United States of the 1920s was imploding, entering an economic crisis that was the worst in the nation’s history.


The Great Depression, the economic plague would come to be called, would ruin many financially. On April 14, it was early in the collapse, but the storm had arrived, if not yet unleashed its full force.


When the 16 big-league teams gathered for spring training, Babe Ruth was a holdout. The immensely popular Ruth helped bring crowds to Yankee Stadium that bulged to more than 70,000 at times. In 1923, their first season in Yankee Stadium, the club attracted more than one million fans. In 1924, likewise. This was true again in 1926. Attendance was closer to 1.2 million in 1927, the year of the Murderers’ Row Yankees.


The Yankees won almost all of the time, fielded the biggest hitters, and were situated in the media capital of the country. And Ruth was the ringmaster of this circus, his every move chronicled by an adoring press, often his moon face leaping from the pages of the New York dailies, beloved by children who dreamed of spending just a moment with the Big Guy as he scrawled his autograph.


It had been a decade since Boston had parted ways with Ruth, the most valuable property in baseball, and the Yankees reaped the bountiful harvest. Once he came under the sway of Christy Walsh, the first genuine player-agent, he was made aware of his true earning potential.


Ruth’s annual salary grew, even if negotiations between him and general manager Ed Barrow and Yankees owner Jacob Ruppert were sometimes more like a tug of war than push and pull over dollars and sense.


The Depression really began on September 4, 1929, before the end of the previous baseball season. This was swiftly followed by the Black Tuesday stock market crash of October 29, 1929, which spurred the steady decline of the world’s gross domestic product. The World Series had been over for just ten days and it had been a rosy season for baseball. The American League’s Philadelphia Athletics bested the National League’s Chicago Cubs in five games.


The severity of the Depression was not immediately recognized and there was optimism in some quarters of a quick reversal. That did not occur.


Babe felt he was worth big bucks and by all objective measures was absolutely correct. Ruth had just completed a $70,000-a-year contract. Two-thirds of American families lived on $2,500 a year. As Ruth advanced into his thirties (he turned thirty-five before the 1930 season was due to start), he wanted more. Maybe he sensed his heyday was winding down.


Ruth approached the front office with a demand for a three-year, $85,000-a-year deal. Barrow and Ruppert resisted. As Opening Day drew nearer, Ruth finally capitulated. He settled for a two-year contract at $80,000 a season, still a remarkable sum for the era. This was especially true for a time of uncertainty, though the depths of those Depression woes were not yet 100 percent clear.


This was the signing occasion when Ruth uttered one of his most memorable bon mots. Upon learning the munificence of Ruth’s new salary, newspapermen declared he was making more money than the president. Ruth wittily responded, “I had a better year than he did.” Strangely, for such an oft-quoted sentence, with some variations, the words have been attributed to Ruth with no apparent original source.


It definitely seems like something Ruth would have said. In any case, once his new arrangement was sealed with the Yankees, Ruth was out-earning Hoover, whose salary was $75,000 a year.


Given the serious problems facing the United States, it was quite the legitimate argument that Ruth also did have a better year than Hoover.


Hoover has not been treated very kindly by history. In fact, early on in his presidency he was aggressive in seeking to combat the mushrooming Depression, from proposing a $160 tax cut to securing big business executives’ support for $1.8 billion in investment. Henry Ford, as big a magnate as there was, announced he would raise daily wages from six dollars to seven dollars at his Ford plants. In response, unions backed off demands for more money.


But the Depression steamrolled everything. At its worst, within a couple of years, one in four Americans was unemployed. Millions could not pay their rent and were evicted. Major cities relied on soup kitchens to feed the hungry. The homeless set up shanty towns that were called “Hoovervilles” to deride the president.


Baseball was by far the most popular sport in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, but it was about to suffer its own decline due to the Depression as well. After Ruth’s high-end, two-year contract expired, his next salary called for $52,000.


By then, attendance was plummeting as fans were more worried about where their next meals were coming from than spending money on baseball tickets.


Things were fairly robust in 1930. The Chicago Cubs had the best attendance in the sport, with 1,463,624 fans cramming into Wrigley Field. The Yankees drew 1,169,230. Brooklyn also attracted more than a million fans with the turnstiles humming for 1,097,329 visitors. But by 1933, it was a whole different world. No team drew a million fans, and no team averaged 10,000 fans a game. The Yankees were tops with 728,014 fans for the season. The lowly St. Louis Browns couldn’t give tickets away, as the expression goes. The Browns’ season total was a stunning 88,113. For the entire year.


The sport’s average crowd sank to lower than 5,000 fans per game in ’33, the bottom. Not only Babe Ruth, but all other players ceased receiving raises. It took a full decade for the Depression to wane, and it took amped up production as the United States turned to World War II for the economy to completely revive.
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HACK WILSON—MAN OF THE HOUR


HIS FIRST NAME was Lewis, but Hack is what he did with his mighty lumber. The Chicago Cubs outfielder, who lived a life of some fabulous highs, and whose life is often viewed as a tragedy, is best remembered for his performance in 1930.


While some other ballplayers truly were akin to Halley’s Comet, Wilson was the real deal, piling up worthy statistics in the second half of the 1920s while building a genuine resume of respect.


Lewis Robert Wilson was born in Ellwood City, Pennsylvania, in 1900, growing up in the heart of steel country. Wilson’s physical stature was always something underestimated. Unlike the preferred athlete, he was not lanky. Wilson was stocky and short by major-league standards, even during his era, listed as standing 5-foot-6. But he was an extraordinarily powerful man. His shoulders were broad, and while his legs may have been short, they were heavily muscled. His arms appeared to be as thick as his bat.


Visually, Wilson did not make a good first impression when baseball scouts came around. He thrived on stickball when young and was gregarious with friends. He wanted to be liked and considered one of the gang. Life was not particularly easy in a mill town an hour from Pittsburgh. Wilson’s father, Robert, worked in the mills and was a drinking man. Then he got a teenager pregnant, who sought legitimacy for the boy. Robert did not wish to marry. This disappointed Wilson’s mother, who was also a heavy drinker.


The boy had little parental guidance and, at age sixteen, quit school to work. He got a job at a print works and also caddied, but devoted free time to baseball. “Even in those days, I pictured myself a big-leaguer,” Wilson said.1


It was work in harsh environments, lifting and carrying, lifting and carrying, which built Wilson’s strength. “I worked at the print shop for two years,” Wilson said, “during which time I carried a million pounds of lead and was getting to be a big, husky kid.”2


Eventually, Wilson and his father moved to the town of Eddystone. In the mid-teen years of the twentieth century, Wilson was enamored by the periodic appearance of a big leaguer named Bris Lord, who played for the Philadelphia Athletics. Lord passed through town and his shiny car caught Wilson’s fancy.


He later recalled talking to himself, inspired by Lord’s vehicle. “Keep on trying, Lewis,” he said, “and you too will be a big-league ballplayer and own your own automobile.”3


How many American boys with even a smidgeon of baseball ability thought that way? And how few of them ever made it to the big time? Wilson was one dreamer that became an exception.


At twenty-one, Wilson made his debut in the minors with the Martinsburg Mountaineers in the Class D Blue Ridge League. He appeared in just 30 games, yet batted .356. That limited exposure was partially due to injury, but he was showing those teams who doubted him. Back for more seasoning the following year, he hit .366 with 30 home runs.


Wilson spent most of the 1923 season with Class B Portsmouth of the Virginia League, and his batting eye was even sharper, based on a .388 average. But Wilson could play and the team owner offered him around $25,000, hoping to score a nice payday. Hall of Fame manager John J. McGraw came to watch Wilson play, and although Wilson bashed the ball around, McGraw was hesitant. This was another case of prejudice because of Wilson’s build. Sometimes weightlifters and muscle-bound wrestlers are said to have “no neck.” That was exactly what McGraw said of Wilson. “That guy don’t look like a ballplayer,” McGraw said. “He’s too short and he has no neck.”4


This was not the only time McGraw misjudged Wilson. McGraw, an old-time practitioner of the scientific approach to the game, which had been so good to him as a player and a manager, was not yet sold on the long ball.


Yet McGraw’s owner friend in Virginia hounded him to take Wilson because he strongly believed in the youngster’s talent. After considerable lobbying, McGraw purchased Wilson for $11,000. The New York Giants brought Wilson to the National League, but only worked him into three games at the end of the 1923 season.


The Giants were a powerhouse in this era. In 1921 and 1922, the club won the NL pennant and the World Series. The next two seasons, the Giants also won the flag, making it four in a row. But they fell to the Yankees in 1923 and to the Washington Senators in 1924. Wilson did not appear in one game of the championship round in 1923 . . . but things changed in 1924.


Although Wilson was not an instant superstar the next season, he did everything at a high rate of speed. His body screamed that he could not run, but he could—especially in the field. He became a starter in 1924, and was in the majors to stay. He played in 107 games for the Giants, hitting .295 and clouting 10 home runs. At times he looked tough in the batter’s box and then suddenly seemed vulnerable to a good curveball. George Kelly shared a lineup spot with Wilson because when Hack slumped, McGraw was quick to replace him. Even though he was a consistent starter, his skipper was yet to truly trust him.


Still, in 1924, Wilson played in all seven Series games, although he batted just .233, going 7-for-30. Yet, for a guy who had been snubbed and whom even his manager had not felt was terribly impressive, Wilson had come far quickly.


Unlike some, Wilson did not come to New York with a ready-made nickname. Although “Hack” fit, and his acceptance of the nickname is still part of his image of taking his hacks at the plate, it is also said that once he became a solid player in ’24, a newspaper took a fan vote to bestow some kind of moniker on him to replace the formal and more pedestrian Lewis. That activity produced “Hack.” While there may have been trepidation from the Giants front office, the fans liked the guy.


Wilson became entangled in a controversial fielding play in a big game against the Dodgers that, in the retelling, seems astonishing. There were so many fans present that day that they were not all confined to the grandstands; the overflow was bunched together in the outfield.


Brooklyn’s Johnny Mitchell blasted a shot to center. Wilson, who took pride in his hustle and fielding, sprinted for the ball. He essentially barged into the crowd, thrust his hand in the air . . . and disappeared from view. Time elapsed with no sign of Wilson. Then a fan tossed the player’s cap back onto the grass. That was followed by his glove sailing through the air. Then Wilson burst from the mob, his bare right hand clutching the ball. He waved and claimed he caught it clean.


Umpire Bill Klem did not believe Wilson’s catch was kosher, however. He was no eyewitness, his view blocked by the fans, but he ruled the hit a ground-rule double. Wilson was furious. It was the greatest catch of his life and he felt cheated.


In a much later newspaper interview, Wilson was asked if he really did catch the ball. “Even the Giants asked me that after the game,” he said of his teammates. And when I insisted I did, I felt some of them didn’t believe me. But I swear to heaven I caught the ball.”5


Wilson said he tracked the ball through the crowd and timed his leap to make the grab, thrusting his glove in the air, and then tumbling to the ground. He was aware there was a child seated on the ground and he tried to land carefully with his legs splayed so he did not injure the youngster with his spikes.


As he tilted off-balance, one fan seized his glove and another grabbed his hat, but he protected the ball in his right, bare hand.


Wilson’s prime days in New York did not last very long. He was suckered into swinging at too many curveballs he missed, had ankle problems that inhibited some of his movement, and never really got on the right side of McGraw. By 1925, McGraw was losing interest and patience in Wilson. Hack was deployed in only 62 games and batted just .239. In August of that season, Wilson was exiled to Toledo of the American Association in a trade for Earl Webb, who would have better days with the Boston Red Sox. Toledo also got a player to be named later in Pip Koehler. Wilson was disheartened by the deal, but ended up benefiting greatly.


This was a McGraw mistake. In 55 games with Toledo, Wilson batted .343 and was drafted by the Chicago Cubs. It was a wise move.


“We stole him from the Giants,” said Cubs manager Joe McCarthy. “They had sent him to the minors and forgotten to recall him. A critical mistake. So he was unprotected when the draft came around. McGraw hit the ceiling when he heard about it. I don’t think he ever got over it. Wilson led the league [in home runs] four of the next five years.”6


In 1925, Wilson could barely distinguish himself as one of the Giants’ top five outfielders. In 1926, he was fifth in the National League MVP voting. He played in 142 games, scored 97 runs, led the league with 21 homers, knocked in 109 runs, batted .321, and registered an on-base percentage of .406.


Following his early struggles, this is when Hack Wilson became Hack Wilson. Over the following three seasons—1927, 1928, and 1929—Wilson smacked 30, 31, and 39 home runs, also leading the NL in the first of those two seasons. His average was also above par, hitting .318 (1927), .313 (1928), and .345 (1929). In 1929, Hack led the league in runs batted in with 159.


So it would be inaccurate to suggest Wilson came out of nowhere when he recorded his phenomenal slugging season of 1930. He had been trending in that direction.


This was also true about his off-field behavior. Wilson enjoyed going to speakeasies and nightclubs (remember that this was during Prohibition and imbibing was illegal) and drank heavily. He was viewed as a life-of-the-party guy, but in a good way. It was not a common occurrence for other ballplayers to take a teammate aside and whisper that they might need assistance with their “habits.” Baseball players drank when they were on the road, based in cities for several games in a row, particularly in this era before night ball. The games were played in the afternoon and the players had every night free unless they were hopping a train to the next city.


Many Cubs kept company with Hack in those late-hours joints. They drank often, too, and Wilson was known as a star who picked up the tab for the whole gang. Applying more modern standards, Wilson would have been identified as an alcoholic and judged that way.


It is challenging enough to hit a baseball thrown by a professional pitcher, so not being sober in the batter’s box can be dangerous. Wilson recognized his own foibles to a degree and insisted he was never drunk on the field.


“I’ve never played a game drunk,” he said. “Hungover, yes. But drunk, no.”7


Maybe alcohol fueled Wilson’s fearsome temper—he never wished to back away from a fight, and his strength gave him the same advantage in combat that he brought to his at-bats. “That’s the way it was with Hack,” McCarthy said. “Good-natured as he could be, but things seemed to happen to him.”8


McCarthy said those who might seek a fight with Wilson never did so twice. Once, Wilson carried over a battle that began the night before at the ballpark to the train station where the Cubs and Cincinnati Reds were boarding. He planned revenge, and when a peacemaker with Cincinnati tried to hold him back, Wilson leveled them both. A Chicago Tribune story reported, “Hack Wilson . . . yesterday hit three baseballs for singles and two Cincinnati pitchers on the nose.”9


Wilson probably hit the baseballs on the nose, too.
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BILL TERRY OUTHITTING THEM ALL


BILL TERRY WAS never as flamboyant as Babe Ruth, never the slugger the likes of Jimmie Foxx, and sometimes took a back seat to Rogers Hornsby. Yet while the man was somewhat overshadowed in the 1920s because he was not a power hitter at a time when the home run was ascendant, he was as solid a hitter as anyone of his era.


William Howard Terry was born October 30, 1898, in Atlanta, Georgia. He was a Southern man who starred for a Northern team, playing his entire 14-year career for the New York Giants. He did not get his first big-league at-bat until the 1923 season, when he was already twenty-four. He hit just .143 in nine plate appearances, so there was no telling this was a guy who would become an 11-time .300-plus hitter.


By 1922, John J. McGraw was well into his 30-year tenure with the Giants. McGraw was the kingpin manager of the National League and often scouted his own players to keep the Giants winners, taking ten pennants and three World Series championships.


Evidence of how hard-nosed McGraw could be in running his club—and make no mistake, it was his club—was in the nickname “Little Napoleon.” Yes, McGraw was a dictator. He was also called “Muggsy” by some, but not too loudly since he was not keen on the moniker.


As part of their preseason spring training annual ritual, the Giants worked their way north before settling into the big-league opener at the Polo Grounds or elsewhere in the NL. Typically, the team made a stop in Memphis, Tennessee. Talent whisperers had McGraw’s ear, touting a young pitcher who briefly shined in the Southern Association, then left the game to go into the oil business. These baseball wisemen friendly to McGraw said this fella was a can’t-miss guy.


Terry, who stood 6-foot-1 and weighed a sturdy 200 pounds, met McGraw in his room at the Peabody Hotel, then as now, the most famous hotel in the city. McGraw was interested, especially since Terry made a good presentation: he was well-dressed, of pleasant demeanor, and had a good build. When he asked Terry how much money he wanted to join the Giants, Terry responded he had a secure job that was helping take care of his growing family and would need at least as much as he was making at Standard Oil of Louisiana.


Yes, he knew this was the Giants, the multiple-time champion Giants, no minor-league club. Terry responded he wanted a three-year contract starting at $800 a month. McGraw recoiled at the amount. Terry basically then said it seemed the two men had nothing to talk about. No deal was hatched that day.


Terry had a passion for baseball from his youth, though initially it was all about pitching. It was quite some time before hitting took precedence and he became a stylish first baseman.


“I was interested in baseball,” Terry said. “I was interested in playing it, from the time I was a little kid. I never will forget, my father decided I couldn’t throw hard, so he got a mitt someplace, said, ‘I want to see how hard you throw.’ Well, we went out in the backyard and he marked out the distance—and he couldn’t catch me. I’d get warmed up and I’d turn the ball loose —Jiminy Christmas—I’d hit him all over.”1


A lefty batter, Terry was also a southpaw thrower. He did not come from a close-knit family. His parents were often at war and eventually split up for good when he was a teen. He left school at thirteen and took various jobs. It was no wonder he sought a reliable income when he latched onto Standard Oil; he wanted his own family to have the security he missed out on.


Terry experienced some good moments hurling for semi-pro teams and in the low minors, topping out with Class B Shreveport. He finished 14–11 with a 3.00 earned-run average in that last season. That was in 1917. Then Terry got married—his wife’s family had moved to Memphis—and he did not play another professional inning until 1922. It was hardly a recommended career path.


While some teams wanted to rent Terry’s skills, he turned them down for a lower-level steady job, making batteries. The oil company had its own baseball team and while working full-time for the outfit, Terry played weekends for the Standard Oil Polearines.


Terry actually helped found that team, managed it, and when not pitching, took the field at first base. That was how he trained himself around the bag. There is no indication Terry was discontented with his lot. He was happy with wife Elvena, his regular job, his baby son, and enjoyed playing competitive ball part-time.


If things had ended there, the world would not had heard of Bill Terry. He began receiving some regional baseball notoriety in the Memphis newspapers and sometimes when traveling, playing in such cities as Little Rock, Arkansas.


Only a month passed between the meeting between Terry and McGraw before the Giants called back. McGraw did not direct-dial—he had someone else do it—but Terry was promised a job on the terms he outlined during his face-to-face meeting with McGraw. Terry met the Giants on the road and McGraw had him practice to examine the goods with his own eyes, though it makes one wonder what would have happened if McGraw was disappointed after the recommendations.


After only a few days with the Giants, McGraw said the organization needed help in Toledo with the Class AA club. He couched Terry’s shift to Ohio in terms of doing the team a favor. Terry ascertained his wages would remain the same, so he departed for an 88-game stay in Toledo. Even though he was supposed to be a pitcher, going 9–9 with a 4.25 earned-run average, he impressed more with the bat, averaging .336. The transformation to position player was nearly complete.


Terry spent most of 1923 with the Toledo Mud Hens, showing up in just three games for the Giants with one hit in seven at-bats. The time spent in Toledo was worth the investment, in terms of experience for Terry and in terms of the Giants really seeing what he could do. He played in 109 games for Toledo and hit .377 with 14 home runs that summer, but mostly became known as a swinger who swatted the ball to the outfield gaps, collecting hard singles and doubles. Terry was not a renowned slugger, although he did hit as many as 28 homers in a season in the majors (1932).


Given how young he was, Terry must have made a different type of impression with the Giants because he was named the Mud Hens manager on August 1. That almost seemed like a retirement job, not for a player so young, though it was really just a stopgap move for Terry and the team. He didn’t even finish the season. When his grandmother died, Terry left for the funeral and never returned to Toledo.


Although he was with the Giants for good starting in 1924, it almost seemed as if he brought the wrong bats with him. He got into 77 games and hit just .239, certainly not what was expected after his season in Toledo. The main problem was a broken ankle incurred while sliding on the basepaths.


In 1925, Terry batted .319 with 11 home runs and 70 runs batted in through 133 games for the Giants, but even that was not the true beginning of his emergence as a Hall Famer. In 1926, Terry appeared in 98 games and batted just .289. He was a holdout as the team prepared for the season—as was the team’s other first baseman, George Kelly. Something had to give and it was Kelly, who signed first.


Terry tried to stay in touch with McGraw, but with Kelly in the fold and Terry not yet showing the type of steady production he expected, McGraw told reporters he was sitting on it, not responding because “a submission to Terry’s financial demands would probably be too great a strain on the bond market.”2


Terry sounded somewhat imperial in his rejection of the Giants’ offer, saying, “I’ll go back home and go to work before I’ll play at those figures.”3


Terry had become a home developer and landlord, so he could fall back on another job to make a respectable living. Kelly was on fire in spring training, yet Terry could make good on his threat to leave the sport and take another direction in life. That was not truly in his heart, but he felt his chief responsibility was to provide for his family.


From their first meeting, McGraw and Terry dickered over price. As the Giants broke camp and followed the usual path north, they once again parked at the Peabody Hotel. Terry made overtures, calling McGraw in his room, but he ducked him. He didn’t want to talk. So Terry issued a public statement, saying, “I have called McGraw’s room several times and knocked at his door several times,” Terry said, “and as long as I get no answer, I assume he doesn’t want to see me. . . . if they are not willing to do business, I suppose that it means I will stay in Memphis and forget the idea of playing baseball.”4


It was these types of passive-aggressive confrontations that drove a bit of a wedge between McGraw and Terry. Terry was never really one of the spirited manager’s favorites. He wanted players who bled baseball, like Frankie Frisch and others, who would listen to him and not defy him, whether it was about money or not. McGraw seemed to hold a grudge, handing first base to Kelly for the most part and relying on Terry more as a pinch-hitter. (In 46 of those 98 games, Terry had just one plate appearance.)


Golf aside, and thinking in general, McGraw may well have been focused on Terry in a comment: “The first-class baseball player must think, talk and eat baseball, in addition to playing it, and I don’t want any of my players sitting around and talking nothing but golf in the heat of the pennant race.”5


The chill remained past Opening Day. Terry finally reported on April 26. That was Terry’s last holdout for some time. Finally, in 1927, Terry became a star, a player McGraw could at least love on the field. That year he batted .326 with 20 home runs, accompanied by 121 RBIs. Showing some speed afoot, Terry slashed 13 triples.


Intriguingly, the Giants had an all Hall of Fame infield of Terry at first, Rogers Hornsby at second, Travis Jackson at shortstop, and Freddie Lindstrom at third . . . yet could only finish 92–62, two games out of first.


The next season, 1928, Terry again batted .326, with 17 home runs and 101 RBIs. Given his time away from the sport, Terry was already twenty-nine years old. Yet his performances would be marked by an upward trajectory.


By then, McGraw was starting to make enemies on his own team and, three decades into his role, was starting to become grumpy and physically unwell. He still had the power to shake things up, however. The Giants parted with Hornsby, sending him to the Chicago Cubs. But in ’29, outfielder Mel Ott hit in the .320s for the second year in a row, and Carl Hubbell blossomed into an 18-game winner.


In 1929, Terry was a .372 hitter with 14 home runs, 117 RBIs, 10 stolen bases, a .418 on-base percentage, and 226 hits. He was one of the best batsmen in baseball and was primed for what would become his greatest and most memorable season.
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BABE RUTH STILL IN THERE SLUGGING


BY 1930, BABE Ruth was already the greatest slugger of all time. He was the dominant power hitter before the decade changed, and was still batting those balls to the moon for several years into the ’30s.


For Ruth, 1930 was merely a train stop; merely one of his many phenomenal statistical years. The man who essentially invented the home run was a run-of-the-mill great, meaning he set no records that season. Of course, by then he had plastered his name next to several highests, biggests, and most astonishing numbers.


Although some players had better all-around years than Ruth here and there, there was no argument put forth, no case to be made, that he was not still king of the castle. This was a man who had struck 54, 59, and 60 home runs in different seasons. People may have made fun of his conditioning as his stomach began to balloon, but no one ever suggested Ruth lacked the eyesight to destroy pitchers’ confidence.


The baseball world may have been catching up in some ways, but Ruth still put together a typical statistical year in 1930—one of several he had equaled—that would make other batters envious and that would be worthy of Most Valuable Player consideration many years over the ensuing decades.


Since a handful of others registered some of the most amazing stats of their careers in that season—or in a few cases, that were ever seen—given his year-by-year standards, Ruth was merely “great” in the season of the hitter.


At thirty-five years of age, Ruth played 145 games for the Yankees, made 676 plate appearances, led the American League in home runs with 49 (the eleventh of the twelve times he would top the circuit), knocked in 153 runs, stole 10 bases, batted .359, led the league in walks (136), on-base percentage (.493), and slugging (.732).


For almost anyone else in history—Hall of Famers included— that might be a career year. For Ruth, that was the kind of season he had routinely been recording for the past decade. Best remembered for his 714 home runs, he also drove in 2,214 runs—leading the league in that category five times. He walked more than anyone else, and his lifetime on-base percentage was a ridiculous .474, partnered with an astounding record career slugging of .690. While Ruth captured just one batting title, his lifetime average was .342.


Ruth made a million friends for the sport, charmed children everywhere he traveled, and his larger-than-life personality pretty much made him the best-known man—not merely athlete— in the country. Almost totally overlooked just about as soon as Ruth began banging home runs beyond the tall and deep walls of ballparks was how excellent a pitcher he was. The southpaw won 94 games, set a World Series record for consecutive scoreless innings, and posted a career earned-run average of 2.28. Taken together, the hitting and pitching achievements buttress the case that Ruth was the greatest ballplayer of all.


By 1919, as Ruth was making the transition from full-time pitcher to full-time outfielder and hitter, he was still a bit of a hybrid. He won nine games on the mound, but led the AL with 11 homers and hit .300. He wanted to be paid as a star and this holdout/negotiation with the infamous Red Sox owner Harry Frazee, led to the end of Ruth’s ride in Boston. While Frazee was a theatre impresario, the tale that he sold Ruth to the Yankees for $125,000 so he could finance the Broadway show No, No Nanette was not accurate. While Frazee did put on that musical, it was not until several years later. When he sold Ruth to New York, Frazee became one of the most hated men (if not public enemy No. 1) in Boston baseball history.


Ruth wanted $10,000 to play another year for Boston and Frazee either did not have the cash, or simply refused to pay the freight.


This is how Ruth remembers the money confrontation: “I put my price at $10,000 and felt I had it coming. But Frazee yelled as if I were trying to rob the cash drawer at the old Frazee Theatre in New York. For $10,000, he said he’d expect at least John Barrymore. I asked him what good Barrymore’s profile would be with the bases filled in a tight ballgame.”1


Frazee was not smart enough to realize he already had the John Barrymore of baseball in his employ and Ruth could sell many more tickets than the thespian. Ruth was as much the showman as Barrymore.


So history was written, or rewritten. Ed Barrow led the Red Sox to a World Series crown in 1918 from the dugout. In 1919 Barrow asked Ruth if he wanted to stay on the mound or move to the outfield permanently. Ruth replied, “Well, I certainly like to hit.” Barrow said, “If you love to hit that much, I’ll just have to keep you in the game every day.”2


Ruth set a new home run record in 1919, the first season after World War I had ended. He smacked 29 and some fans threw him a special day of recognition in appreciation. Ruth received some gifts and when a sportswriter asked the Bambino what Frazee gave him, Ruth said, “A cigar.”3 Frazee did not admire the Babe’s candor. If the intention was to make Frazee look cheap, Ruth was successful. Perhaps that lit the fuse that ticked Frazee off enough to succumb to Yankee wooing.


Frazee was tired of Ruth. Barrow moved to New York as business manager-general manager and engineered the trade bringing Ruth to the Bronx. Big, haunting mistake by Frazee. A superstar was born in New York and it wasn’t Lady Gaga.


Babe Ruth defined the home run and the home run defined him for posterity. But a review of his best batting averages in the 1920s leads one to wonder how many times he may have hit .400 if he had concentrated on base hits more than the long ball. In different seasons, Ruth batted .376, .378, .393, .378, .372, and .373. Likewise, one can only wonder what kind of lifetime batting totals he might have compiled if he hadn’t focused on pitching at the front end of his career and if he had focused on conditioning in his thirties. There would have been stupefying numbers next to his name in the record books, à la Cy Young in pitching, records never to be broken. Of course, when Ruth retired in 1935, those career statistics were believed untouchable.


Also, what fun would a Babe Ruth who was serious, sober, and single-minded have been instead of the freewheeling fellow who became so beloved? Take away the trappings and the booming shots into the stratosphere and Ruth was Lou Gehrig, a great who projected low-key sincerity, or Rogers Hornsby, another great, but a cold customer.


Ruth was not a highly educated man. He spent much of his youth in an orphanage in Baltimore, St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys, and he was no Phi Beta Kappa. But he did have an innate sense of his own worth and a manner which combined with his baseball exploits made him extraordinarily popular. It didn’t take long after joining the Yankees for him to recognize the home run was his financial ticket.


It was Hall of Fame Yankees manager Miller Huggins who said, “New York is a home run town.”4 That made the immature Ruth and the glitzy city a match.


Ruth laughed his way around the bases as his tape-measure jobs landed on nearby planets. Originally, when he set the homer mark of 29, he realized some scribes and baseball people believed he had taken the seasonal record as far as it could go. When he amassed a new record of 54 homers, he increased the record by nearly 50 percent, skipping the 30s and 40s altogether. He was fully cognizant no one believed the record would increase.


“They thought my 54 of 1920 was such an unheard-of accomplishment that no one again could ever push it up that high,” Ruth said.5


Wrong again. Ruth bashed 59 home runs in 1921. Then came 1927, the Murderers’ Row Yankees who obliterated the American League pennant race with a 110-44 record when Ruth broke his own standard with 60 home runs. That was the single-season mark for 34 years until Roger Maris collected his 61 homers. What is usually overlooked is that Ruth came back with 54 home runs again in 1928. That meant during the 1920s, he clubbed 50 or more home runs four times.


As the decade turned to 1930, no other player had ever hit 50 in a season. In the National League, Hornsby, then with the St. Louis Cardinals, hit 42 in 1922, and Chuck Klein of the Philadelphia Phillies hit 43 in 1929.


It was all a blast to Ruth. He was making more money than he imagined. He was the biggest star on the winningest team. Women threw themselves at him. He drove fine automobiles, replacing them on a whim, dressed in high fashion, sometimes in suits, wearing spats. He played golf in a better wardrobe than Bobby Jones, mingled in high society and among the biggest star athletes from other sports.


Except for Prohibition, which Ruth pretty successfully eluded, there were barely any restraints on his behavior. He was unleashed from the hard-knocks upbringing of the orphanage and felt no authority figure, Huggins, Barrow, or Yankees owner Jake Ruppert, could govern his domain. In one of the most enduring of baseball comments, when New York outfielder Ping Bodie was asked what it was like to room on the road with Ruth, he said, “I don’t know. I don’t room with Babe Ruth. I room with his suitcase.”6
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