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To the grandparents and parents who pass along the love of baseball to young fans
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Foreword by Michael Kay



I grew up with a dream that I wanted to play first base for the New York Yankees. That dream ended in a hurry, as I was a rational kid who knew that being afraid of being hit by the baseball was not a good way to make it to the big leagues.

But I made an adjustment. At the age of nine, knowing I was all field, very little hit, I declared to my parents that I was going to be the announcer for the Yankees. Pretty lofty goal for an adult, let alone a nine-year-old. And if you do the math, the inability to a hit a baseball actually decreased my chances to be a part of the Yankees. Consider: A major league team carries twenty-five players on a roster and might add a few more if there are injuries or demotions during the season, while most major league teams have just two play-by-play announcers, one on radio and one on TV. That’s it. That means twenty-five to maybe forty men have a chance to play for the Yankees in a season, while two men get the coveted job of calling the action.

With the odds against me, I knew I had to do my homework. I devoured everything I could possibly get my hands on regarding the New York Yankees. I wanted to know everything about this franchise. In school, most every book report I handed in was on a Yankee biography. I read anything I could that had anything to do with the Yankees. I needed to know their history, from the Highlanders to the Yankees, from Jacob Ruppert to George Steinbrenner, who bought the team in 1973, when I was twelve.

To say my parents were a bit concerned with my obsession might be understating matters. Wanting to be the Yankee announcer is a pretty heady goal, and the chances of reaching it were remote, but they never discouraged me. They would occasionally tell me to maybe diversify my interests a bit, just in case I did not get the job, but teachers told them, as long as it gets him to read as much as he does, let him do it.

Boy, could I have saved a lot of time if Pinstripe Pride had been around when I was a kid. This book is a veritable primer for any youngster who has a love of the Yankees and a desire to know the history of the organization. Everything is covered. From Babe Ruth to George Steinbrenner, from Lou Gehrig to Derek Jeter, you will get the scoop. And the stories are endless, and interesting, and impossible to put down.

Growing up in the Bronx, my Yankees were Bobby Murcer, Thurman Munson, Ron Blomberg, and Roy White. They were the heart of a team that struggled in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Players like Horace Clarke and Jerry Kenney tried their best but dotted a roster that just wasn’t good enough. This stretch of time was one of the rare down times in Yankee history, but for a kid, when the Boss turned things around and put together championship squads in 1977 and 1978, it made it all sweeter. I certainly wasn’t spoiled.

In Pinstripe Pride, you get a chance to read about all of them, and all of those teams. Players like Bernie Williams, Jorge Posada, Andy Pettitte, and Mariano Rivera come to life as you learn the back stories of what made them great.

I’ve always felt that connecting the eras of players and sitting down and comparing their stats amounts to a history lesson passed from generation to generation. My dad would tell me about Ruth and DiMaggio, and I would try to imagine what they would be like on the team for which I was rooting. I think love of sports connects mothers and fathers and sons and daughters, all the way back to grandparents. It’s a common language spoken through the years that never feels old or dated. The stories you read in Pinstripe Pride serve as the thread through the fabric of our lives, uniting all ages within the Yankee mosaic.

For me to have gotten the opportunity to be just a small part of the story when I was hired to broadcast Yankee baseball in 1992 is a small Bronx miracle. A kid who grew up ten minutes from the stadium has had the chance to call World Series championships and perfect games, while being witness to some of the greatest moments in the team’s history. Although corny, it is true that sometimes dreams come true.

And with the realization of my dream, I’ve been fortunate enough to meet some of my idols from childhood and actually call some of them friends. When a thirty-year-old gets to meet Bobby Murcer (the reason I wore number 1 in Little League) and find out he is as fine a man as he was a ballplayer, it brings out the little boy in you.

Pinstripe Pride is a book you will find hard to put down. The guess here is that when your parents say it’s time for bed, this is the book that you read under the blanket with the help of a flashlight. And when you’re done, you’ll probably read it again to see if you missed anything.

Who knows, the next Yankee announcer might be reading this right now, storing all the data in his or her memory to bring up on a future Yankee broadcast.

After covering the Yankees as a newspaper reporter, Michael Kay began broadcasting Yankees baseball in 1992 and is the principal play-by-play announcer for the team’s telecasts.



CHAPTER 1


You Can’t Make This Stuff Up

If the people who ran baseball could have created a superhero to come and save the day, Babe Ruth would have been their guy.

In appearance, in personality, and in ability, he was almost like a comic-book creation. Even his nicknames—the Babe, the Sultan of Swat, and the Bambino—made him seem like he wasn’t real.

But he was real, and his name would have come up over the dinner table at the fancy New York restaurant where the owners of the New York Yankees—Jacob Ruppert Jr. and Til Huston—dined with their friend, Harry Frazee, owner of the Boston Red Sox.

It was Christmastime in 1919. Fans and newspapermen and people who worked in baseball were still talking about the World Series that year, in which the heavily favored Chicago White Sox had lost badly to the underdog Cincinnati Reds. There had been rumors that players on the White Sox might have lost on purpose—bribed by gamblers to “throw” the series. That way, those gamblers could cheat and bet against the White Sox, knowing they would lose, and collect on bets.

It would be another year before the players were arrested for doing just that. They came to be called the Black Sox, and the Black Sox scandal was the worst to ever hit baseball. If gamblers could take over the games by bribing players, then the public trust was gone and the future of the major leagues was in doubt. It was baseball’s worst moment since it had become a professional game in 1869.

So of course Ruppert, Huston, and Frazee would be talking about it. Everyone was.

Frazee not only owned the Red Sox, but he also produced Broadway shows and lived on Park Avenue in New York. It was not uncommon for him to socialize with the Yankees owners. Might they have a few beers with their dinner? Of course! Ruppert, after all, was not only co-owner of the Yankees, but owner of the Jacob Ruppert Brewing Company, one of America’s largest beer producers.
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Babe Ruth was baseball’s biggest star from the time he joined the Yankees in 1920. (Rogers Photo Archives)





The Yankees and the Red Sox had just begun making trades with each other. Five months earlier, in July, the Sox sold a suspended pitcher—Carl Mays—to the Yanks, a deal that the league president, Ban Johnson, tried to stop. Johnson said it wasn’t right to sell a player, and to reward him with a new contract while he was under suspension. It wound up being decided in court, making the Yanks and the Red Sox allies against Johnson. Johnson lost, Mays became a Yankee, and he won nine games in the final two months of the season.

The Red Sox were the more successful team at this point—they had been to the World Series five times since the American League was founded in 1901. They were playing in an eight-year-old ballpark, Fenway Park, where their “Royal Rooters” were very loud and very supportive.

The Yankees had yet to win a pennant, much to the frustration of their fans and their owners. They didn’t even have their own ballpark. They were much less interesting to New York sports fans than the New York Giants baseball team, and the ballpark the Yankees shared with the Giants—the Polo Grounds—was much more crowded when the Giants were playing. Ruppert, in fact, had first tried to buy the Giants before “settling” for the Yankees in 1915, bringing in Huston as a partner.

“So, Harry,” Ruppert might have said, “what are you working on these days?”

And Frazee might have responded, “I’ve got a dandy Broadway musical in the works called No, No, Nanette, but I’m still short of funding for it. It’s always about raising the money when you’re in this business.”

“How about your baseball team, Harry? What’s going on with the Red Sox?”

“Well, I’d like to get back to the World Series, of course. I think we can do it, and I think we can do it with or without this big lug Ruth. He’s such a discipline problem. No rules seem to apply to him. Frankly, he’s asking for too much money, and my patience is wearing thin with him.”

When it came to training rules, like eating the right foods, getting to sleep on time, and generally staying in shape and behaving himself, Babe was not always a model of perfection.

Babe Ruth. Ruppert and Huston probably glanced at each other, maybe winked. They were baseball men, and they knew all about him. He was becoming the biggest box office attraction in the game and had just moved to the outfield, so his bat could be in the lineup every day. He had always been a pitcher—and a terrific one at that—but the team’s manager, Ed Barrow, saw something special there: the ability to hit home runs like nothing that fans had ever seen. Long ones. High ones. Dramatic ones. A lot of them. How could he be doing this, when the baseball itself was considered a “dead ball,” incapable of soaring great distances? Hardly anyone was hitting home runs. Maybe eight or ten a year could lead the league, many of them of the inside-the-park variety.

Imagine trying to hit a pillow two hundred feet, if you want to know what the dead ball felt like! You would soon stop trying and learn to hit it a shorter distance, but between fielders.

Ruppert, although born in New York, came from a German family and sometimes spoke with a German accent. He pronounced Ruth as “Root.”

“Would you ever consider selling Root?”

“Oh, I might indeed,” would have been the response. Frazee was probably already counting the money, realizing he could finance his Broadway productions with it.

This was not a total surprise to Ruppert and Huston. They had earlier dispatched their manager, Miller Huggins, to talk to Frazee, and Huggins had reported that Ruth might be available, perhaps for the huge sum of $125,000.

Ruppert had at first been taken aback by the cost, but he wound up sweetening the deal and making it even more irresistible to Frazee. He would also lend him $300,000, with Frazee putting up Fenway Park as collateral to secure the loan.

Saying “This could be a Merry Christmas for us all,” they toasted the deal with another round of Ruppert beer. They would announce it after the New Year. Frazee would be rid of his disciplinary problem, and the Yankees would have a new star to advertise.

He would be the biggest star baseball had ever had. Wait until New York fans got a load of this one, Ruppert and Huston thought. George Herman “Babe” Ruth was going to be a Yankee.

And the history of the Yankees, the history of the Red Sox, and the history of baseball would never be the same.

•  •  •

Ruth had come to baseball from an unlikely beginning. Considered by his parents to be too difficult to handle, he had been placed in St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys in Baltimore when he was only seven. How difficult could he have been at age seven that his parents felt he needed to be placed in a home for unruly boys? In his autobiography, Ruth began by writing, “I was a bad kid.”

Really? So bad as to be placed in a home for the next twelve years?

No one ever really understood why he was sent to St. Mary’s.

His mother was thought to be ill, either physically or mentally. His father, who owned a saloon, deposited him at St. Mary’s in 1904. It must have been frightening for young George, and we know little about visits from his parents, or time away from the home, which also served as an orphanage.

The best thing that happened to him at St. Mary’s was meeting a priest named Brother Matthias Boutlier, a six-foot-six-inch Canadian who happened to love baseball. He organized and coached school teams and encouraged George to play. And so the young Ruth first tried out baseball equipment and learned to play the game.

He was a natural. Gloves for lefties were not always easy to find, and large uniforms not always available, but Brother Matthias knew that this was the game that made George feel important, made his life at St. Mary’s fun. It even gave him some discipline. At the time, he was mostly a pitcher who threw hard and had good control.

In his twelfth year at the school, he got a lucky break. His skills had been noticed by scouts, and on January 14, 1914, he was offered a contract to pitch for the local minor league team, the Baltimore Orioles. (This was a different team from today’s major league team with the same name.) He was placed under the guardianship of Jack Dunn, owner of the Orioles, and someone said, “Oh, that’s Ruth, he’s just a youngster—he’s Jack Dunn’s babe.” And thus, if we are to believe that story, he became “Babe” Ruth.

He pitched only one year in the minors, winning twenty-two games, dividing his season between Baltimore and Providence, Rhode Island. He even got called up to pitch in five games for the Red Sox, who purchased his contract from Dunn in July. It would be his first of six seasons in Boston, where he helped win two world championships, set pitching records, and became one of the best pitchers in the game.

And yet, his hitting was so good that the Sox needed his bat in the lineup every day. And so on days he didn’t pitch, he played the outfield. And in 1919, his last year in Boston, he hit an unheard-of twenty-nine home runs—a new record!—and pretty much wrapped up his pitching career to focus on hitting. On the Yankees he would be an everyday outfielder.

Some people didn’t like his style of ball. Baseball had always been played by “building runs”—getting singles and doubles and walks, stealing bases, and coming through with sacrifice bunts. The best players in this style had been Ty Cobb and Honus Wagner, and people who loved baseball loved Cobb and Wagner and the way they played.

The way Ruth played—socking balls over fences and producing one, two, three, or four runs at once on a regular basis—was thought by those older fans to be somehow improper, not the way you play the game. But it didn’t take long for everyone to marvel at Ruth’s power. How could anyone do this? It was changing everything—attendance, fan interest, and strategy. And Babe was such a colorful character that film footage of him would regularly be featured as part of newsreels in movie theaters—which is how people saw their news in the days before television. If you went to see a silent movie, there would be the Babe, tickling some young tykes, meeting presidents, grinning for the cameras, wearing funny hats, visiting kids in hospitals, and moving his broad body at pretty good speed around the bases. (The newsreels played in fast motion.)

Babe was a perfect character for what came to be known as the Roaring Twenties. The 1920s was a carefree time in America. The Great War (later called World War I) had ended, and Americans were enjoying the feeling of victory and of being an important nation. People were buying cars, roads were being paved, there was radio in the homes, jazz music was cool, and the economy was good. There was a law called Prohibition, which made it illegal to manufacture or drink beer, wine, or whiskey, but it didn’t seem to bother most people—they found a way to get alcohol. And if you happened to run into Babe Ruth at night, chances were good that it was at a saloon, or a “speakeasy” as they were called, where you could order a drink just like before Prohibition. But you had to be very quiet about it. (Prohibition lasted until 1933.)
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If there was a baseball player in an advertisement in the 1920s, it was probably Babe Ruth. (Marty Appel Collection)





America was falling in love with the Bambino. And by the time the Black Sox players were thrown out of baseball in 1920, people’s attention had shifted to the heroics of the Babe. To this day, many people feel that the arrival of Babe Ruth right after the betting scandal probably saved baseball from ruin. Who cared about eight nitwit cheaters in Chicago when people could marvel at the feats of the Mighty Bambino?

He became the idol of every American boy. He made the Yankees into baseball’s most glamorous franchise and made every boy want to grow up to wear the Yankee uniform.

Beginning with the Babe’s arrival in New York, the Yankees would go on to win twenty-six world championships over the rest of the twentieth century.

Boston won none. None!

Almost a century has passed since he joined the team, but his name remains the best known in baseball history, and he is usually still considered the best player of all time. He was, at once, the best player in the game playing in the biggest city in the country, and stardom was his for the taking. He didn’t let the opportunity pass him by.



CHAPTER 2


The American League Comes to New York

Ban Johnson, the American League president, was the Yankees’ hero when they began, nearly twenty years before the Babe arrived.

The National League had begun play in 1876. For twenty-five years, they operated with little competition.

Johnson created the American League in 1901, and it was a major league, but it did not have a team in New York, America’s biggest city. The American League paid higher salaries than the National League did, and they even managed to steal away some of the National’s big stars, like the great pitcher Cy Young, who went to Boston. But Johnson knew that his league wasn’t really “big-time” without a team in New York.

The New York Giants were an important part of the National League, and they didn’t want the competition from another team in New York. The Giants also had a lot of political friends in New York City, and they relied on their friends in high places to keep Ban Johnson from putting one of his American League teams there by rejecting proposals for new ballparks.

“Can we build a field here?” Johnson would ask.

“Nope.”

“How about here?”

“Nope.”

“What about here?”

“Sorry.”

Without a field, there was no point in creating a team. And so the American League went two seasons without a team in New York.

New York was important to baseball because the game had taken hold there. The fans had been fans for a long time. As early as the 1840s, the game had taken shape on the fields of Hoboken, New Jersey, where volunteer firemen from New York would sail across the Hudson River from Manhattan to enjoy a day off with a bat, a ball, and four bases.
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Big Bill Devery was co-owner of the original Yankees and tried unsuccessfully to run for mayor of New York. (Marty Appel Collection)





There were popular teams around New York even before there was a National League. The Excelsiors of Brooklyn was the team of Jim Creighton and Candy Cummings, and the team where curveball pitching was invented. In 1882 a league called the American Association included a team in New York called the Metropolitans (Mets, for short). New York baseball fans, called cranks, were in love with the game and happy to support local teams. (This was a different New York Mets from the current National League team, which began in 1962.)

During the 1902 season, the Baltimore Orioles team of the American League went bankrupt. (This was again, not the same Orioles team of today, nor was it the minor league team Babe Ruth played for—but another Baltimore Orioles team altogether.) They were not going to be able to field a team in 1903, and Johnson needed to replace them. Again, he looked to New York, hoping to find potential owners for a new team.

There, a sportswriter named Joe Vila introduced him to two fellows who would be interested in owning a team. One was Frank Farrell, “the Pool Room King,” who operated many gambling houses around the city. It was a business that was not legal, but thrived because Farrell paid off corrupt policemen to look the other way.

One of the policemen Farrell paid off was Big Bill Devery, who was the chief of police, but not a very honest one. He was on the receiving end of these payments, he knew Farrell, and he was a person of influence.

Johnson had hoped that his American League would have high standards, well-mannered fans, and no gambling. The National League did not have a good reputation. The fans were rowdy, and it wasn’t a good place for women and children to attend. Farrell and Devery didn’t meet Johnson’s high standards, but because of their connections, they turned out to be the men who could get a ballpark built that the Giants wouldn’t stop.

The park would be in an area of northern Manhattan so hilly and undeveloped that the Giants figured no one would bother going there anyway.

And so Farrell and Devery paid $18,000 to own the New York American League team—and then spent about $275,000 to level the land with dynamite, fill in a creek, and build a ballpark. The site was at 165th Street and Broadway, which today is the site of New York-Presbyterian Hospital. The neighborhood is called Washington Heights, and Alex Rodriguez was born in that neighborhood many years later. Some of the apartment buildings that were across the street from the ballpark, and that can be seen in old photographs, are still standing today.

Fans have come to think of the team by the nickname “Highlanders,” and the ballpark as “Hilltop Park.” Actually, at the time the team played there, they were usually just called the New York Americans, and the signs at the park just said AMERICAN LEAGUE PARK. Newspapers had trouble getting “Highlanders” into headlines and, on their own, began to use “Yankees” or “Yanks” as early as 1904. Fans who went to the hilltop would have to take a streetcar up Broadway. Starting in 1905, they could take the new subway and get off at the Polo Grounds—where the Giants played—and walk ten blocks uptown. By 1906, they finally had their own subway stop.
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Hilltop Park, first home of the Yankees (then called Highlanders), as depicted in this painting by William Feldman. (GoodSportsArt.com; copyright William Feldman)





The ballpark was made of wood, as were most ballparks of the time. And most of them eventually caught fire and burned down. Hilltop Park served as home to the Highlanders for ten years and never burned down. (In fact, it was the better-constructed Polo Grounds that had a big fire in 1911, and they had to share Hilltop Park for a few weeks while the damage was repaired.)

And so the Yankees were born in 1903, the year the Wright Brothers made the first flight, and the year a baby named Lou Gehrig was born just a couple of miles away. The Yankees would learn more of him about twenty years later.

While Hilltop Park wasn’t fancy, it was actually a nice place to see a game. The park could hold about sixteen thousand people, and if you were sitting in the higher seats along the first-base side, you had a terrific view of the setting sun over the Hudson River and the New Jersey Palisades, a line of steep cliffs that run along the river. It was a peaceful setting to enjoy the game, buy a hot dog, keep score with a pencil and a simple scorecard, and enjoy visiting players like Ty Cobb, Walter Johnson, Cy Young, and Nap Lajoie when they came to town.

Except maybe for the day in 1912 that Cobb went into the stands to beat up a fan who was heckling him. Cobb had a sour personality, and his temper was well known. But going into the stands was beyond anything that could be tolerated. Ban Johnson suspended him for that, and his Detroit Tigers teammates, in support, refused to play the next day. Rather than forfeit the game, the Tigers signed up amateur players from local sandlot teams and lost 24–2. And although they only played a single game, all those amateur players are forever listed in record books as having played for the Detroit Tigers.

Ban Johnson (some modern historians like to call him BanJo) wanted the New York team to be good, so he helped Farrell and Devery where he could. He helped get Clark Griffith, a very respected and aging pitcher, to be the manager. The two best players to join the new team were pitcher Jack Chesbro and outfielder “Wee Willie” Keeler.

Chesbro was a good pitcher in the National League but became a great one in New York. In the Highlanders’ second season, 1904, he won forty-one games. That is more than the number of starts today’s pitchers make, so for the time being, it is safe to assume no one will ever break that record.

Chesbro’s best pitch was a spitball, a pitch that broke almost uncontrollably when a pitcher covered the ball with saliva mixed with tobacco juice. The Highlanders had many pitchers who used that pitch. It was legal until 1920, when it was finally banned for being unsanitary—gross, actually—and giving pitchers an unfair advantage. (We now know that chewing tobacco is a health hazard as well.) The owners in 1920 wanted more home runs hit, and fewer weapons for pitchers to get the hitters out. Pitchers who relied on it were allowed to continue to throw it until they retired (this is called “grandfathering” a rule). The last one of these, Burleigh Grimes, did so in 1933.
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“Wee Willie” Keeler could “hit ’em where they ain’t”—and that is how he answered a question about his success. (Rogers Photo Archives)





Keeler had a lifetime .371 average during his twelve years in the National League, including a forty-four-game hitting streak and a .424 average in 1897. He was only five foot four and 140 pounds, and the Highlanders gave him a $10,000 contract, which made him the highest-paid player in the game. He came from Brooklyn, so he was a popular local player, but when he stood in right field in Hilltop Park on opening day in 1903, the fans couldn’t help but laugh. Right field hadn’t been fully seeded with grass yet, and Keeler kept getting stuck in the mud. To keep him from sinking into it, the team had to bring out wooden planks for him to stand on.

Occasionally during the years in Hilltop Park, characters joined the team and won the fans’ hearts. The scrappy little infielder Norm “the Tabasco Kid” Elberfeld was popular, and the first baseman, Hal Chase, was not only popular but the best fielding first baseman of his time. Unfortunately, Chase was often suspected of betting on games, and there were things about his play that made people wonder if he might be losing on purpose to win bets. One of his teammates said, “I always wondered why he would often be just a step late in taking throws at first base!”

Generally speaking, though, the years in Hilltop Park were not very successful ones. The team wasn’t very good, nor was it all that interesting. Home runs? This was not their style, and at the time, it wasn’t how baseball was typically played. In fact, between 1904 and 1910, only eight over-the-fence home runs were hit at Hilltop Park.

The closest they ever came to a championship was in 1904, their second season. The pennant race came right down to the final days of the season, and it was between New York and Boston, the first important contest between two teams that would form one of the great rivalries in sports.

Trainloads of Royal Rooters (a Boston fan club) came from Boston for the big final series. As bad luck would have it, Chesbro, trying for his forty-second win, threw a wild pitch over the catcher’s head, allowing Boston to win the game and the pennant. The pitch was probably a spitball that got away. The sportswriter Mark Roth, who was credited with first calling the team “Yankees,” reported that Chesbro was crying on the team’s bench after the game. Players took winning and losing just as seriously then as they do today.
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“Prince Hal” Chase, shown here in a Giants uniform, was popular with the fans, but players thought he was often gambling on the outcome of his games. (Rogers Photo Archives)







CHAPTER 3


Not Much Luck, Not Any Pennants

After Griffith left as the team’s first manager in 1908, there were a lot of managers who tried but failed to make the team successful. Even players Elberfeld and Chase had their turns. So did Frank Chance, a first baseman who’d won four pennants with the Cubs as manager, but who couldn’t find success in New York. (Chance was famous because a poem was written about the Cubs’ infielders turning a double play, and it was popularly known as “Tinker to Evers to Chance.”)

A man named George Stallings took a turn as manager and failed. Although he later led the Braves from last place on July 4 to the 1914 National League pennant and came to be called a miracle worker, he wasn’t one in New York.

During this time, the Highlanders uniform seemed to change every year. But a cap with the NY logo that we know today emerged in that period. The design was first seen on a police medal designed by Tiffany, the famous jeweler, and the team adopted it as their logo. Occasionally the team wore pinstripe uniforms. Years later people said the pinstripes were designed to make Babe Ruth look slimmer. But that wasn’t the case—they were used before he got there.

A very controversial issue at the time for all teams was playing games on Sunday. Sunday was the only day off for many working-class people. But because many of the nation’s laws were influenced by church teachings, it was illegal to charge admission and encourage fans to go to baseball games on the Sabbath. Politicians who supported teams playing Sunday games were scolded during church sermons. Yet Sunday was the day teams could get their biggest crowds, so it was very tough for the owners to lose that income.

The argument raged on for years. It wasn’t until 1919 that Sunday baseball was permitted in New York, as politicians finally voted to lift the ban. In some cities the ban lasted even longer.

Among the politicians who supported Sunday baseball was a New Yorker who happened to be president of the United States. Teddy Roosevelt was a baseball fan, and in 1908 he invited the team to the White House for a visit. Looking back, we can see how big baseball was becoming: During the visit, the president told the players that his ten-year old son Quentin, who was at school, would be “inconsolable” at missing a chance to meet the players, because he “worshipped them and knew all of their records.”
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Frank Farrell (elbow out) was co-owner with Bill Devery of the original Yankees. Here he occupies a box seat at the Polo Grounds, after the Yankees moved there in 1913. (Bain News Service)





After the 1912 season, another losing one for the Highlanders, the team decided to move out of Hilltop Park. They would make a deal with the Giants to share the Polo Grounds, paying rent to the Giants for their seventy-seven home games. The feuding between the two rivals had simmered down, especially after the Giants had accepted an offer to share Hilltop Park after their fire. Now the Polo Grounds had been rebuilt into the finest park in the land.



CHAPTER 4


The Highlanders Become the Yankees

Make no mistake about it, the Giants were still the most popular team in town. They had Christy Mathewson as their big star. He was admired by all for his intelligence and gentlemanly manners, in addition to his great pitching skills.

The Yankees—they were no longer called the Highlanders—had no big stars and offered little hope. The Giants drew more fans, made more money, and created more excitement. The Yankees—well, they just sort of existed. Their 1913 team not only finished last, they hit only eight home runs and averaged fewer than five thousand fans a game. As Yogi Berra once said, “If people don’t want to go to the games, you can’t stop them.”

Ban Johnson’s patience with the Yankees had grown thin. Farrell and Devery simply weren’t providing the good New York team he had hoped for.

And after 1914, they agreed to sell the team to Jacob Ruppert and Til Huston, the owners who would eventually acquire Babe Ruth.

Ruppert was the better known of the two. Since the Ruppert Brewery employed so many people, since he had been a congressman from New York, and since Ruppert beer advertising was all over town, everyone was familiar with the Ruppert name.

He was called Colonel Ruppert by many, but it was more an honorary title than a military rank, coming from an executive position with the New York National Guard.
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Young Jacob Ruppert inherited his father’s brewery and purchased the Yankees with Til Huston in 1915. (Rogers Photo Archives)





Ruppert was very rich. He had a mansion on Fifth Avenue and a country estate in Garrison, New York. He owned racehorses and yachts, bred Saint Bernards, had collections of rare books, jade, and porcelain, and kept a collection of monkeys at his estate! He was a member of important country clubs, helped finance exploration missions, wore the finest suits, and employed butlers, maids, and chauffeurs. Being seen at a ballpark might not have been the style of his fellow country club members, but he loved baseball.

The Colonel could certainly have bought the Yankees by himself—the price was $460,000—but he wanted a partner who also had good political connections. The partner was not as refined as Ruppert, despite his rather fancy name of Tillinghast L’Hommedieu Huston—“Til” for short. Huston, who was in the military, was sometimes called Cap, and sometimes also Colonel, which were ranks he had reached in the service. He had made his money developing land in Cuba after the Spanish-American War, and in the family business of railroad development.

Ban Johnson was still the powerful president of the league, and to help induce Ruppert and Huston, he had promised to help them acquire some star players for the Yankees. The problem was, he had made the same promise to the new owner of the Cleveland Indians.

When the Boston Red Sox decided to make their star center fielder Tris Speaker available, Johnson had a problem. Speaker was exactly the sort of player who could turn a ball club into a winner. A terrific fielder and a terrific hitter, he would for many years be mentioned with Ruth and Cobb as part of the “all-time greatest outfield.”

Speaker wound up with the Indians. Ruppert never forgot what he thought was Johnson going back on his word.

The Yankees did get some good new players, however. One, the pitcher Bob Shawkey, came from the Philadelphia Athletics and would go on to become the team’s winningest pitcher by the time he retired. Another, Wally Pipp, was a big man for his time and a good first baseman. Another, to play third base, was Frank “Home Run” Baker. While enjoying his best seasons with the Athletics, Baker got his nickname by hitting some clutch home runs against the Giants in earlier World Series. Although Baker is the only player ever nicknamed “Home Run,” he hit only ninety-three in his career, and twelve was his high mark for any one season.

Ruppert and Huston selected an old pitcher, Wild Bill Donovan, to be the Yankees’ new manager. Donovan had twice been a twenty-five-game winner as a pitcher but was now pretty much retired. He replaced Roger Peckinpaugh, who had managed the team in 1914 at the age of twenty-three. Peck is still the youngest manager in baseball history. He was also the team’s shortstop, and with no hard feelings, went back to just being the shortstop and captain when Donovan was hired.

Donovan was popular with the writers (he had pitched for Brooklyn, and they all knew him in New York), and no one doubted that he had a good baseball mind. But as with all his predecessors, the lack of stars doomed the Yankees to the middle of the standings. There were occasional big moments, like on April 24, 1917, when a pitcher named George Mogridge pitched the first no-hitter in Yankee history. Mogridge was a pretty ordinary pitcher on other days, but on that day he became the only visiting left-hander in history to throw a no-hitter in Fenway Park. In fact, only three other visiting pitchers have ever done it, all right-handers, and they are all in the Hall of Fame—Walter Johnson, Ted Lyons, and Jim Bunning. So it was no small accomplishment, coming in the fifth season of Fenway Park history. (Fenway Park is now over one hundred years old.)

Now the question for the Yankee owners was whether to keep Donovan or move on.



CHAPTER 5


Enter Miller Huggins

Huston was impatient with Donovan after three seasons, and his preference was the Brooklyn manager, Wilbert Robinson. But Huston was far away and didn’t have the clout to make his position felt. He couldn’t text his thoughts to Ruppert. He couldn’t phone them. He almost couldn’t mail them.

Where was Huston? He was in Europe. World War I had broken out, and he was back in uniform, far from baseball. In Huston’s absence, Ruppert replaced Donovan for the 1918 season and signed the Cincinnati manager, Miller Huggins.

Huggins, a former infielder, was only five foot five and weighed about 120 pounds soaking wet. To be a successful manager he had to have shown great character and great leadership skills, for athletes tended to respect physically bigger managers and to take advantage of the smaller ones. Babe Ruth would be one of the worst offenders in this way—and Huggins would never be able to control the Babe. But that would come later. For now, he was being hired to run the 1918 team, in what would turn out to be a season with a shortened schedule, due to the war and the call-up of many players to fight. The season ended on Labor Day, and fourteen Yankees entered the service. The team finished fourth, in the middle of the pack once again, but Huggins would come back in 1919, assuming the war was over and baseball was resuming.
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Miller Huggins became manager of the Yankees in 1918—and, three years later, won the team’s first pennant. (Rogers Photo Archives)





One player of this era who drove his managers crazy was a pitcher named Ray “Slim” Caldwell. Ray had a bad drinking problem, and although he was a talented player, managers never knew if he was going to show up for games. Frequently he would be suspended for his bad habits.

In 1918, after nine seasons in New York, the team had enough and traded him to Boston. He had won ninety-six games for the Yankees—second only to Chesbro—but he was now considered more trouble than he was worth.

The adventures of Slim Caldwell didn’t end there. The following year he was with Cleveland. In his very first start, leading with two outs in the ninth inning, he was struck by lightning and knocked unconscious while on the mound.

“My first thought was that I was through for all time,” he recalled. “Living as well as pitching. But when I looked up and saw I was still in the diamond and fans were in the stands, just as they were before I was hit, I just had to laugh with joy. I never was so glad to be living in all my life, and wouldn’t it have been tough luck for me to be stricken just as I had won my first game for a club that was willing to give me a chance. I tingled all over and just naturally sank to the ground.”
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