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INTRODUCTION


Hi. My name is Bill James. Through most of the 1980s I wrote an annual book called The Baseball Abstract. It was a kind of a technical book, at times, and there were essays in it that were not real easy to understand. I was very happy to spend eight pages discussing how many camels could rest in the on-deck circle of a theoretical ballpark. Some people liked it, some people didn’t. I was once described by a now defunct publication as “the guru of baseball statistics,” and by Sparky Anderson as “a little fat guy with a beard who knows nothing about nothing.” Actually, I’m seven inches taller than Sparky is, but what the heck, three out of four ain’t bad, and it sure beats being described as the guru of baseball statistics.

Anyway, the editor of The Baseball Abstract was Peter Gethers, a man of many talents. Peter wondered whether I could adapt the premises of the annual book to cover the history of baseball, since this would create a book that had a shelf life longer than a package of Oreos. I said I could, and I did, and the Historical Baseball Abstract was first published in 1985.

That book did well, and it has an odd quality about it, which is that it can never really be finished, as long they’re still playing baseball. I always had it in mind to write periodic updates. Time is getting away from me. I sat down a couple of years ago to revise the Historical Baseball Abstract and discovered a funny thing: I didn’t like a lot of it. It’s odd, really; people come up to me all the time and tell me how much they love that book, and I figured when I got into it, I wouldn’t have too much to do. But when I started re-editing it, I spent six months saying, “Why the hell did I do that?” Times and people change, and I’m not saying that I’m a better writer now than I was then, but I’m different.

So this book, depending on how you want to look at it, is either:

(a) a revision of the original Historical Baseball Abstract, or

(b) a new book that uses some of the old material.

Certain premises of the book remain the same; it is an effort to create a picture of the game of baseball as that game has evolved over the years, but focuses on the fact that baseball exists to be enjoyed, that we enjoy it by wrestling with it, trying to get a handle on it. I would explain how this is different now than in the first edition, except that, in some respects, I’m not really sure what I was trying to do fifteen years ago.

The book has three sections. Strategy in baseball never comes to rest; it is in constant search of an equilibrium that, the Lord willing, I will never find. The first section of this book, called “The Game” is, in a sense, about that search for equilibrium, about how the game of each decade was different from the game of the years before. But if each decade is different in some ways, in many more ways it is the same, and the first section of the book is also about that, about the repeating patterns and habits that come as fresh revelations to each generation of baseball fans.

The second section of the book, called “The Players,” could be described as the Who-Was-Better-Than-Whom section, and consists in the main of information and arguments about the relative merits of the hundred best players at each position in the history of the game. I’m an argumentative cuss by nature, and how much you enjoy that section of the book is likely to depend to an extent on how much you like to argue about baseball players.

The third section of the book, now called “Reference,” is an effort to put on record a couple of types of information which escape the Encyclopedias.

This book is not intended to be studied; it is intended to be enjoyed. It is intended that you pick it up, leaf through, find something that looks interesting, read it, react to it, decide that I’m right, decide that I’m wrong, put it down, pick it up some other time. To those of you who enjoyed the first version, I hope that you’ll feel we have met the standard. To those of you who didn’t see the first one, I thank you for joining in, and I hope you’ll feel some connection to it. Thanks for reading.

Bill James



PART I

THE GAME
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The first section of this book looks at the history of baseball as it has unfolded, decade by decade, since 1870. There are fourteen sub-sections, one for each decade since the 1870s, plus one for the Negro Leagues.

As I had originally envisioned the Historical Baseball Abstract, this was to have been a small, almost perfunctory look at the history of the game to set the table for Section II, a detailed look at the players. But as I began to do research on the history of baseball (in order to discuss the players more intelligently) I began to feel that there was a history of baseball that had not been written at that time, a history of good and ordinary players, a history of being a fan, a history of games that meant something at the time but mean nothing now.

In American society, our ways of teaching about baseball are better than our ways of teaching about anything else. No matter how it is that your mind works, baseball reaches out to you. If you’re an emotional person, baseball asks for your heart. If you are a thinking man or a thinking woman, baseball wants your opinion. Whether you are left-brain or right-brain, Type A or Type Z, whether your mind is bent toward mathematics or toward history or psychology or geometry, whether you are young or old, baseball has its way of asking for you. If you are a reader, there is always something new to read about baseball, and always something old. If you are a sedentary person, a TV watcher, baseball is on TV; if you always have to be going somewhere, baseball is somewhere you can go. If you are a collector, baseball offers you a hundred things that you can collect. If you have children, baseball is something you can do with children; if you have parents and cannot talk to them, baseball is something you can still talk to them about.

It is this fact, spun through into dollars and cents, that explains the paradox of which the disaffected so often complain, that baseball players make a hundred times as much money as cancer researchers. If cancer researchers had box scores and statistics (which, of course, could easily be created), if those box scores were in the paper in the morning, if they had baseball cards, if those cards were for sale in convenience stores, if cancer research programs were on six channels every evening, if there were annual books about cancer research and daily newspaper personality profiles, if there were cancer researchers encyclopedias to sustain the memory of old, dead cancer researchers, if there was an oral tradition, if cancer research had a vocabulary that made sense to us, if you could go and watch them do their job, if there were someone there to explain to you what was happening and to sell you a beer… well, then, cancer researchers would be on their way toward multimillion dollar salaries. Instead, cancer researchers—most of them, anyway—swat down our interest with self-righteousness and jargon, with demands that we dedicate ourselves to the field before we can really understand anything about it.

School teachers and academics, in ways they seem constitutionally incapable of understanding, tell us to go away and leave them alone whenever we show any interest in what they are doing. The very essence of baseball is that it does not. The essential definition of baseball is that baseball is a thing which welcomes and sustains our interest. Whoever we are, however we think, however old we are, wherever we live, whatever we like to do, baseball wants us—and this is what makes baseball what it is.

It is, then, peculiarly unsatisfying to read a railroad track history of baseball—this happened, and then this happened, and then this happened. Baseball doesn’t preach at us; baseball surrounds us. It was the goal of this book to create a history of baseball that would surround you, that would reach out to you and take your hand. This is done, of course, with details: hundreds and hundreds of tiny little details. What was it like to be a baseball fan in 1923? Who were the heroes, who were the rogues, who were the comedians? What was in the paper in the mornings?

A linear history of baseball drops the details once those details no longer mean anything—once they no longer serve to move the narrative of baseball forward. Thus, in an odd way, it drops the things that make baseball what it is. An academic, writing a history of baseball, often sounds very much like an academic writing about cancer research. He leaves out the details that make it fun.

Well, I don’t meant to criticize anyone, but if baseball exists only to be enjoyed, and you leave out the details that make it fun, then aren’t you leaving out what makes it what it is? We cover each decade in a box with a series of questions. These questions are a way of reaching into baseball history for the details. Who was the handsomest player; who was the ugliest? Who was the best hitter; who was the worst? Who was different from everybody else? What was right with the game; what was wrong with it? Who disgraced the game, and who ennobled it? Who threw the best curve ball; who threw the best heat? Who was the best bunter? Little, tiny details that don’t mean anything anymore, except for the fact that it is those details that enable baseball to embrace us. Baseball is and was a billion details. Perhaps I have saved a couple of thousand from the crush of time.

My goal isn’t to tell you what happened in baseball in 1913. My goal is to give you a sense of what it was like to be a baseball fan in 1913, as best I can in this forum. The citations for the best-looking and ugliest players were made by a qualified expert: my wife. In her twenties, Susie spent many hours poring over every photograph in my library, and emerged with a list of the handsomest and homeliest from each period. These selections are exactly as good as anybody else’s; it’s just opinion. For the new version of the book she handed off that assignment to our children.

I was interested in uniforms, since the types of uniforms worn by players in 1913 are essential to the sense of being at a game in that season. If you’ve ever seen me on a weekday you know that I don’t know anything about clothes, so I also assigned that duty to my wife. Her comments on baseball uniforms over time accompany each Decade in a Box, plus she wrote an introduction of her own, which appears next.

Susie felt the need to emphasize that she is not an expert on the history of uniforms or cloth or clothes in general. I’ve never claimed to be an expert, either; my view is that when you write something it is either true or false, and being an expert or not being an expert really has nothing to do with it. She worked hard to double-check the things she wrote and see that they were true, and while she might have bobbled a ground ball or two, I’m sure that for the most part she got it right.

ABOUT THE “APPEARANCE” AWARDS

Just before my study was complete, I stumbled across an article entitled “Baseball’s Ten Handsomest Men” in the September 1957 issue of Sport magazine. The author talked about how women (giggly girls) swooned when the strikingly tall, dark and handsome Ted Williams walked to the plate. He was “all man,” you know; she wrote about how women just love a strong, dominant man, and she went on (and on) about a particular “boy” being the one you would have wanted to carry your books, while another was the one you would have wanted to ask you to the prom, or the boy you would have wanted to marry. Some other classic lines: of Jerry Coleman, “Brown eyes that sparkle and dark brown curly hair make women’s eyes roll like ball bearings.” Of Vinegar Bend Mizell, “He flips female hearts with his masculinity.” Of Eddie Mathews, “but with those beautiful muscles, he can make a girl believe anything.”

Just for the record, I wanted to say that this study was not conducted to do any of the things that the Sport article seems to be about. I have yet to see a baseball card that made me want to marry anybody, and it would take me months to get the mothball smell out of my prom dress. Come to think of it, I don’t have a prom dress.

The study was done, basically, just for the fun of it. We can’t claim that there is any reason you should accept our findings. We could claim that we had to do it because nobody else would. Handsome players and ugly players are a part of every decade, just like minor leaguers and major leaguers, fast runners and slow runners and tobacco chewers. I got to pick them because I seemed to be the appropriate sex for the task. For another thing, I come to the history of baseball with a clean slate, being largely unfamiliar with the players, their numbers or faces, and this ignorance should prevent me from making the “I know he’s ugly but he sure could play second base” type of calls. On the other hand, no doubt I glanced quickly over some faces that I should have paid more attention to. Bill gave me only one hint about who he thought I ought to pick: Donald Mossi. I did have to scout around for a picture of him, but he was worth it.

Fifteen years have passed since I wrote these paragraphs. Bill and I have three kids. Since I am now over 40 and old enough to be the mother of a major league player (yikes) I thought it prudent to let the kids make the new selections. This doesn’t mean I didn’t put forward a few of my own candidates, though.

—Susan McCarthy



THE 1870s


HOW THE GAME WAS PLAYED

The national sport in the last century, having distinguished itself from rounders by an accretion of changes in the period 1830–70, has since fractured into any number of related games—baseball, softball, slow-pitch softball, tee-ball for small ones, stickball for the streets, work-up for the sandlot, and that weird and wonderful game that they play in Chicago where they swing a stick at something about the size of your head. Of those games, baseball in 1870 resembled fast-pitch softball more than any other, including modern baseball. The pitch was delivered underhand from a distance of 45 feet. The rules required a stiff arm so as to limit velocity, but the rules were not tightly enforced, and pitchers could move the ball in there pretty good with a flick of the wrist. The ball was not wound as tight as it would be later; it was a handmade ball of yarn with a cover on it, not terribly standard in size or shape, and to hit the thing 400 feet would probably have been impossible.

Basic play in other respects was largely then as now, much of which is common to the family of games. Bases were 90 feet apart and touched in the same sequence as now. The rule specifying a putout by hitting the runner with a thrown ball had disappeared during the 1850s. The rule allowing an out for a ball caught on one bounce was on the way out after 1863. The batters batted in order, as they do now, although the order did not have to be announced ahead of time, allowing managers to react to events in the game the first time through the order.

In other small respects, the game was different, but many features of the modern game were present despite somewhat different rules. “Anyone who searches through old records” wrote Harold Seymour in his classic history of the development of baseball (Baseball: The Early Years), “is bound to be impressed with how much was already known about the fundamentals of the game, playing the various positions, and ‘inside baseball’.” Seymour insists that Charles Comiskey in the 1880s was not the first man to play off the bag at first, as others have written, and that “this method of play was familiar and commonly used back in the 1860s.” (Another historian, David Voigt, credits Joe Start with originating this play.) Seymour also ticks off the following list of developments prior to 1870:


	First basemen held the runner on first if needed, and played off the bag when the base was empty.

	Left-handed first basemen were regarded as having an advantage.

	The expression “long ball” was used, though, since few parks had outfield walls within reach, it rarely referred to the automatic home run that we know now.

	Pitchers changed speeds.

	The controversy about whether or not a pitcher could make a ball curve was already going.

	Teams in 1870 would put their most agile infielder at shortstop, and the infielder with the best arm at third base.

	Speed and throwing arms were valued in the outfield, and the fastest man on the team was often the center fielder.

	The system of relaying throws in from the outfield already existed.

	Outfielders shifted their positions to play the hitters.

	Sliding was becoming more common.

	Baserunners would tag up and advance after a play.

	Dickey Pearce, a shortstop, had invented bunting.



But in a lot of ways, the baseball of 1876 was, in fact, extremely primitive. A ball was fair if it bounced in fair territory, which effectively required the fielders to cover a larger area. (Ross Barnes hit .404 or .429 in the first season of the National League, 1876, by perfecting the “fair-foul bunt”—that is, landing the ball in fair territory so that it would roll foul. At the time, a batter who walked was charged with an at bat, thus creating a discrepancy between his batting average as it was then and as it is now.) The batter called for a high pitch or a low pitch, to his liking, which in some respects is like a football team calling for a run or a pass, but in another sense can be seen as a reflection of one of baseball’s unique features: It is the only sport in which the team that has the ball is on defense.

Nine innings and three strikes antedate professionalism in baseball, but it took nine balls to walk somebody, so nobody got too many. Not many walks, not many homers, but lots of singles and lots of errors. That’s the one largest difference between the offensive constructions of 1870 and those of 1920—all those errors. The Boston Red Stockings hit .295 as a team in 1871 and did not hit a huge number of home runs. But they scored more than twelve runs a game because of the great number of errors. Fielding gloves were not introduced until 1875, were not universally adopted for more than a decade after that, and had no padding even then, so a fielder’s hands would swell up something fierce. It wasn’t at all unusual for a team to make three, four, maybe more errors in an inning—and that made the innings long enough to get out of hand. Though stolen base records for the period do not exist, base stealing does not seem to have been as common in the early days of the professionals as it had been in the amateur baseball of the 1860s or as it would be later. George Wright confirmed that in his day they had never realized the potential value of base stealing.

Teams at the beginning of the 1870s played only about thirty “league” or “association” games a year and used but one pitcher; as the decade progressed the schedules grew longer almost every year, and by 1879 all teams carried a spare pitcher to give their number one—who might start seventy of eighty games, for example—an occasional day off. Another point with regard to the schedule is that the teams often played non-league teams. In 1871, when the Association teams only played about thirty games each, they might well have played another fifty or sixty games or even more against teams from other leagues—non-professional leagues, city all-star teams, anything. The season stretched until November 15.

When the National League teams became distinctly superior to any other teams is very much an open question. Sportswriters often insisted, until the mid-eighties, that the National League teams were no better than other teams. It would be a worthy study to go back and find a city that had good sports coverage in the era, like Louisville or Syracuse, and see how many games the city’s team played against non-league competition in this period, and what their record was. I’m sure that the Boston teams under Harry Wright regularly demolished their opponents, but I think it likely that some of the weaker teams in the National League in 1880 were really no stronger than a hundred other teams around the country.

When you arrived at a game in 1878, a player might take your ticket; this was still true as late as 1890. George Wright, who lived to be ninety, recalled the era in an interview with the New York Sun in 1915: “Youngsters who are accustomed to see 1 to 0 and 2 to 1 games may well wonder,” he said, “how it was that the early Base Ball nines were able to score so many runs. The fact is that the pitchers in those days were not the skilled artists of the present and depended mainly on an underhand ball, which was easy to hit; and then again, the fielders did not gobble up the grounders so skillfully or try to stop with their bare hands the wicked liners that are ‘speared’ nowadays.” Wright also said that “Batting was not done as scientifically in those days as now. The sacrifice hit was unthought of and the catcher was not required to have as good a throwing arm because no one had discovered the value of the stolen base. Long drives were more common than at present.” The long drives would shortly return.

But it was baseball; you wouldn’t have any trouble recognizing it. The games were a little long and the scores were a little high, but it was baseball. The skills in demand were the same, the personalities were the same, the arguments were the same. Baseball was baseball before it was professional baseball.

And with that blithe assurance, I’m going to have to warn you that the picture presented here of baseball in the nineteenth century is, of necessity, rather incomplete. Just to answer fully one of the questions that make up the boxes on these first three decades could easily use up a book. Team vs. team in the 1890s? There are volumes on that subject. Player vs. team (salary battles, player/management battles) of the 1880s? There could be books written on that subject. Overlooked stars of the nineteenth century? They’re almost all overlooked—all your average fan knows about baseball in the nineteenth century is Willie Keeler and the Baltimore Orioles. How the game was changing from decade to decade? New strategies in use? New terms in use? You got a million words there. It is far beyond the scope of this book to repair the common ignorance of baseball in the nineteenth century. If you are really interested in the subject, read Harold Seymour’s book, mentioned earlier, or David Voigt’s American Baseball: From Gentleman’s Sport to the Commissioner System, or join the Society for American Baseball Research and start collecting their stuff. I am neither competent nor at leisure to write the volumes that would be required to do this century justice.

WHERE THE GAME WAS PLAYED

We’re talking about two leagues here. The first avowedly professional league, the National Association of Professional Baseball Players (the Association), which dominated from 1871 to 1875, allowed whoever wanted to join in, provided that they pay the entry fee and abide by the other rules of the league. The entry fee was initially $10, equivalent to maybe $200 today. The teams drew up their own schedules, agreeing only to play at least five games against each of the other teams. Initially, the league had teams from Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Fort Wayne, New York, Philadelphia, Rockford, Troy (New York), and Washington, D.C. Some teams would drop out and others join in; before being pushed aside the Association would include Baltimore, Brooklyn, Middletown (Connecticut), Elizabeth, Hartford, St. Louis, New Haven, and Keokuk. The Association started out with a Midwestern flavor, based around Chicago, and gradually moved east, anchoring around New York.

The National Association is to the National League precisely as the American States under the Articles of Confederation are to the United States under the Constitution: Agreements but no provisions for enforcing them, no strong central authority. Teams would not schedule the games that they were required to or schedule them and then not play them. There was no uniformity in umpiring, ticket pricing, or field conditions. Teams haggled over how the gate was to be shared between visiting and home teams; some stronger teams demanded and got inequitable relationships with the weaker teams. The association was plagued with “revolvers,” players who jumped from one team to another. Eventually the stronger teams got tired of putting up with the tentative and ineffectual management of the Keokuks and Middletowns of the Association, and broke off to form the National League.

The National League—officially the National League of Professional Baseball Clubs—transferred power from the players to the financial backers, the “owners” as we would call them today. They created a structure for the league—a league president, secretary/treasurer, board of directors—and assessed each club $100 a year for the costs of doing business. The league covenant implied that the central organization had authority and would use it, and it did. The man who had organized this palace revolt, and would wield the power in the league until his death in 1882, was William Hulbert.

In 1876 the league started with teams in Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, Hartford, Louisville, New York, Philadelphia, and St. Louis—a good selection of the biggest and best baseball cities in the nation as it was then. But at the end of the 1876 season, New York and Philadelphia refused to make their final, western road trip, figuring they had lost enough money on the year. For this, New York and Philadelphia were kicked out of the league. It was, to extend the parallel, the National League’s Whiskey Rebellion, and authority was effectively asserted.

The wisdom of this action has been debated regularly over the course of the last 125 years. On the one hand, it was necessary to establish respect for the rules of the league; on the other, it deprived the young league of the nation’s two largest cities, eventually forcing the league back into cities like Syracuse and Troy, and endangering its position as the nation’s strongest league.

Anyway, to resume the list of cities which hosted major league baseball… Buffalo, Indianapolis, Milwaukee, Providence, Syracuse, and Troy.

WHO THE GAME WAS PLAYED BY

Entrepreneurs, immigrants, and people from Brooklyn, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. The entrepreneurs were few in number but large in impact, for this was the era in which a young player with brains, ambition, and self-discipline could wind up owning his own team, as Albert Spalding did, and Alfred Reach, and John Montgomery Ward, and as a few more players from the next decade would (Comiskey, Griffith, Connie Mack). Many players, up until 1920, would become the owners of minor league teams. Of course, players who combined brains, ambition, and self-discipline were in a distinct minority, and the entrepreneurial ambitions of many of the players involved fixing an appropriate price at which to sell the game to the gamblers. Harry Wright had trouble with alcoholism and poor training habits of the very first professional champions, and baseball players as a group would acquire an unsavory reputation within ten years of the beginning of professionalism.

In American Baseball, Voigt commented on the large number of Irish names on the rosters of teams as early as 1871, and certainly there were many. The list of names in the National Association also included intriguing entries like “Cherokee Fisher” and “Count Sensenderfer.” There were several Jewish players, and a good many immigrants. Without tracing the ancestry of all the names, it doesn’t seem to me that the Irish influence in 1870 was as strong as it was in 1890 or 1895.

The Philadelphia influence… well, that’s another story. Going through the birthplaces of men who played in the National Association, it would seem that at least half must have been born in Brooklyn, Philadelphia, or Baltimore. This is not nearly as true of the best players as it is of the ordinary ones, suggesting that the teams of this period still retained some of the flavor of small local organizations, in which a man brought his brother along and recommended a neighbor who could play the outfield. The Middletown, Connecticut, team had several members who were actually from Middletown. But the best players were likely to come from anywhere. Spalding was from Byron, Illinois. Ross Barnes was from Mt. Morris, New York. Cap Anson was from Marshall-town, Iowa. Candy Cummings was from Ware, Massachusetts. Harry Wright was born in Sheffield, England.



CHECKING IN:

1870—Jesse Burkett, Wheeling, West Virginia

1871—Buck Freeman, Catasauqua, Pennsylvania
Orville Wright, Dayton, Ohio

1872—Willie Keeler, Brooklyn

1873—John McGraw, Truxton, New York
Harry Davis, Philadelphia
Jimmy Collins, Niagara Falls

1874—Honus Wagner, Chartiers, Pennsylvania
Fielder Jones, Shinglehouse, Pennsylvania
Bill Klem, Rochester, New York
Robert Frost, San Francisco

1875—Nap Lajoie, Woonsocket, Rhode Island

1876—Mordecai Brown, Nyesville, Indiana Ginger Beaumont, Rochester, Wisconsin
Rube Waddell, Bradford, Pennsylvania

1877—Frank Chance, Fresno, California

1878—Mike Donlin, Erie, Pennsylvania

1879—Miller Huggins, Cincinnati
Josef Stalin, Tiflis, Georgia, Russia

CHECKING OUT:

1870—Robert E. Lee, 63

1872—Al Thake, 22

1875—Andrew Johnson, 67

1876—Bub McAtee, 31

1879—Jimmy Hallinan, inflammation of the bowels, 30
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THE 1870s IN A BOX



	Attendance Data:
	 



	Highest:
	St. Louis, 1875
	78,500



	 
	Chicago, (1871–1879)
	500,304



	Lowest:
	Keokuk, 1875
	4,000




According to new research by Robert L. Tiemann and Pete Palmer, total attendance for the National Association/National League was between 205,000 and 269,000 throughout the decade except for 1875, and was flat throughout the decade. The one exception is the last year of the Association, 1875, when league attendance was about 387,000.



	Most Home Runs:
	 



	Charley Jones, 1879
	9



	Charley Jones
	18




All leaders of categories here are based on the totals for the National League only, 1876–79, unless otherwise noted.



	Best Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Chicago, 1876
	52–14
	.788



	Boston
	176–98
	.642






	Worst Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Cincinnati, 1876
	9–56
	.138



	Cincinnati
	104–158
	.397




The Philadelphia team, expelled after only one season, had a winning percentage for that one season of .237.

Index of Competitive Balance: 21%

Percentage of Regulars Hitting .300: 24%

Home-Field Winning Percentage: .563

Heaviest Player: Though Cap Anson’s listed weight of 227 pounds was probably not attained until later, he was probably the biggest man in the league almost from the day play began.

Lightest Player: Bobby Mathews, who weighed only 110.



	Most Strikeouts by Pitcher:
	 



	Monte Ward, 1879
	239



	Tommie Bond
	595




 



	Highest Batting Average:
	 



	Ross Barnes, 1876
	.404



	Cap Anson
	.352




As mentioned, Ross Barnes’ 1876 batting average was .429 if walks are not counted as at bats. Barnes’ batting average for the five years of the National Association was also .379, making him the true batting champion of the era.



	Lowest Batting Average:
	 



	Redleg Snyder, 1876
	.151



	Joe Quest
	.206




Best Major League Players (By Years):

1876—Ross Barnes

1877—Deacon White

1878—Paul Hines

1879—Paul Hines

Best Major League Pitchers (By Years):

1876—Albert Spalding

1877—Jim Devlin

1878—Tommy Bond

1879—Pud Galvin

Hardest-Throwing Pitcher: George Zettlin was reputed to be a very hard thrower at the start of the decade, though his record suggests that he had lost most of his speed by the time league play began. Al Spalding threw very hard, and Tommy Bond threw hard.

Best Curve: Tommy Bond

Best Switch Hitter: Bob Ferguson

Iron Man: Tommy Bond

Best Baseball Books: Henry Chadwick’s Beadle’s Dime Base Ball Player, the first guide, began publication in 1860 and lasted through 1881. (The dime referred to the cost of the book; the ballplayer was much more.) The Spalding Guide began publication in 1877, edited by Lewis Meacham; Chadwick later came over and ran it, instead.

Five Largest Changes in Baseball During the Decade:


	Organization of the first professional leagues

	Transfer of power from the players to the financial backers

	Expansion of league schedules from a few games to about 80 at end of decade

	Standardization/codification of the rules

	Refinement of defensive play



Best Outfield Arm: John Hatfield, a member of the famous Cincinnati team that is often described as the first professional team, threw a baseball 400 feet, 7½ inches on October 15, 1872, a record that was not matched for many years.



	Most Runs Batted In:
	 



	Jim O’Rourke, 1879
	62



	Charley Jones, 1879
	62



	Deacon White
	190



	for the four years (1876–1879)




Most Aggressive Baserunner: King Kelly

Fastest Player: Lip Pike

On August 27, 1873, Pike, a sprinter, beat a racehorse (a trotter) in a 100–yard dash to win a bet. The trotter was allowed to start 25 yards behind the line, and Pike took off when the horse reached him. They held even for most of the race, and when Pike began to pull ahead late in the race the horse broke into a run. But Pike still beat it by four yards (item based on note by Al Kermisch in 1979 Baseball Research Journal).

Slowest Player: Pop Snyder

Best Control Pitcher: No one stands out. With nine balls to work with, most pitchers could avoid walks. Besides, as George Wright said in the 1915 interview, “This method of reaching base [the walk] was unusual because it was an unwritten law that the hitter should do his utmost to connect with the ball and he was not handicapped by any rule as to where he should step in order to hit it.”

Most Stolen Bases: Unknown

Best-Looking Players: King Kelly, Smiling Mickey Welch

Ugliest Player: Charlie Gould

O.J. Simpson Award: Pacer Smith

Best Offense: 1879 Providence Grays

Retrobermanisms:

Joe (Quest For) Fire

Davy (Magnum) Force

Hick (If I Were a) Carpenter

Joe (When Do We) Start

First of His Kind: Everybody

One of a Kind: Jim Devlin in 1877 was the only pitcher to pitch 100% of his team’s innings in a season.

Best Infield: 1879 Cincinnati Red Stockings (1B—Cal McVey, 2B—Joe Gerhardt, 3B—King Kelly, SS—Ross Barnes)

Best Outfield: 1879 Providence Grays (Tom York, Paul Hines, Jim O’Rourke)

A Better Man than a Ballplayer: Tim Murnane

Mr. Dickens, I’d Like You to Meet: Trick McSorley

Best Defensive Team: 1879 Red Stockings

Clint Hartung Award: Steve King

Outstanding Sportswriter: Henry Chadwick

Most Admirable Superstar: Deacon White

Least Admirable Superstar: George Hall



	Gold Glove Team:



	C—
	Pop Snyder



	1B—
	Joe Start



	2B—
	Jack Burdock



	3B—
	Bill Hague



	SS—
	George Wright



	OF—
	Charley Jones



	 
	Paul Hines



	 
	Jack Remsen




Franchise Shifts: A “franchise” as we know it now—a collection of contracts with players, stadiums, and fans—did not exist. Teams dropped out of the league or were dismissed and new ones came in, but there was no concept of doing business somewhere else.

New Stadiums: Primitive Parks

Best Pennant Race: 1871 National Association

In 1871, the Chicago White Stockings were in the middle of an exciting three-team race with the Philadelphia Athletics and the Boston Red Stockings when their park was destroyed by the Great Chicago Fire. Despite losing their uniforms, and equipment, despite being without funds, the players saw the season through on the generosity of their competitors. They eventually lost the “pennant” to the Athletics in Philadelphia in the last game of the season.

Best World Series: No World Series

Best-Hitting Pitcher: Albert Spalding

Worst-Hitting Pitcher: Candy Cummings

Best Minor League Team: 1878 Buffalo Bisons

Best Minor League Player: Pud Galvin

Odd Couple: Albert Spalding and William Hulbert

Drinking Men: Jim Devlin, Charlie Jones, Asa Brainard, The Only Nolan, Jack Burdock, Bill Craver

New Strategies:

Catchers moving closer to the plate

Fielders backing up one another

New Equipment:

1875—Catcher’s mask

1875—First fielding gloves introduced

1876—Turnstiles

The National Association had no standard baseball. Some teams used red baseballs.

Player vs. Team:

Davy Force vs. the White Stockings

Team vs. Team:

Chicago (Hulbert) against Philadelphia

Chicago (Hulbert) against New York

Chicago (Hulbert) against Cincinnati

From Hulbert against Philadelphia (see comments on Force Case, if you haven’t), it degenerated to Hulbert against the National League, and seemed to be headed for Hulbert against the World. New York and Philadelphia were kicked out of the new league in 1877 for not making a road trip. Louisville fell apart in 1878 during a gambling scandal. Cincinnati was expelled in 1881 for playing ball on Sunday and selling beer at the games. Not to be too harsh, but the death of Hulbert in 1882 was probably the best thing that could have happened to the league at that point. He was a strong man and a strong leader, but he had the league under too tight a rein.

Uniform Changes: See Susie’s comments on pages 20 and 21.

New Terms or Expressions: During a tour of England in 1874, Henry Chadwick drew up a lexicon of the game for the benefit of the British writers. It included such terms as assists, passed balls, balks, fungoes, grounders, pop-ups, double plays, overthrows, and white-washed. Other terms are not now in use, such as muffed balls, daisy cutters, and line balls (which became line drives).



	Most Wins by Pitcher:
	 



	Al Spalding, 1876
	47



	Monte Ward, 1879
	47



	Tommy Bond
	154




Spalding was the best pitcher in the years of the National Association, winning as many as 57 games in a season (he was 57–5 in 1875) and leading the Association in wins every year. He won 207 in the Association, 48 in the league for a total of 255.



	Highest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Al Spalding, 1876
	47–12
	.797



	Tommy Bond
	154–68
	.694






	Lowest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Dory Dean, 1876
	4–26
	.133



	Bobby Mathews
	36–52
	.409




Nicknames: See page 18

Best Manager: Harry Wright

Ozzie Guillen Award: Shortstop Tom Carey batted 274 times in 1877, 253 times in 1878, without drawing a single walk either season.

Minor Leagues Were:

100 percent free

0 percent slaves to the majors

Best Double Play Combination: Chuck Fulmer and Davy Force, 1879 Buffalo Bisons

Worst Double Play Combination: Billy Craver and Jimmy Hallinan, 1876 New York Mutuals

Craver was banned from baseball after the 1877 season. He had been accused for years of throwing games, and (according to one report) several times was beaten up by his teammates, who believed that he was crooked. A converted catcher, in 1876 he turned only 7 double plays and committed 41 errors in 42 games at second base.

Hallinan, an Irish immigrant, was a fine hitter but no shortstop; he had 7 double plays and 67 errors in 50 games, after which he never played another game at shortstop. He died of gastritis in October, 1879, at the age of 30. (And thanks to Bill Deane, who found Hallinan’s obituary in the New York Clipper.)

Best Unrecognized Player: Levi Meyerle or Charley Jones

Highest-Paid Player: Probably Harry Wright at $2,500 (Modern Equivalent, about $45,000)

New Statistics: Statistics made available by the National League in 1879 were games played, at bats, hits, runs, batting average, average runs per game, times reached first base (which apparently included reaching by an error or forceout), on-base percentage, putouts, assists, errors, total chances, fielding average, passed balls for catchers, batters facing pitcher, runs allowed, average runs allowed (per game), hits allowed, opposition batting average, walks, average walks per game, and wild pitches. Some of this material, such as passed balls and batters facing pitcher, fell out of use—and will be noted when it returns. In many cases I have changed to modern terminology—that is “batting average” rather than “percentage of base hits per times at bat.”

A Very Good Movie Could Be Made About: The 1871 Chicago White Stockings, fighting for a pennant and for survival at the same time.

Five Biggest Things Wrong with Baseball:


	Crooked players

	Segregation

	Lack of an organized, predictable schedule

	Drunkenness of the players (some of whom were visibly drunk on the field)

	Primitive rules/frequent rule changes



I Don’t Know What This Has to Do with Baseball, But I Thought I’d Mention It Anyway: Pitcher Joseph Borden played baseball under the name “Nedrob” (Borden spelled backwards) because his parents objected to his playing professionally.



BEST MINOR LEAGUE TEAM OF THE 1870S

Joseph M. Overfield, writing in the 1977 Baseball Research Journal, makes a case for the prowess of the 1878 Buffalo Bisons of the International Association. They were a team with such established stars as Dave Eggler and Davy Force and players with great futures in the majors, like Pud Galvin and Joe Hornung. They won the International Association championship and a good many exhibition games, including a 10–7 record against National League opponents. In 1879 the Bisons moved into the National League, with essentially the same team, and finished third.

In 1877 the Louisville Commercial printed a standing of the best clubs in America at the end of the season, sort of like a modern college football poll. The list made no distinction between the National League teams and teams in other leagues, which may show the position that the league held in public opinion at that time. It was a good league, but it was just another league; it later became the major league.

—Jim Baker

NICKNAMES OF THE 1870s

There were no rules for nicknames, to begin with, and a sportswriter—who might be the only one in town—could call a player whatever he wanted. Charlie Pabor was called “The Old Woman in the Red Cap,” probably the only seven-word nickname ever; a similarly outstanding handle was “Death to Flying Things,” assigned to the overbearing defensive wizard Bob Ferguson. Will White was called “Whoop-La,” a forerunner of “Ee-Yah Jennings” and “The Say-Hey Kid.” Hardy Richardson was called “Old True Blue,” Billy Reilly “Pigtail Billy,” George Bradley was called “Grin” and Jim O’Rourke “Orator Jim.” Bob Addy was called “The Magnet,” and Joe Gerhardt was called “Move Up Joe” because of something he always yelled to his teammates as a young man.

But as there was no rule as to what a nickname might be, there was also not such a strong feeling that a player had to have one. The game, remember, was still on a much more human level then; it is not unrealistic to think that a hard-core fanatic—a breed that existed from the very first day—might have personally known the players for whom he rooted. Players did talk to the fans; attempts were made to prohibit this, but those attempts were still being made thirty years later, which suggests that they were not initially very successful. The cities were much smaller; the National League had a rule that a team must represent a city of at least 75,000 people, but several cities did not meet the standard. A fan probably knew where a player lived and who his wife or girlfriend was. Or both.

There was not the need, then, to give the player a human face by assigning him a name; nicknames probably were used more for opposition players than for the members of the home team. Nicknames didn’t really get rolling until the late eighties, when the scale of the operation changed and the distance between the players and fans increased.

THE LOUISVILLE SCANDAL

In 1877, the Louisville Grays had built a large lead over Boston. With a quarter of the season to go (fifteen games), the Grays needed to win only half of their remaining games to clinch the flag. Louisville was sparked by outfielder George Hall, sort of an early-day Hal Chase, who had developed a reputation for dishonesty while in the National Association. They also had star pitcher Jim Devlin, who boasted a pretty mean “drop” pitch.

With the pennant seemingly assured, the Grays began dropping games due to a variety of “bonehead” plays; strikeouts, pick-offs, and costly errors abounded. Louisville consequently blew its lead and finished second to Boston. Certainly this would have qualified as the pennant race of the decade, except for the stench in the air.

At the conclusion of the season a Louisville paper, the Courier-Journal, made accusations that the team had gone in the tank. The primary culprit was alleged to be Jim Devlin, who was now, according to some reports, sporting a variety of fancy jewelry. After the season he pitched well in exhibitions after doing quite poorly in the stretch run. A league investigation followed and resulted in the lifetime expulsion of Devlin, Hall, shortstop Bill Craver, and Al Nichols. Nichols was only a substitute, but it was said that he had key connections to New York gamblers.

For years after, Devlin literally begged for reinstatement. He was often seen hanging around the National League offices, pleading and dressed in rags. Devlin died in Philadelphia at the age of 33, reportedly working at the time as a police officer.

—Jim Baker
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NATIONAL LEAGUE ALL-STAR TEAM 1876–1879

Records in seasonal notation, based on 75 games played. Pitchers based on 60 starts.



	Pos.
	Player
	Years
	Hits
	HR
	RBI
	Avg.
	Other



	C
	Deacon White
	3.52
	113
	1
	54
	.343
	61 Runs



	1B
	Joe Start
	3.24
	113
	1
	33
	.320
	 



	2B
	Ross Barnes
	2.20
	114
	1
	43
	.329
	 



	3B
	Cap Anson
	3.14
	119
	0
	53
	.352
	20 Doubles



	SS
	Johnny Peters
	3.52
	104
	1
	40
	.302
	20 Doubles



	LF
	Charley Jones
	3.54
	99
	5
	50
	.307
	9 Triples



	CF
	Paul Hines
	3.62
	114
	2
	51
	.334
	 



	RF
	Jim O’Rourke
	3.62
	109
	1
	39
	.331
	 




 



	Pitcher
	Years
	Won-Lost
	SO
	ERA
	Other



	Tommy Bond
	3.77
	41–18
	158
	1.97
	535 Innings



	Monte Ward
	1.78
	37–17
	199
	1.92
	516 Innings






INDEX FINGERED

The “Index of Competitive Balance,” which is a new measurement introduced here, is composed of two elements. Those two elements are:

1. The standard deviation of winning percentage for teams in each single season during the decade, averaged.

2. The standard deviation of winning percentages among franchises for the decade as a whole.

The first of these measures the extent to which the best teams in any season are able to dominate the weakest teams. The second measures the extent to which the same teams win season after season throughout the decade.

If baseball was perfectly competitive—that is, if every team was exactly as good as every other team, and the only differences between them were in luck—then the first measure above would be .039, and the second would be .014.

The actual figures for the 1870s were .170 and .081; I’d have to spend about three more paragraphs to fully explain the parameters used to derive these numbers, and I’m going to skip that, because it’s boring. These two figures (in each decade) are then added together, and the sum is divided by .053, which is what the sum would be in a perfectly competitive environment. This figure is then divided into 100 to produce the index of competitive balance. In other words, if the sum of these two standard deviations was .106, that would be 2.00 times what it would be in a perfectly competitive environment, which would produce an index of 50%. A perfectly competitive index is therefore 100%.

You may not have understood all of that, and you don’t need to. The essential point is that the greater the difference is between the best teams and the worst, the lower the index of competitive balance. The 1870s are the least competitive decade in baseball history, with an index of 21%.



INTRODUCTION TO THE UNIFORM COMMENTS

What men wore to play baseball in the early days now seems quaint and a little odd, but their dress reminds us of the great luxury of beginnings, the freedom from tradition. Not that baseball was the first organization of its kind to need a uniform. Baseball men undoubtedly looked to other sports, such as cricket and horseback riding, as a guide to appropriate dress. They were also influenced by military uniforms of the day. Once the form was established and accepted, though (as it was by about 1910), change came slowly through a series of gradual refinements—with a few exceptions.

This study is intended to be a general overview of changes in the baseball uniform. It is not meant to date precisely where something began or to include every change in uniforms, only to give a sense of what the uniforms of the time looked like. The study is based mostly on observations from photographs in guides, magazines, and books, plus occasional references to uniforms in texts. A SABR publication, The National Pastime: A Special Pictorial Issue—The Nineteenth Century, was very useful for examining the first thirty years, plus being a delight in itself, with photographs dating back to the 1850s. The text, by John Thorn and Mark Rucker, illustrates the photographs, not the other way around.

When we did this fifteen years ago, not many reference materials were available. Since the original edition of the Historical Baseball Abstract was published in 1985, a fine book by Marc Okkonen, Baseball Uniforms of the 20th Century, came out in 1991. It has been an excellent resource as I’ve attempted to re-evaluate my earlier comments and add new material. Half of Okkonen’s book consists of year-by-year illustrations of home and road uniforms for each team from 1901 to 1991, which were extremely useful in making comparisons.

Let’s get started. Small town teams or college teams of the 1850s dressed simply and practically in long dark pants, with long-sleeved light-colored shirts. The club teams of the period seemed intent on designing a suit of clothes that designated the members as ballplayers, but was still stylish in the fashion of the day. With this in mind, they disregarded completely the fact that a close-fitting collar with a bow tie and a shirt with long sleeves and cuffs was just not very comfortable for playing ball.

A few examples: The Lowells of Boston wore what looked like leftover military trousers from the Civil War: a white, long-sleeved, bibbed shirt with a small bow or ribbon tie, high leather-top shoes and a cloth cap. A large oval area on the shirt front—the bib—extended from the collar down to the midsection and was detachable, with button closures all round. The 1864 Mutuals of New York looked smashing indeed in all-white dress—long pants, long-sleeved and collared shirts, with a dark belt at midsection spelling out “Mutuals.”

In contrast, the 1867 Niagaras of Buffalo were not a very homogeneous group; it looks like they borrowed from each other’s closets. A few wore ties, some wore long-sleeved shirts with bib closures, while others wore button-up shirts with no collar. Long trousers were common to all, but some were checked, while others have checked tops. The editors of The National Pastime noted that the first major league team to wear checked uniforms was the Brooklyn Robins.

Shown on the first baseball card in 1868, the Brooklyn Athletics were dressed in dark military-style pants with a white stripe up the side and pant clips around the ankles. In 1869 photographs we find the first appearance of true sports clothes, in the form of knickerbockers, which became widely accepted by ball teams in the seventies and become fashionable in public dress in the eighties. Knickers, a variation of the European breeches popular at the time of the French Revolution and before, were worn by hunters in the 1860s, and later adopted by golfers and cyclists. Members of the Red Stockings Base Ball Club of Cincinnati—the club whose success sparked the formation of the National Association—were photographed in knickers and long stockings, with the initial of their town embroidered on the bib of their shirts.

A historic note—the first uniform was officially adopted by the Knickerbockers of New York in 1849. It consisted of long blue trousers, white shirts, and straw hats. The term “knickerbocker” originally referred to descendants of Dutch settlers in New York, and by extension meant any New Yorker.

—Susan McCarthy



NEW STRATEGIES OF THE 1870s

According to David Voigt, Deacon White in 1875 introduced the practice of the catcher standing right behind the batter to take the throw. This practice did not become standard for nearly another thirty years, but there is some doubt about when it started. The New York Times article on Nat Hicks at the time of his death (1907) states that Hicks was the first catcher to do this, at a date unspecified apparently in the sixties, and further that after he did so the other catchers followed suit. So this practice had a vogue before 1875.

Harry Wright during the decade developed the practice of one fielder backing up another one. The first season tickets were sold by Cleveland in 1871.

STATE OF THE UNION

What does it mean to be a “major” league? In baseball encyclopedias dating back to 1922, including those with my name on them, the Union Association has always been treated as a major league. Searching through old records for an exception to this rule, I found none, although I did discover an instructive error.

The 1951 edition of Daguerreotypes (from The Sporting News) contains only one player who played in the Union Association, Tommy McCarthy. McCarthy’s record, as it appears in Daguerreotypes, considers the Union Association to be not one major league, but two major leagues. To make McCarthy’s record add up to his “major league” totals, you not only have to include the Union Association, you have to count it twice. Apparently the statistician wasn’t sure whether to include the Union Association in the major league totals or not, decided to include them, then went to get a second opinion on the subject. When the source said to include the Union Association, he apparently forgot that he had already included them, and added them back in again.

In any case, all baseball encyclopedias—The Baseball Cyclopedia by Ernest Lanigan (1922), The Official Encyclopedia of Baseball, by Hy Turkin and S. C. Thompson (1951), Macmillan’s Baseball Encyclopedia (1969), Total Baseball (1989), and the All-Time Handbook and All-Time Sourcebook from STATS Inc. (1998)—treat the Union Association as a major league, although Total Baseball sometimes applies a statistical discount to the league’s records. The sundry record books published by The Sporting News, which date back to about 1940, have always treated the Union Association as a major league, except Daguerreotypes, which treats it as one major league or two, depending on the edition.

Laying aside eighty years of tradition, however, suppose that we face this issue on its own terms: Was the Union Association actually a major league?

When I sat down to take a hard look at that issue, I was astonished to discover how weak the Union Association’s argument to be considered a major league actually is. On every conceivable ground, the Union Association’s argument to be considered a major league is vastly weaker than that of, for example, the Pacific Coast League in the 1920s or 1930s, the Negro National League in the 1930s or early 1940s, the American League in 1900, or the California Winter League in the early 1920s.

Founded by a St. Louis millionaire, Henry V. Lucas, the Union Association existed for only one summer, 1884. According to the article “The Development of Baseball” in The Baseball Encyclopedia (Macmillan, 1969), the Union Association started the season with twelve franchises, but “of the twelve franchises that started the season, only five finished.” This is not exactly correct; actually, thirteen teams participated in the Union Association at some point, three of which dropped out in midseason, and five of which apparently joined in the fun after the season was underway. This is merely an interpretation; there is one team which is either a resumption of an earlier franchise or a new effort, depending on the source.

In any case, only five teams in the league played something resembling a full schedule—that is, somewhere between 105 and 113 games. The league had no pennant race. Lucas’ St. Louis team won 94 games and lost 19, finishing miles ahead of anyone else, the second-place finisher being somewhat hard to determine, as some teams had good percentages, but played as few as eight games.

Now, we don’t know what the standards of a “major” league are, so let me ask you: Is this what you think of as a major league? A league that exists for only one season, a “league” in which several teams drop out in mid-season and others appear for the stretch run, a league in which the best team hardly ever loses… is this, in your experience, what is meant by the term, a “major” league?

Much of what is implied by a “major” league in the modern vernacular is that it is not a minor league, that it rests atop a pyramid of organized competition. This definition is difficult to apply to 1884, because the structure was just getting organized then. The International Association was organized in 1877, The Western League in 1879, the Eastern Championship Association in 1881… by 1884 there were actually eight minor leagues, a good many of which probably could have kicked the Union Association’s butt and stolen their lunch money, but I’m getting ahead of the story.



Sorry

In 1877, the Utica Herald published a report of a game played there that had this appended to the summary: “Apologies by pitchers for hitting batsmen, Morgan 4, Neale 3.”





UNIFORMS OF THE 1870s

By 1875, the style was just about set for the rest of the century. Teams wore baggy knickers, long stockings, lace up high-top leather shoes, long sleeves with cuffs. Shirts had stiff-looking collars, which gradually relaxed and were often turned up to sort of fan the face. A tie was worn in the early years, but when incidents of players choking to death while trying to make plays increased, the custom soon faded. The bib was still around, but by the late seventies shirts began to appear with a different closure. The opening from the waist to the neckline, where buttons would be now, was secured by lacing one side to the other. The team’s city was usually spelled out across the chest. A wide, dark belt with rather fancy clasps was worn around the middle, and sometimes bore the team name.

The Ithacas, an independent team from New York, followed this general style, but their stockings were striped and their caps were more like bowlers than baseball caps. Several club teams from this period looked remarkably modern in uniform, with round necks on shirts made of what looks like a stretch knit material. An early Harvard team even wore short sleeves, and their knickers were much more form-fitting. While wool and flannel (and even silk) were the fabrics commonly used, some of these tighter fitting pants would almost have to have been made out of some sort of jersey or other knit material.

Albert Spalding in 1876 put different-colored hats on his players to designate positions, making the team look, according to the Chicago Tribune, like a “Dutch bed of tulips.” Unfortunately, Spalding’s foray into gardening lasted only one season. The first instances I found of teams using a descriptive symbol on their uniforms, rather than the initial or name of the city, were the Skull and Bones team from Massachusetts and the Maple Leafs of Guelph, Ontario, both in 1876. The two teams later joined to form the Cemetery League.

—Susan McCarthy

Editor’s Note: Susie is just joking about the players choking to death with those neckties. Didn’t happen.



The Union Association did do one thing that helps to identify them as a major league: they moved into major league cities. Like Altoona. No, they did have a team in Altoona and a team in Wilmington, but the Union Association cities were, in the main, major league cities: Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, Kansas City, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, St. Louis, St. Paul, and Washington.

On the other hand… well, I’ve been to Los Angeles a dozen times, and that doesn’t make me a movie star. The Union Association didn’t stick in any of those towns; they didn’t stick anywhere.

The key question, of course, is whether or not they had major league talent. They may have played a phony schedule with a jumble of teams and somebody could have finished 89–2, but if they did it with major league talent, we’ll accept them as a major league. So who were the players who made up this league?

I made a study of that issue. There were 272 players who played in the Union Association. Of those 272 players, how many were established major league players? How many were major league fringe players? How many were major league virgins, guys who never played a game in the majors in any other league?

Of the 272 players in the league, 107 never played at all in any other major league—before the Union Association, after the Union Association, anytime. 107, or 39%, had no major league identification, other than the Union Association.

Many of these players were regulars in the Union Association, (although, since the number of games played by Union Association teams is so variable, it is impossible to establish meaningful standards by which to define the regulars). Harry Moore led the UA in Games Played (111), was third in the league in hits (155), and third in batting average (.336). Moore never played another inning in anything recognized as a major league. While Moore was the best of the Union Association regulars who never played at all in other leagues, about one-fourth of the league’s regulars have no history in any other league.

I did a parallel study of the players who played in the International League in 1960. There were 236 players who played in that league. Of those 236 players, all but 45 played in the American League or the National League at some point in their careers. The percentage of International League players who never played in the majors was 19%. The parallel percentage for the Union Association was more than twice as high.

Of the other 165 Union players, who played in the UA but also played in the established major leagues, another 72 played only very briefly. These players all:


	Had fewer than 300 at bats in the other leagues.

	Had fewer than 50 hits in the real major leagues.



Actually, some other Union Association players don’t meet either of these standards, but they were excluded from this group of 72 because they were pitchers who enjoyed some little bit of success somewhere.

Anyway, these 72 players had an average of 14 hits in some other major league. Most of the 14 hits were in 1884. When the Union Association tried to establish itself in competition with the existing leagues, the American Association expanded from eight teams to twelve, rather than concede territory to the new league. The result was a huge demand for new ballplayers. Any number of ballplayers had a kind of tryout with one of the American Association teams, failed that, and then went to play in the Union Association, or the other way around.

Fairly typical of these 72 players would be John Tilley; with 112 at bats in other leagues he ranks in the top one-third of this group. Tilley had played 15 games for Cleveland in August and September, 1882, going 5–for-56 as a hitter, and making six errors in the outfield. He was out of the majors in 1883, but in 1884 the American Association placed a new team in Toledo, and Tilley got another 56 at bats there before Toledo decided they could live without him; he had hit .179 and, rather amazingly, fielded .632 in the outfield—7 errors in 19 fielding chances. Despite these misadventures, when St. Paul organized a Union Association team that fall, they needed ballplayers, and Tilley got a third chance. That was his entire major league career.

This is a group of 72 players who, like Tilley, got very brief trials in the real major leagues, but sank like a stone. The group includes Redleg Snyder, who had played in the National League in 1876, hitting .151 (31–for-205), after which he had disappeared from the major league scene for eight seasons. In 1884 he re-appeared, with Wilmington in the Union Association.



MOST-ADMIRABLE SUPERSTAR, 1870s

Deacon White was catcher and third baseman for several teams from 1876 to 1890. Henry Chadwick admired him because he was never known to complain, and wrote about him that “there is one thing in which White stands pre-eminent, and that is the integrity of his character.” The Cincinnati Enquirer wrote that “Mr. White has few peers as a ballplayer and he has always been a gentleman in his professional and private life.” He picked up his nickname from the strange habit of going to church.

White also got off the quote of the decade in 1889, when battling against the reserve rule. An excellent article about White was written by Joseph Overfield, and appeared in the 1975 Baseball Research Journal; most of these facts are taken from that article. In 1888 the Detroit franchise in the National League went out of business, and sold its players around the league. Deacon White and Jack Rowe were sold to Pittsburgh, but instead of reporting to their new team, that December the two of them purchased a team in Buffalo, New York, in the International League, intending to play for themselves. They weren’t too happy about the fact that they had been sold for $7,000 and were being asked to report to Pittsburgh for a fraction of that. Things didn’t go well in Buffalo, and eventually they capitulated and reported to Pittsburgh, but were paid $1,250 each plus good salaries, $500 a month.

White told a Buffalo reporter, “We are satisfied with the money, but we ain’t worth it. Rowe’s arm is gone. I’m over 40 and my fielding ain’t so good, though I can still hit some. But I will say this. No man is going to sell my carcass unless I get half.”



Near the top of this group is Dick Burns, who had been released by Detroit in mid-summer, 1883, after hitting .186 in 37 games for that team. He was one of the best players in the Union Association, which earned him another look in the NL the next season, where he lasted 14 games. His career total of 38 hits in the “real” major leagues is the seventh-highest in this group.

The highest hit total in the group? Well, that would be Scrappy Carroll, who parlayed his nine-game trial with St. Paul in 1884 into a 13–game trial with Buffalo (National League) in 1885, where he went 3–for-40. He survived that experience to play 57 games for Cleveland in the American Association in 1887, hitting .199 with 16 outfield errors. This gave him 46 hits in the real major leagues, highest total in this group of 72.

Tilley, Burns, and Carroll were among the best of this group of 72 players. Ten of the 72 played in the real majors but never had a hit, and 37 of them played in the majors but did not get their hit total out of single digits. These players, then, were clearly not major league caliber. Adding them to the 107 discussed before, that makes 179 of the 272 Union Association players who obviously could not play in the real majors.

But what about the other 93?

Lee Allen, in The Development of Baseball, says that Henry V. Lucas “was able to lure many players from the other leagues.” The assumption that this is true appears to underlie the identification of the Union Association as a major league.

But in fact, this statement is flatly wrong: Lucas was not able to lure “many players” from the established leagues. Of the 272 players who played in the Union Association, at most about a dozen were established players, lured away from the National League or the American Association. None were stars of real significance.

Continuing to sort through the players, the other 93 who represent the Union Association’s creme-de-la-creme… Did any of you see spring training games in 1995, when the major leaguers were on strike? The remaining 93 players were predominantly composed of players whose credentials were very similar to those of the replacement players—teenagers, washed up veterans, and sub-regulars who were looking for a chance to break through.

This group includes, for example:


	
Buster Hoover. The 21–year-old Hoover was one of the best players in the Union, hitting .364 as a regular for Philadelphia. The Philadelphia franchise folded in August, and Hoover signed with or was sold to the National League franchise in the same city, where he hit .190 in 10 games. He went back to the minors then, but got a chance to play in the American Association in 1886, hitting .217 in 40 games for Baltimore. After that he disappeared for six seasons, re-appearing with Cincinnati (the Reds) in 1892. He lasted 14 games, hitting .176.

	
Jumbo Schoeneck. Schoeneck, a 22–year-old 223–pounder, was also among the best hitters in the league, hitting .308 in 106 games, and leading the league’s first basemen in games, putouts, and fielding percentage. After the Union Association folded he disappeared for four seasons, re-surfacing with Indianapolis in late 1888. He hit .237 in 1888, .242 early in 1889, and then was gone forever.

	
Frank Olin. Played well in the American Association in 1884, also played briefly in the Union, but played only one major league game other than the 1884 season.

	
Sleeper Sullivan. A bench warmer in the National League in 1881, the American Association in 1882–1883, had been released by an American Association team early in 1883. Played briefly in the Union, and then never played again.

	
Peek-A-Boo Veach. A pitcher/outfielder in the Union Association, he pitched one game in the American Association in 1887 (which he lost), and played the outfield for a National League team in 1890, when the real National League players revolted and formed their own league. That’s his entire career.

	
George Strief. A regular outfielder for Cleveland (NL) in 1879, he hit just .174, and disappeared until 1882, when he re-emerged with the American Association. He hit .195 and .225 in two seasons in the American Association, then played for four teams in the summer of 1884—two teams in the Union Association, one in the National League, one in the American Association. Career ended in mid-season, 1885.

	
Tim Murnane. More famous as a sports-writer than a player. He had played in the National Association (1872–1875) and the National League (1876–1878), but had been out of the major leagues for six years before returning with the Union Association in Boston, a team of which he was also a part-owner.

	
Will Foley. A 38–year-old veteran who, like Murnane, had played in the National Association and the National League, but had dropped out of the majors since 1879, except for a five-game look with Detroit in 1881. The Union Association gave him one more “major league” experience.



Of the 93 players not already discussed, about 53 are of this type, which could be subdivided into these four types:

1. Young players who played well in the Union, earned trials by the real major leagues, but failed those trials.

2. Guys whose “other major league” career was just the 1884 season.

3. National League and American Association fringe players.

4. Washed up veterans who had been out of the majors for years.

OK, that leaves about 40 players to be dealt with, depending on where you sort the hard cases. About 40 players (a) were good or at least fairly decent major league players, and (b) did play in the Union Association.

About two-thirds of these players were men who got their first taste of “major league” play in the Union Association, and who then went on to be major league players.

Does the presence of these players certify the Union Association as a “major” league? Obviously it does not. If producing two dozen players who went on to have decent major league careers certified the Union as a major league, then the International League could be certified as a major league in any season from 1890 to 1990. Let’s pick a season at random—say, 1941. Players who played in the International League in 1941 included Fred Hutchinson, Jimmy Ripple, Pat Mullin, Sid Gordon, Erv Dusak, Hank Majeski, Tommy Holmes, Johnny Lindell, Herman Franks, Goodie Rosen, Whitey Kurowski, Tony Cuccinello, Tommy Byrne, Snuffy Stirn-weiss, Ray Mueller, Lennie Merullo, Hal White, Hank Borowy, Clem Dreisewerd, Max Surkont, Virgil Trucks, Ed Head, and Stan Musial.

The young players who came out of the Union Association weren’t nearly that good, weren’t nearly as good as the young players produced by the International League in 1941, or the International League in 1951, or the Pacific Coast League in 1926, or the Eastern League in 1968. If the presence of 25 to 30 future major league players makes a league a major league, baseball encyclopedias will need to be the size of pianos.

Still, if two dozen young men playing in the Union Association went on to star in the National League or the American Association in the next few years, that certainly would show that the level of competition in the UA was pretty good, just as the large number of players who vaulted from the Negro Leagues to major league stardom pretty much proves that the competition in the Negro Leagues was of high quality. But the Union Association fails this test, for three reasons:

1. The young players who came out of the UA weren’t all that good. There’s no Willie Mays here, no Henry Aaron, no Jackie Robinson.

2. To get to 25 players, you have to count a bunch of guys who played less than ten games in the Union.

3. Many of the young players who used the UA as a springboard to major league careers actually didn’t emerge as legitimate major leaguers until years later.

I’ll give you a list of all the young players who could be included in this group, so you can form your own summary of their accomplishments if you want to take the time. I have a list of 26 players: Kid Baldwin, Lady Baldwin, Charlie Bastian, Henry Boyle, Oyster Burns, Jack Clements, Con Daily, Jumbo Davis, Jim Donnelly, Frank Foreman, Joe Gunson, Bill Hutchison, Bill Johnson, Al Maul, Tommy McCarthy, Chippy McGarr, Mox McQuery, Bert Myers, Billy O’Brien, Joe Quinn, Yank Robinson, Emmett Seery, Germany Smith, Phenomenal Smith, Perry Werden, and Joe Werrick.

Exactly one-half of those players played twelve games or fewer in the Union Association. Oyster Burns, for example, was certainly a quality major league player, and he did play in the Union Association. Two games. He was 19 years old. How much does the presence of the 19–year-old Oyster Burns in two games actually do to certify the Union Association as a major league? Realistically, nothing.

Bill Hutchison was certainly an exceptional major league pitcher—in the 1890s. He also played two games in the Union. After that, his major league career doesn’t start until 1889.

Tommy McCarthy, while his selection to the Hall of Fame is generally conceded to have been unfortunate, was certainly a good major league player, and he did play in the Union. He was twenty years old. It would be four years until he was ready to play regularly in the American Association, in 1888.



PARKS OF THE 1870s

To state the matter without hyperbole, the finest ballpark in the United States in 1879 would today be considered substandard for the Florida State League. The first enclosed ballpark was the Union and Capitoline Grounds, commonly known as the Union Grounds, in Brooklyn, built in 1864 by William Cammeyer. It seated about 1,500 people on long benches.

The “stadiums” where baseball was played in the 1870s would seem to be not too different from the accommodations at which I witnessed rodeos in small towns in Kansas in the late 1950s and early 1960s—actually, the rodeo places might be closer to the parks of the late 1880s than the late 1870s. The owners bought some wood and threw up fences and primitive bleachers and maybe a clubhouse or a dugout; the players often assisted in the construction. In a couple of years the thing fell down or burned down or rotted out, or they just got tired of it and built another one. The average occupancy of a park before 1890 wasn’t more than a couple of years. These teams, remember, were not the only teams in town; the gentlemen’s clubs that had dominated baseball in the 1850s and 1860s were still around, frequently competed against the professionals, and almost always shared parks with them. By 1880 most teams probably owned their own parks, but it was not unusual for a team to switch accommodations in mid-season, entering into or departing an arrangement with one of these clubs or with someone who rented a ballpark out as a business.

Under those circumstances, if a team drew 4,000 people, it looked like an enormous number; people would be spilling off the bleachers and standing along the foul lines to watch the game. The crowd was not necessarily confined to the seats well into the twentieth century. For large crowds as late as 1935, there might be ropes put up in the outfield and fans standing behind the ropes.

In the first edition of this book, I commented that to make a full accounting of all the parks that teams played in during this period would be a massive undertaking. That undertaking was undertaken by Philip Lowry, who produced the book Green Cathedrals, published by the Society of American Baseball Research in 1986. Lowry attempted to document and describe every park used in the major leagues from day one to the present, as well as some minor league parks and other miscellaneous information. It is a wonderful reference book.



Joe Gunson is on the list above. He has the same problem as Hutchison and McCarthy (his career doesn’t really begin until years later), plus another problem: Joe Gunson was the Tim Spehr of the 1890s. Does the presence of the 21–year-old Joe Gunson in this league suggest that the UA was a major league, or that it wasn’t? I don’t know; where was Tim Spehr when he was 21?

How many guys were there who really played in the Union, not ten games but who really played there, and who really went on to become major league players, not years later but right away? About five, none of them stars.

Joe Quinn, a 19–year-old Australian, played regularly in the Union, and stayed with his team (St. Louis) when that team moved to the National League the next season. He struggled, hitting .213 in 1885 and .232 in 1886, but he kept his job, and he went on to have a good major league career.

Jack Clements, a 19–year-old catcher for Philadelphia, was purchased by the Philadelphia National League team when the Union team folded. He, too, struggled for two seasons, hitting .191 in 1885 and .205 in 1886, but he survived, played in the National League until 1900, and became one of the best catchers in nineteenth-century baseball (and the best left-handed catcher in baseball history).

Germany Smith, a 21–year-old shortstop for Altoona, hit .315 before the Altoona franchise folded in May, and leveraged that to a successful major league career, although he was a .240 hitter, not a .315 hitter. He was a glove man.

Emmett Seery, a 23–year-old outfielder who hit .313 in the Union and led the league’s out-fielders in assists and putouts, also moved to the National League in 1885. He hit .162, but survived to have a modestly successful major league career.

Yank Robinson, an infielder, led the Union in walks with 37, and later led the American Association in walks twice, with 116 and 118.

Henry Boyle, a young pitcher who went 15–3 for St. Louis, pitched in the National League from 1885 through 1889, although he had a losing record every season.

That’s it.

OK, we come, then, to the last group of players who might somehow legitimize the Union Association as a “major” league, the twelve to fifteen players who could reasonably be described as established major league players, who did play in the Union Association.

Two points. First, none of these players was a legitimate star at that time (although Jack Glass-cock and Fred Dunlap later became minor stars).

Second, the performance of these players, the good players who did come over from the established major leagues, is so extraordinary that, rather than suggesting that the Union Association was a major league, it provides definitive proof of the opposite proposition.

I’ve got a working list of fourteen “legitimate” major league players, although there are all kinds of questions about whether he should be included on such a list. That list, alphabetically, is: Jersey Bakely, Tommy Bond, George Bradley, One Arm Dailey, Buttercup Dickerson, Fred Dunlap, Charlie Ganzel, Jack Glasscock, Jack Gleason, Jim McCormick, Dave Rowe, Orator Shaffer, Charlie Sweeney, and Billy Taylor.

This collection of run-of-the-mill and journeymen ballplayers, transported to the new major league, became superstars. Fred Dunlap, a career .277 hitter in ten years in the National League (before and after 1884) hit .412 in the Union, leading the league in hits (185), home runs (13), runs scored (160), total bases, batting average, on-base percentage, slugging percentage… basically everything. Returning to the National League the next season, he hit .270.

Would this suggest to you that Dunlap in 1884 was hitting against major league competition? If it does, look at the other players who came over. Pebbly Jack Glasscock, a career .287 hitter in a 17–year National League career, hit .249 that summer in the National League, but played 38 games in the Union, and hit .419.

Orator Shaffer, a career .271 hitter in the National League and the American Association, also played in the Union Association, as a regular. He hit .360.

Buttercup Dickerson, a career .273 hitter in the NL and AA, played 46 games in the Union. He hit .365.

Jack Gleason, a career .248 hitter in the real major leagues, played 92 games in the Union. He hit .324.

Bollicky Billy Taylor was an American Association fringe player, a utility man who also pitched on occasion. His career average in the real major leagues was .261, his won-lost record 25–32. In the Union, he hit .366 and went 25–4.

Jim McCormick, a good National League pitcher, spent part of that summer with Cleveland (NL) and part with Cincinnati (UA). He went 19–22 in the National League, 21–3 in the Union.

Are there any counter-examples, any real major league players who came to the Union and didn’t perform as if this was a Mickey Mouse league where they could do whatever they wanted to? Well, not really. One Arm Daily, whose career record was 45–59 in the real major leagues, did go “just” 28–28 in the Union Association, although he had gone 23–19 the previous season in the National League. But Daily, whose career high in strikeouts would otherwise be 171, struck out 483 Union Association batters. Dave Rowe, a fringe player in other leagues, led the UA in at bats (485) and hit “only” .293; he had hit .313 the previous season in the American Association, in limited playing time.

Jersey Bakely, who had pitched well in the American Association in 1883, did not pitch well in the UA in 1884. But Bakely was a twenty-year-old who had behind him only eight games in the AA (as a teenager), making it a stretch to describe him as an established player. Tommy Bond was just 13–9 in the UA, but Bond was washed up, a player who had been essentially out of baseball for three years before the 1884 season brought him back into circulation.

One of the most famous Union Association stars, whose story is frequently cited in telling the league’s history, was Charlie Sweeney. On June 7, 1884, Sweeney struck out 19 men in a National League game, winning 2–1; incidentally, Sweeney also batted cleanup in that game. A few weeks later, Sweeney showed up for a game drunk, took the mound, and refused to come out of the game when his manager relieved him, thus forcing his release, and thus enabling him to sign with the Union Association.

Sweeney, because of the attention which followed his 19 strikeout effort, may have been the closest thing the Union had to a real star—Sweeney, or Dunlap. He is not, in general, an exception to the pattern of the league. He left the majors shortly after his 24th birthday in 1887, leaving a career won-lost mark of 24–7 in the Union Association—but 40–45 in the real major leagues.

Summarizing, this is the way the 272 players break down (and I have been as generous as I could possibly be in classifying players):



	1. No other major league connection
	107



	2. Had brief trials but failed
	72



	3. Major league fringe players
	53



	4. Overaged and inexperienced players
	26



	5. Legitimate major league players
	14



	6. Major league stars
	0




 

Doesn’t it seem pretty obvious what the level of competition in this league was? It was a league that made .270 hitters into .400 hitters, and .450 pitchers into Sandy Koufax. In modern baseball, Al Martin is a career .280 hitter. Let me ask you: if there was a new league now, and if Al Martin hit .400 in that league and Donovan Osborne went 23–4, would you accept that as a major league?

There is one other thing to point out here. The St. Louis “powerhouse”—the St. Louis team that went 94–19 in this tacky little league—survived the league’s collapse, augmented their roster with the best players available from the collapse of the rest of the league, and went into the National League in 1885. And they finished last. Retaining their best players from the team that went 94–19 in 1884 (Dunlap, Shaffer, Rowe, Sweeney, and Taylor), but moving to a real major league, they dropped from 94–19 to 36–72.

So how bad was this league? If a 94–19 team goes 36–72 in a real league, where is the center of the league?

Is there any standard by which the Union Association would rate ahead of, let us say, the Pacific Coast League of the 1920s? I can’t find any. Let’s quickly tick off the various things that might be considered indicators of major league status:

1. Stability. The Union Association had three teams fold in less than a season. The Pacific Coast League, in ten seasons, had two franchises move, but none fold. Every team completed its schedule every season.

2. Competitiveness. The Union Association had no pennant race. In fact, according to the 1885 Spalding Guide, they didn’t even have a pennant winner, as Spalding reported that “No official records were kept, and no club legally won the pennant.” The Pacific Coast League, on the other hand, had reasonably good, competitive pennant races every year.

3. Quality players. Let’s see, the UA had Charlie Sweeney, Joe Quinn, Jack Glasscock, and Fred Dunlap. The PCL in the 1920s had Lefty Gomez, Earl Averill, Dave Bancroft, Mickey Cochrane, Ernie Lombardi, Lloyd Waner, Paul Waner, Lefty O’Doul, Tony Lazzeri, Babe Herman, and dozens of other players who had substantial major league careers.

4. Size of cities. The UA had St. Louis, Kansas City, Baltimore, and Altoona. The PCL, on the other hand, had Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, Oakland, and Portland.

5. Ballparks. I didn’t research it, but a safe guess would be that the PCL had a big advantage.

6. Attendance. Again, we are short of data, but you won’t lose money betting that the PCL crowds in the 1920s were much larger.

7. Major league media coverage. Big advantage for the PCL, which had coverage by multiple newspapers in almost every city.

8. A structure to attract talent. No Union Association team had any minor league supporting it, and many or most of the UA teams signed players from walk-in tryouts. The PCL teams in the late 1920s, on the other hand, had organized scouting, and had their own farm teams feeding them talent.

One could argue, I suppose, the “source” theory. If you trace back a great river, you will eventually find a small stream which has been proclaimed by local boosters to be the river’s source—and hence, a part of the river. Maybe you could tie the Union Association to the modern majors by the source theory. I can’t see how.

But you know what is most astonishing here? After researching this thing for about a week, and realizing finally that there is just absolutely no way in hell to categorize the UA as a major league, I started trying to figure out where the idea that this was a major league originally came from.

As I mentioned, Ernest Lanigan classified the UA as a major league when he put together the first baseball encyclopedia in the early 1920s. I assumed that Lanigan had done this based on the Reach and Spalding Guides from 1885, which are basic sources of historical information.

But when I located those guides, guess what? It is very clear in the 1885 Guides, both of them, that the editors of those publications didn’t regard the Union Association as a major league, at all. The distinction between a “major” league and a “minor” league is just beginning to emerge at that time; there are references to “minor” associations, but that is just an informal description, as opposed to an actual classification.

But the 1885 Reach Guide, after recapping briefly the fortunes of the American Association, the National League, the Eastern League and the Northwestern League, has a passage entitled “Other Failures,” which leads into the Union Association. “Though they spent money unstintingly and used it to tempt professional players to revolt against the Reserve Rule,” reported Reach, “they did not succeed except in a very limited manner.”

Later, recapping the pennant races, the Reach Guide again discusses the American Association and the National League, the Eastern League, the Western League, and the Southern League before getting to the Union. About the Union pennant race, it says that “the St. Louis member had a walk over from the start, owing to the relative weakness of the other teams. Besides there was so much apparent hippo-droming done in this body and so many games which were uncertain in their championship nature, that it becomes of no interest what was the further result of the season’s contest in the Union Association.” This is part of a paragraph, which the Union Association shares with the Iron and Oil League and the Ohio State League.

In its statistical section this Reach Guide, after investing 51 pages in the 1884 records of the American Association and the National League and devoting six pages in the Eastern League, gives a page and a half to the Union statistics, with the comment that “weak pitching had much to do with putting the record so high.”

The Spalding Guide for 1885 gives even more cursory treatment to the Union Association. After many pages of analysis of the American Association and the National League season, the Spalding Guide then covers the Eastern League, the Northwestern League, and the Union Association in a little less than one page apiece, the Union Association third. They gave the Union Association one-eighth as much space as they gave the “Inter-Collegiate Association,” which is what we would now call the Ivy League, and one-third as much space as they gave the “Northwestern College Association,” which was a forerunner of the Big Ten.

So where, then, does the idea come from that this is a major league, since (a) it clearly wasn’t, and (b) the leading experts of the day clearly knew that it wasn’t.

How did the Union Association magically become a major league, years after the fact?

It is as simple, I think, as this: Ernest Lanigan made a mistake, and the rest of us haven’t done our jobs. If it isn’t as simple as that, then the question I would ask is, what were the sources that Lanigan relied on, to support his judgment that this should be considered a major league?

Very little baseball history, after all, had been written before then. Lanigan, like all of us, is remembered not for what he did best, but for what he did first. The most significant baseball history written between the failure of the Union Association and Lanigan’s Baseball Cyclopedia is Albert G. Spalding’s America’s National Game (1911). That work dismisses the Union Association in two paragraphs, stating that “the season was a humiliating failure.” Lanigan, who was eleven years old in 1884, apparently based his decision that this should be considered a major league upon his own childhood memory.



THE DAVY FORCE CASE

The National Association was a player-dominated outfit that had no reserve clause and no real protection against one team stealing players from another. The players who went from team to team were called “revolvers.” The most famous of them was Davy Force, a 5–foot-4–inch shortstop.

Force was described by Francis Richter as the greatest shortstop of his day, except for George Wright. Force hit extremely well in the National Association (.412 in 1872), although he never hit much after the National League was formed in 1876. He seems to have been hurt by a rule change that allowed a pitcher to throw sidearm, as a small player might. He was built funny; “his legs,” said Richter, “were muscular, but short and bowed, he being in these respects a miniature Honus Wagner… he had, like Wagner, a sort of awkward grace.”

Force’s contract problems were one of the keys to the alliance of powers that made the National League possible. During the winter of 1874–75, Davy negotiated with both Chicago, for whom he had played the previous year, and Philadelphia. This created no particular problem, there being no reserve rule, until he signed contracts with both teams, which a good many players in that time did. The prior contract was signed with Chicago, and on that basis the Association’s Judiciary Committee awarded him to the White Stockings. However, there was another meeting of the Association later in the spring in Philadelphia, at which Mr. Spering, of Philadelphia, was elected president of the Association—and appointed a new Judiciary Committee. The new Judiciary Committee reversed the old one, and awarded Force to Philadelphia.

This reversal made William Hulbert, Chicago’s financial backer, livid. Hulbert’s anger resulted in the dissolution of the National Association and the formation of the National League. Hulbert generalized his own ailments, and concluded that the Association was not being run properly—too lax, too player-oriented, not enough protection for the “owners”—and so began drawing up a new set of by-laws, and organizing the league’s other financial backers. Further, Harry Wright, though not directly involved, felt that the Association had handled the matter badly by allowing Force to play for Philly. Wright was the most influential figure in baseball at this time, with the possible exception of Henry Chadwick, and his view of the issue may have led him to side with Hulbert in the ensuing battle.



There are a very small group of us who have engineered the baseball encyclopedias—Lanigan, Hy Turkin, S. C. Thompson, John Tattersall, Lee Allen, Pete Palmer, John Thorn, Don Zminda, John Dewan, Neil Munro, myself… you could put all of us in a small room, if you had a good ventilation system. Lanigan made a mistake; the rest of us, out of sloppiness and laziness, have failed to correct it. That’s about all there is to it.

At the end of World War II, moneyed interests in Mexico attempted to promote the Mexican League into a major league by luring major leaguers away from their contracts with big dollars. They attracted a few players—Mickey Owen, Sal Maglie, Danny Gardella—but ultimately failed, first because they could not attract the players they wanted, and second because they could not generate enough income to sustain their largesse.

The story of the Union Association is almost precisely the same—the same in terms of the effort which was being made, the same in terms of the approach that was used, essentially the same in terms of the number of quality players who took the bait, essentially the same in terms of the outcome of the experiment.

It would be farcical to list the 1946 Mexican League as a major league—and it is a farce to allow the Union Association to continue to masquerade in the records as a major league. We are polluting major league record books by including statistics from a league that wouldn’t properly be included in an encyclopedia of the good minors. Maybe it’s premature to say that we ought to take them out, but we sure ought to talk about it.



THE 1880s


HOW THE GAME WAS PLAYED

The 1880s were a time of extensive experimenting with the rules of the game, as the entrepreneurs of professional baseball, now in charge of the game, began to adapt baseball to their commercial needs. The committee on playing rules accepted suggestions all summer, and every winter issued new rules. The number of balls required for a walk, which was nine before, was changed to eight in 1880, to seven in 1882, to six in 1884, back to seven in 1886, to five in 1887, and to four in 1889. This was done in an effort to speed up the game, and to require the pitcher to get the ball in there where it could be hit. The pitcher’s box was moved back from 45 feet to 50, and the dimensions of the box were changed twice (a pitcher at this time was allowed to take a short run before delivering the ball). The rules were changed several times on how high a pitcher could raise his arm, but by the end of the decade he was allowed to throw overhand and raise his arm to the moon if he could get it up there. Flat bats were legal for a few years. These experiments were conducted in an attempt to find the right balance between offense and defense. In 1887, the rule allowing the batter to call for a high pitch or a low pitch was eliminated, and a standard strike zone was defined. For one year a strikeout required four strikes. Batters were given first base if hit by a pitch.

With truly independent minor leagues and two major leagues (three if you count the Union Association), rule changes were not always adopted in unison. This resulted in some confusion. The scoring rules were fiddled around with continuously—what to count as a hit, what not to count as a hit, what to charge as an at bat, what not to charge as an at bat, when to charge an error and to whom—all that was in constant flux.

The number of runs jumped up and down, but wound up the decade around six per team per game in both leagues. Fielding gloves were adopted during the decade, and errors consequently diminished. The stolen base was in its heyday, in part because catchers, with pitchers throwing overhand and from 50 feet away, were unable to deal with pitches as they do today. (Stolen bases were counted beginning in 1887, but, since players could be credited with a stolen base when they took an extra base on the basepaths, it is difficult to know how many stolen bases there were in the modern meaning of the term. It is clear, though, that there were many.)

The game began to get rough. In the 1850s and sixties, baseball’s ethics were set by gentlemen’s clubs. As they developed more interest in won and lost records, the gentlemen’s clubs took in the better athletes. The first generation of professional players came from that background, from the experience of being hired soldiers of the gentlemen’s clubs. Respect for the umpires was the accepted norm, and prominent citizens often served as volunteer umpires.

With the coming of professionalism, and professional umpires, this went out the window, and the game turned rough. The center of rowdyism in the 1880s was the St. Louis team in the American Association, led by Arlie Latham (The Freshest Man on Earth) and manager Charles Comiskey. This great team—and many think them the greatest team of the nineteenth century—attempted to drive opponents off their game with constant verbal abuse. Since they won, others imitated them. Players acting as coaches ran up and down the baselines hurling insults and obscenities at the pitcher; this led to the coach’s box being established in 1887. Latham was known for his talents and enthusiasm as an antagonist, leading to constant fights. The Association would fine them and Chris Von der Ahe, the owner, would pay the fines, believing such tactics to encourage attendance.

The fans got involved. Visiting players had no dugouts to hide in, only a bench, exposed to hostile fans sitting close enough to be heard, close enough to hurl, close enough to reach out and touch. And the way they treated the umpires! Well, we’ll deal with that later, but many people felt that you just couldn’t win in St. Louis; if the fans didn’t get to you, they’d get to the umpire. The Browns from 1883 through 1889 won more than three-fourths of their home games.

King Kelly was noted for his innovative circumvention of the rulebook; someone said that half of the National League’s rules were written to keep King Kelly from stealing ballgames. When the rules were changed to allow in-game substitutions, all a player had to do was call himself into the game. This was the practice until one day when the third out of the ninth inning was popped up over the head of King Kelly, seated on the Chicago bench. Kelly stood up, called himself into the game, and caught the ball (or so, at least, the story goes). Whether that story is true or not, he certainly cut across the infield while running the bases when he could get by with it, and pioneered such tactics as limping to first base in great pain, then suddenly recovering to steal second, and dropping his catcher’s mask where the baserunner would trip over it.
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King Kelly

 

One could make too much of this. The rowdy behavior was far worse in the American Association, which charged a twenty-five cent admission and sold beer, than in the National League, which preferred the fifty-cent admission and did not. But the average man in the 1880s, while rougher than today, was not a thug, nor was the average ballplayer helpless to defend himself. Many games were marked by the best of sportsmanship on all sides. The surprise at the time was to see so many games which were not, and so that’s what people wrote about.

Throughout the decade, the “official” schedule lengthened steadily, as “league” games became more profitable than exhibitions. As teams began to play 90, 100, 120, 130 (league) games a year, and as pitchers began to throw overhand, the one-man pitching staffs died out; by 1889 most teams were using three pitchers, not exactly in a modern rotation, but alternating.
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WHERE THE GAME WAS PLAYED

We’re talking basically about two leagues here—the National League, which was already in place in 1880, and the American Association, which came along in 1882. There was also the Union Association (see page 21), which occupied some major league cities for a few weeks with minor league talent, but the teams represented in the two majors were:



	National
	American



	Boston
	Baltimore



	Buffalo
	Brooklyn



	Chicago
	Cincinnati



	Cincinnati
	Cleveland



	Cleveland
	Columbus



	Detroit
	Indianapolis



	Indianapolis
	Kansas City



	Kansas City
	Louisville



	New York
	New York



	Philadelphia
	Philadelphia



	Pittsburgh
	Pittsburgh



	Providence
	Richmond



	St. Louis
	St. Louis



	Troy
	Toledo



	Washington
	Washington



	 
	Worcester




There were efforts to place major league ball as far west as Kansas City and as far south as Richmond, but these efforts failed, in part because of the transportation difficulties, and in part because the press in those towns was not robust enough to nurture and sustain the public’s interest. Baseball remained concentrated in the northeast corner of the nation, where the population densities were highest.

At the beginning of the decade, the National League had been forced into smaller cities by William Hulbert’s wars with other teams. Hulbert made a remark, often quoted, that he would rather be a lamppost in Chicago than a millionaire in any other city. Combined with his record of antipathy toward the teams in New York and Philadelphia, this suggests a personal bias against the big cities of the east. This enabled the American Association, opening shop in 1882, to move unchallenged into the nation’s largest cities. Denny McKnight, first president of the Association, estimated that the Association drew from a population base of 2,370,000 fans, whereas the National League served only 1,156,000. But following the death of Hulbert, the National League marched into the big cities of the east, and balanced the scales.

WHO THE GAME WAS PLAYED BY

One thing about the players of the nineteenth century that should be noted is their size. Few were over six feet tall.

The players were still mostly eastern, mostly Irish, and a little rough. The stories about their having been unwelcome in the best hotels are true, if over-stated.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

This man played more than 1,000 major league games, and is mentioned only once in passing in this book. And none of you has any idea who he is.



CHECKING IN:

1880—Christy Mathewson, Factoryville, Pennsylvania
Sam Crawford, Wahoo, Nebraska
Joe Tinker, Muscotah, Kansas

1881—Branch Rickey, Lucasville, Ohio
Ed Walsh, Plains, Pennsylvania
Johnny Evers, Troy, New York

1883—Hal Chase, Los Gatos, California

1884—Chief Bender, Brainerd, Minnesota Eddie Cicotte, Detroit

1885—George S. Patton, San Gabriel, California

1886—Ty Cobb, Narrows, Georgia
Home Run Baker, Trappe, Maryland

1887—Eddie Collins, Millerton, New York
Walter Johnson, Humboldt, Kansas
Grover Alexander, St. Paul, Nebraska
Joe McCarthy, Philadelphia

1888—Tris Speaker, Hubbard City, Texas
Joe Jackson, Brandon Mills, South Carolina
Eugene O’Neill, New York City

1889—Smokey Joe Wood, Kansas City, Missouri

CHECKING OUT:

1881—James Garfield, gunshot, 50

1882—William Hulbert, heart attack, 49

1883—Jim Devlin, 33

1885—Ulysses S. Grant, 63

1888—Asa Brainard, 47





THE 1880s IN A BOX



	Attendance Data:
	 



	Highest:
	Brooklyn (AA), 1889
	353,690



	 
	St. Louis (AA)
	1,509,000

 
	Lowest:
	Worcester (Mass), 1882
	11,000



	 
	(National League team)
	 




According to the research of Robert L. Tiemann and Pete Palmer, total attendance for major league baseball began 1880 at 256,428 and peaked in 1887 at 4,115,769. Attendance for the decade was about 23,276,002 fans, split among 146 franchise/seasons, making about 159,400 fans per team per season.

The average American in this era probably attended a major league baseball game about once every 27 years.



	Most Home Runs:
	 



	Ned Williamson, Chicago, 1884
	27



	Harry Stovey,
	91




Williamson’s twenty-seven home runs were a fluke, the result of a short fence at Lakefront Park, which created inflated home run totals for the entire team. In all other seasons, balls hit over that fence were considered doubles.



	Best Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	1885 Chicago White Sox
	87–25
	.777



	St. Louis Browns (A.A.)
	618–323
	.656






	Worst Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	1883 Philadelphia (N.L.)
	17–81
	.173



	Washington (NL)
	163–337
	.326




Index of Competitive Balance: 24%

Home-Field Winning Percentage: .583

Percentage of Regulars Hitting .300: 17%

Largest Home-Field Advantage: Louisville (AA)

Louisville during the decade was 261–195 at home (.572) but 171–315 on the road (.352), a 220-point home-field advantage.

Having Their Best Decade: The Chicago Cubs (then known by other names, including “White Sox” and “Colts”), had their best decade ever. The team now known as the San Francisco Giants was launched in 1883, and also had a better winning percentage than in any other decade.

Heaviest Player: Roger Connor or Cap Anson (220-plus)

Lightest Player: Davy Force (130)



	Most Strikeouts by Pitcher:



	Matt Kilroy, 1886
	513



	Tim Keefe
	2,195




 



	Highest Batting Average:
	 



	Tip O’Neill, 1887
	.435



	Dan Brouthers
	.348




The only .400 hitters of the decade were O’Neill and Pete Browning, both in the American Association in 1887, in a season in which four strikes were required for a strikeout. At the time, the American Association counted walks as hits in batting average, and reported a batting average for O’Neill of .492.



	Lowest Batting Average:
	 



	Jack Burdock, 1888
	.142



	Tom McLaughlin
	.189




Best Major League Players (by Years):

1880—George Gore

1881—Cap Anson

1882—Dan Brouthers

1883—Dan Brouthers

1884—Paul Hines

1885—Roger Connor

1886—King Kelly

1887—Tip O’Neill

1888—Jimmy Ryan

1889—Tommy Tucker

Best Major League Pitchers (by Years):

1880—Jim McCormick

1881—Grasshopper Jim Whitney

1882—Old Hoss Radbourn

1883—Old Hoss Radbourn

1884—Old Hoss Radbourn

1885—John Clarkson

1886—Dave Foutz

1887—Bob Caruthers

1888—Silver King

1889—John Clarkson

Hardest-Throwing Pitcher: Charlie Sweeney

The 1924 Spalding Guide said that “Modern Base Ball enthusiasts would find it hard to realize the amount of speed that Sweeney could put into his work. Walter Johnson is called the ‘speed king’, but he never pitched with more speed than Sweeney, and perhaps not as much.” See note about Sweeney under “Negotiating Tactic.”

Best Curve: Mickey Welch

Best Power/Speed Combination: Harry Stovey

Best Switch Hitter: Tommy Tucker

Iron Man: Old Hoss Radbourn

Best Bunter: Joe Start

Best Baseball Books:

The Sporting News began publication in 1886. The Reach Guide and The Sporting Life, both eventually edited by the incomparable Francis Richter, started in 1883 (Richter founded The Sporting Life and assumed the position as Reach editor later on). “Casey at the Bat” first appeared in the San Francisco Examiner in 1888. Among the popular books of the period were Mike Kelly’s Play Ball: Stories of the Ball Field, in 1888, and Fred Pfeffer’s Scientific Ball, in 1889.

Five Largest Changes in Baseball During the Decade:


	Wholesale revisions of the rules/elimination of primitive elements

	Establishment of the two-league format

	Extension of schedules to something like modern length

	Growth/development of stadiums

	Consolidation of the authority of professionals over the amateurs who had previously controlled the game



Best Outfield Arm: George Gore



	Most Runs Batted In:
	 



	Sam Thompson, 1887
	166



	Cap Anson
	967




Early rules did not require the batting order to be announced prior to game time. Before this was changed in the early eighties, Anson would sometimes wait and see if the first two men got on. If they did, he would bat; if not, he would wait and hit in the next inning.

Most Aggressive Baserunners:

King Kelly

Arlie Latham

Harry Stovey

Fastest Player: Billy Sunday

When he got old, Cap Anson said that Billy Sunday had been a greater player than Ty Cobb. The 1919 Reach Guide, conceding Sunday’s greatness as a baserunner, found it necessary to rebut this at some length… see also note about Arlie Latham, page 570.

Slowest Player: Dick Buckley

Best Control Pitcher: Jim Whitney



	Most Stolen Bases:
	 



	Hugh Nicol, 1887
	138



	Arlie Latham
	367




Best-Looking Player: Billy Sunday

Ugliest Player: Grasshopper Jim Whitney

A reporter once wrote that Whitney had “a head about the size of a wart with the forehead slanting at an angle of 45 degrees.”

O.J. Simpson Award: Terry Larkin (see page 51)

Cap Anson Award: Cap Anson

Three Finger Brown Award: One Arm Daily

Ozzie Guillen Trophy: Hick Carpenter

Bound for Glory:

Billy Sunday (Evangelist)

John K. Tener (Future Governor of Pennsylvania)

Robert M. Keating (Inventor)

Frank Olin (Industrialist)

Best Pitching Staff: 1887 St. Louis Browns (Bob Caruthers, Dave Foutz, Silver King)

Best Offense: 1885 Chicago White Stockings

Retrobermanisms:

Jimmy (Power to the) Peoples

(See a doctor immediately if your) Dick Burns George (It’s all a matter of whose Ox is) Gore

First of His Kind: Tommy Tucker (first switch hitter to win a batting title)

Last of His Kind: Jack Clements (the last left-handed catcher)

The notion that a left-handed person could not be a major league catcher is absurd. The practical disadvantage of having to “throw through” the hitters 65% of the time on a steal of second (as opposed to 35%) is not prohibitive. If you think about it, a left-handed catcher would in general have an advantage in scrambling after a ball tapped in front of the plate. If the ball is tapped along the first base line, the play is in front of the catcher, and it makes little difference whether the catcher is right-handed or left. But on a ball tapped along the third base line, a left-handed catcher would have an advantage, since the right-hander has to reach across his body to grab the ball, thus has to “run past” the play in order to avoid screening himself.

The biggest reason there are no left-handed catchers is natural selection. Catchers need good throwing arms. If you have a kid on your baseball team who is left-handed and has a strong arm, what are you going to do with him?

One of a Kind: Old Hoss Radbourn (only man to win 59 games in a season)

Best Infield: 1885 Chicago White Sox (Cap Anson, Fred Pfeffer, Ned Williamson, Tom Burns)

Best Outfield: 1889 New York Giants (Jim O’Rourke, Mike Tiernan, George Gore)

A Better Man Than a Ballplayer: Pop Snyder was a brilliant defensive catcher, possibly better than Charlie Bennett, although I picked Bennett as the Gold Glove catcher of the decade. Anyway, in 1882 Snyder made $1,100, and played well, hitting .291 and earning almost twice as many Win Shares for his fielding as any other catcher in the league. That winter the Reds sent him a contract calling for $1,800 in 1883. Snyder returned it, explaining that it was too much. He asked that the Reds take a thousand dollars off of his offer, and give it to a teammate who he felt was underpaid. The Reds agreed, and Snyder played for $1,700.

Mr. Dickens, I’d Like You to Meet:

Eddie Fusselback (St. Louis, 1882, Baltimore, 1884) Cannonball Titcomb (Philadelphia, 1886–87, Giants, 1888–89)

Platoon Combinations I Would Like to See:

Chicken Wolf and Harry Koons

Best Defensive Teams: Charles Comiskey’s St. Louis Browns were by far the best defensive team of the 1880s.

Charles Comiskey has been credited with inventing the practice of having the pitcher cover first base on a ground ball to the right side, thus enabling the first baseman to come off the bag and cover the hole. This is based on news reports and memories… really, not much more than gossip. Cap Anson, who liked to take credit for inventing all defensive teamwork, once claimed, in a 1918 interview, that his pitchers were doing this before Comiskey’s.

It occurred to me that, with modern baseball encyclopedias, it would be simple to check and see how many putouts actually were recorded by pitchers, and whether the totals for St. Louis (or Chicago) were larger than those for other teams, as they would certainly have to be if the claim for Comiskey was valid. Here’s what I found:


	Putout rates for pitchers in 1876 were not really very different than they are now. In 1876 there were 520 major league games played, and pitchers recorded 346 putouts—.66 per game. In 1996 there were 4,534 major league games, and pitchers recorded 2,630 putouts—.58 per game.

	In the first ten years of the majors, however, putout rates for pitchers declined substantially, from .66 per game in 1876 to .40 in 1885. I believe that this happened because the practice developed of pitchers not catching pop ups. There aren’t very many PO1s, you know. The pitcher only catches a pop out if no one else can. This practice almost certainly developed shortly after 1876.

	In the first four years of the St. Louis Browns, 1882–1885, their pitchers recorded no more putouts than any other team. They were in the middle of the league in pitcher putouts. (Comiskey took over management of the team late in the 1883 season.)

	In 1886, however, putouts by St. Louis pitchers suddenly vaulted far ahead of anyone else in the league. In 1886 St. Louis pitchers recorded 106 putouts, whereas the record for a team in a season before 1886 was 81. They led the majors again in 1887, with 108 (Brooklyn was second in the league with 76), and in 1888, with 89.



Conclusion? Charles Comiskey did in fact invent the practice of pitchers covering first base on a grounder to the right side.

Clint Hartung Award: *Ebenezer Beatin

Outstanding Sportswriter: Oliver Perry Caylor

Most Admirable Superstar: Bid McPhee

Least Admirable Superstar: Cap Anson



	Gold Glove Team:



	C—
	Charlie Bennett



	1B—
	Charlie Comiskey



	2B—
	Bid McPhee



	3B—
	Ed Williamson



	SS—
	Germany Smith



	OF—
	Curt Welch



	 
	Jim Fogarty



	 
	Pop Corkhill




New Stadiums:





	1882—
	Exposition Park, Pittsburgh



	1883—
	Lakefront Park, Chicago (remodeled)



	 
	Washington Park, Brooklyn



	 
	Recreation Park, Philadelphia



	1884—
	Redland Park, Cincinnati



	1886—
	Capitol Park, Washington



	1887—
	Huntington Grounds, Philadelphia




Best Pennant Race: 1889 National League

The Giants won and Boston lost on the last day of the season to give the Giants a one-game victory.

Best World Series: 1886 Series, won by St. Louis over Chicago, 0–6, 12–0, 4–11, 8–5, 10–3, and 4–3.

Best-Hitting Pitchers: Guy Hecker, Dave Foutz, and Bob Caruthers

Worst-Hitting Pitcher: Cannonball Titcomb

Best Minor League Team: Dallas Hams, 1888

Best Minor League Player: Bill Krieg

Odd Couple: Cap Anson and King Kelly

Drinking Men:

Charlie Sweeney

King Kelly

Jim McCormick

Gid Gardner

Lee Viau

Mickey Welch

Pete Browning

Jack Farrell

New Equipment:

Flat-sided bats legal, 1885–1893

Sliding pads introduced by Sam Morton

First made-to-order bats, by Hillerich Umpires indicators invented

Chest protectors for catchers (1888 or 1889, experiments earlier)

Catchers mitts

First night baseball game played at Hull, Massachusetts, September 2, 1880

Prior to 1887, home plate was made of stone, iron, or wood. Numerous players were injured by the plate. A major league player/inventor, Robert M. Keating, invented the two-part rubber home plate, white with a black border, which has been used ever since.

Player vs. Team: The owner’s reserve clause, developed in 1879, was submitted to a number of court tests during this era, and lost them all. In the first big test, the case of Charlie Bennett, the court ruled that the clause Bennett had signed was merely an agreement to execute a contract at a later date, and not a contract in and of itself. This implied that Bennett had a right to reject the later offer. This was merely the first of many courtroom defeats for baseball’s reserve arrangement, which survived nonetheless for eighty-five more years.

Team vs. Team: A Detroit owner named Frederick Kimball Stearns spent $25,000 between 1885 and 1887 to turn Detroit into a powerhouse team. The Detroit area at this time was not able to support his expenditures, and Stearns needed to get some of the money back from the road gate. The other National League owners, reacting to Stearns’ strategy, reduced the road gate to a limit of $125 a game, thus preventing Stearns from recovering his investment, and forcing him to sell off his stars.

Uniform Changes: Position-coded uniforms

New Terms or Expressions: Fans at this time were called “cranks” or “kranks.” Thomas Lawson wrote a little book, The Krank: His Language and What it Means (1888) which listed such terms as “willow” or “ash” for bat, “circus catches” for circus catches, “robber” or “tenth man” for umpire, as well as “butter fingers” and “back up” fielders.



	Most Wins by Pitcher:
	 



	Old Hoss Radbourn, 1884
	59



	Tim Keefe
	291






	Highest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Fred Goldsmith, 1880
	21–3
	.875



	Bob Caruthers
	175–64
	.732






	Lowest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Sam Moffett, 1884
	3–19
	.136



	Egyptian Healy
	44–98
	.310




Nicknames: See page 48

All Offense/No Defense: 1885 Philadelphia Athletics

All Defense/No Offense: 1885 New York Metropolitans

Homer: Ned Williamson hit 64 home runs in his career—57 of them at home (Chicago), only 7 on the road. His teammate Fred Pfeffer also hit 81 of his 94 home runs at home, while Hick Carpenter of Cincinnati, who hit 18 career home runs, hit all but one in his home park.

Yellowstone Park Award: Henry Larkin

This probably comes under the heading of “You Learn Something Useless Every Day,” but unlike modern baseball, in which almost exactly 50% of home runs are hit by the home team, in the 1880s a very high percentage of home runs were hit by the home team. All prominent players of the 1880s with any power hit more career home runs at home than they did on the road except Henry Larkin, an American Association first baseman who hit 35 of his 53 home runs on the road.

Minor Leagues Were: 100% percent free

Best Double Play Combination: Bid McPhee and Frank Fennelly, Cincinnati, 1885–1888.

Fennelly and McPhee were about 20 double plays a year better than the National League average.

Worst Double Play Combination: Joe Farrell and Sadie Houck, 1886 Baltimore Orioles.

Paul Krichell Talent Scout Award: Cap Anson

In early 1890, Cap Anson journeyed to Canton, Ohio, to see Cy Young pitch. He reported that Young was “just another farmer.”

Best Unrecognized Player: Tony Mullane

Highest-Paid Player: Varying reports. Management in the late eighties was trying to enforce a salary limit. Players, of course, tried to avoid the limit, and there were side deals by which players received cash payments outside the contract.

New Statistics:





	1883—
	Total bases



	 
	Wild pitches



	1884—
	Runs earned by opponents (earned runs) and earned run average temporarily adopted by National League



	1886—
	Stolen bases



	1888—
	Pitcher’s walks



	1889—
	Pitcher’s strikeouts and hit by pitch




Wild pitches and walks were originally part of a pitcher’s fielding record, later switched to the pitching ledger. The Chicago Tribune introduced RBI in 1880, but the concept didn’t catch on until twenty years later. Existing RBI records for the period were figured later.

A Very Good Movie Could Be Made About:

Baseball in St. Louis, 1883–86. It’s got everything—great teams, unbelievable characters like Lucas, Von der Ahe, Comiskey, Sweeney, and Latham, pennant races, World Series.

Five Biggest Things Wrong with Baseball:


	Segregation

	On-field violence

	Constant bickering between players and owners

	Excessive movement of players

	Player drunkenness



I Don’t Know What This Has to Do with Baseball, But I Thought I’d Mention It Anyway: The original “Louisville Slugger” was Pete Browning, the Louisville slugger who discovered the batmaking talents of Bud Hillerich. Browning, like Ted Williams, absolutely loved his bats, and did a lot to change bats from crude nineteenth-century table legs into modern tools of the trade. Browning had over 200 bats, each of which had a name. He used names from the Bible if he didn’t have anything else in mind.

Browning was released from an insane asylum in Louisville in 1905, and died in a city hospital later in the year.
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1882: THE SECRET SCORER

When Albert Spalding was president of the Chicago National League team from 1882 to 1891 (the team now known as the Cubs) he felt that the official scorer should be independent, not subject to criticism or pressure. According to an article by Alex Haas, Spalding successfully kept secret the identity of his official scorer—for ten years. Cap Anson, the manager, did not know who it was. The league president, who received the accounts, did not know who was sending them. The press had no idea who the official scorer was. The man who mailed them to the league office did not know what he was mailing; he was just dropping something off for his mother.

His mother was Elisa Green Williams, and she was the official scorer. She attended every game and sat between the wives of two of the team’s stars, Cap Anson and Abner Dalrymple. She scored every play without ever tipping them off that hers was the official account.

1885: THE GOOD PEOPLE OF THE EARTH VERSUS PETE SOMMERS

On May 28, 1885, Joseph Andrews Sommers, later a major league catcher, was arrested in Cleveland and charged with playing ball on Sunday with the Cleveland team in a minor league. A jury trial was held. The team wished to admit evidence showing that baseball had been played on Sunday in Cleveland for several years without interference, and that other entertainments were permitted under the law. The judge would admit no evidence relating to those issues, but instructed the jury to consider only the question of whether Sommers had, indeed, played ball on Sunday. Sommers acknowledged that he had.

The Cleveland club appealed, claiming that the law was unconstitutional in that it made no provisions for someone who might wish to keep a different holy day. They also argued that the law did not apply to Sommers, who was not “playing” the game, but merely following his avocation, as permitted under the law, and that the judge had erred in restricting the scope of the issues before the jury.
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In 1883 a Philadelphia zookeeper named Jim Murray introduced a system of relaying scores almost instantly all over the city of Brotherly Love, by means of carrier pigeons. Homing pigeons would be released at the park with the up-to-date scores after each half-inning, and the workers at the zoo would “know how the inning went before the men are out in the field for the next one.” A few fans from other parts of the city heard about this and wanted in on it, so provisions were made for them, too. On some days as many as a half-dozen birds would be released at the end of each frame. (Item based on a note in the delightful book, The Scrapbook History of Baseball.)

RECRUITING POSTER

In 1886 the owners of the two leagues agreed to hold salaries to a maximum of $2,000. More creatively, the owners decided to charge players for the use of their uniforms, and also to charge them 50 cents a day for expenses while on road trips.

John Montgomery Ward, a star player and a graduate of Columbia Law School, decided to form a union.

OUT

The only known case of a dishonest umpire in professional baseball was that of Dick Higham, fired by the National League in June, 1882, after colluding with gamblers.

Higham was also the first umpire to wear a face mask.

BEST WORLD SERIES OF THE 1880s

The American Association began play as a major league in 1882. For two years the National League tried to run them out of town, but the leagues made peace in 1883. This made it possible, in theory, to arrange a championship series between the two leagues.

The problem was that nobody really knew how to arrange such a series. Since they didn’t know how to do it, they tried a lot of things that didn’t work. They played varying numbers of games—seven, nine, ten, fifteen games. They tried putting it on the road, as a traveling show. These things didn’t work, and substandard umpiring caused one championship series (1885) to degenerate into a walkout, with both teams claiming victory. When the championship series did not degenerate into anger and confusion, they tended to meander off into exhibition contests.

The one successful championship series of the 1880s was the 1886 series, which pitted St. Louis of the American Association, led by Charles Comiskey, against Chicago of the National League, led by Cap Anson. The series featured many of the great players of the era, including Arlie Latham, Tip O’Neill, Bob Caruthers, and Dave Foutz of St. Louis, and Fred Pfeffer, Jimmy Ryan, Ned Williamson, King Kelly, and John Clarkson of the White Sox. Both managers, Comiskey and Anson, were playing managers, both first basemen, both men known for being tough, aggressive, intelligent and creative.

And a great deal was at stake. The American Association was trying to prove that they belonged, that their teams could play with the big boys. The two teams had hard feelings, left over from the series of the year before, which they had failed to complete. American Association fans claimed that the St. Louis Browns were the finest team the world had ever seen. National League fans said the same about the White Sox.

That said, the series still had the odor of an exhibition lingering about it. The first three games were blowouts. John Clarkson pitched a shutout for Chicago in Game One, 6–0. Parisian Bob Caruthers returned the compliment in the second game, 12–0; Tip O’Neill hit two home runs. Clarkson came back in Game Three, with one day’s rest, while Caruthers skipped the rest and started for St. Louis. Chicago won, 11–4, in an eight-inning game, and Chicago was up 2–1 as the series moved to St. Louis.

Moving to St. Louis, in 1886, meant saying hello to the most notorious fans in the sporting world. Clarkson, pitching for the third time in four days, was rocked, 8–5, in a game stopped by the umpire after seven innings. Outfielder Jimmy Ryan started the fifth game (you tell me why), and was pounded, 10–3, in a game discontinued by darkness and disinterest after seven innings. St. Louis led, 3 games to 2.

Game Six saved the series. Interest in the games had mounted as the series ran, despite the scores. The White Sox led in the seventh inning, 3–0; a light rain was falling, and there was talk of calling the game. The fans would have none of that. The Browns erased a 3–0 lead in the bottom of the eighth, and went on to win with one out in the tenth on a legendary steal of home by Curt Welch. This was the most famous play in nineteenth-century baseball, the $15,000 slide, so-called because the Browns grabbed all the receipts on the strength of the victory. Bob Caruthers was the winning pitcher for St. Louis—and the American Association could claim its only undisputed championship of the baseball world.



NICKNAMES IN THE 1880s

Nicknames of the 1880s reflect a variety of primitive forms, some of which caught on, and some of which didn’t. Nicknames with allusions to literature or the heroic past were used, but never caught on; Tony Mullane was “The Apollo of the Box,” Charles Comiskey “The Old Roman,” Milt Scott “Mikado Milt,” and Pete Browning “The Gladiator.” But Jim Galvin became the first of dozens of hard-throwing pitchers to be likened to a train, when he was called “The Steam Engine,” and Ed Morris served a like function in being called “Cannonball.” Long nicknames disappeared quickly; Arlie Latham’s five-word handle was one of the last of those. But Mickey Welch, being called “Smiling Mickey,” set a pattern for hundreds of players, and for the first time animals came to be used (though infrequently) to suggest images. Pete Hotaling was called “Monkey,” Jim Whitney was “Grasshopper Jim,” and Willard Mains just plain “Grasshopper.” Those particular animals, however, are no longer used to conjure player images.

Two forms of nicknames that were popular were those that suggested places or movement, such as “Parisian Bob” Caruthers and “The Little Globetrotter” (Billy Earle). A few nicknames alluded to a player’s voice, and a player named George Miller, who must have had one of the greatest voices ever, had three of them: “Doggie,” “Foghorn,” and “Calliope” (if that kid grew up today they’d send him to a speech therapist). Tim O’Rourke was called “Voiceless Tim,” and Mike Tiernan, a quiet man, was “Silent Mike.”

Elton Chamberlain was called “Icebox” Chamberlain because he was cool and collected on the mound. George Tebeau was called “White Wings.” Jim Baker noticed in going through some 1890’s newspapers that garbage workers of the time were called “White Wings,” and I speculated in the first edition of this book that Tebeau may have been a garbage worker in the off season. Somebody who seemed to know what he was talking about wrote me a letter, saying that he thought it was very improbable that Tebeau would have been a garbage worker in the off season, so I backed off that when the book was reprinted in paperback. But then later, I found a fairly prominent player from the 1930s, and I’m sorry but I forgot to note who it was, who was called “The Junk Man” because he was, in fact, a garbage worker in the off season. So I don’t know where that’s going, but anyway, Tebeau was called “White Wings,” and garbage workers in that time were called “White Wings.” The decade of the 1880s had as many great one-of-a-kind nicknames as any period of baseball history, of which I present a few:

Sureshot (Fred Dunlap)

Bloody Jake (Jake Evans)

Scissors (Dave Foutz)

Pebbly Jack (Jack Glasscock)

Prune (George Moolic)

Dandelion (Fred Pfeffer)

Peach Pie (Jack O’Connor)

Bolicky Billy Taylor

Razzle Dazzle (Con Murphy)

Skyrocket Smith (Samuel J. Smith)

All deaf and dumb players were called “Dummy.”



BALLPARKS OF THE 1880s

Some parks were built in the 1880s which, if not successful as long-term domiciles for major league teams, at least had pretensions in that direction. With the great increases in attendance early in the decade, there was (1) a recognized need for larger parks, and (2) a new belief in the stability of the institution. One must remember that a National League owner in 1876 had no reason to believe that the National League would last thirty or fifty years, and thus no incentive to build a permanent ballpark, and no way to finance it.

The palace of baseball in the 1880s was Lakefront Stadium in Chicago. Lakefront, built in 1887, benefited from constant renovations by Albert Spalding, and after a major facelift in 1883 seated 10,000 fans, making it the largest baseball park in the country. Spalding’s private box was equipped with a gong to call his lackeys, and (believe it or not) a private telephone line, so that he could conduct business during the game. The park featured eighteen private boxes with armchairs and curtains to keep the sun out and the vandal hordes at bay; it also had a pagoda built to accommodate a small brass band, which entertained before and after the games and between innings, but which never, as far as we know, played anything like “Ring of Fire” when Tommy Burns came to bat, religious hymns for Billy Sunday, or imitated the sound of popcorn popping for Fred Pfeffer.

The new ballparks of the decade… Washington Park in Brooklyn (1883) was a little 2,000-seater, built for a minor league team. That burned down in 1889. When Alfred Reach bought the Worcester, Massachusetts, team and moved it to Philadelphia in 1883, he built a small park called Recreation Park. The Phillies quickly outgrew this, so he built the Huntington Grounds in 1887. This was perhaps the finest new park of the decade, a big double-decker seating 20,000 people, and no doubt Reach intended it to last a few years. It burned in 1894, not completely, was rebuilt and collapsed in 1903, killing twelve people. The park survived this, too, and eventually became the Baker Bowl. The American Association team in Cincinnati in 1884 threw up a jerry-built park in the month before the 1884 season opened. A section of the seats collapsed on opening day, killing one spectator and injuring many others.

Henry Lucas, the enthusiastic millionaire who backed the Union Association, laid out a small but pretentious ballpark on his private estate in St. Louis, while crosstown rival Chris Von der Ahe spent $6,500 to convert old Sportsman’s Park (built 1876) to the task of simultaneously accommodating baseball games, horse races, beer sales, and fireworks shows. The Hewitt brothers built Capitol Park in Washington in 1886; it seated 6,000. The Giants from 1883 onward were playing at the first Polo Grounds, which would receive large crowds, if not necessarily seat them; they left in a Tammany Hall wrangle in 1890. I doubt that any team except the White Sox spent the entire decade in one park. But with crowds of 30,000 by the end of the decade, the day when that would change was drawing into view.

[image: Image]





UNIFORMS OF THE 1880s

Remember Spalding’s “tulip bed” of the 1870s? The Detroit Wolverines tried it again in 1882. From the National Pastime: “Each player’s jersey, belt and cap were designated by position—1B, red and white stripes; CF—red and black; SS—brown; P, sky blue; and so on, with team colors reflected only in the stockings. The heavy silk “clown” shirts were not only humiliating to the players, but uncomfortable in the heat; the experiment was mercifully ended in June.” (Can’t you just see how this ended. About June, the manager looked out there and said, “You know, I think you can tell what position the man is playing just by looking at where he is on the field.”) The Wolverines continued to wear striped stockings of black and yellow—like a Tiger. They came to be called the Detroit Tigers. Later on we’ll look at the evolution of the Detroit “D,” which is an interesting study in itself.

A few other notes… with no identification numbers on the uniforms, did you ever wonder how players kept track of their own stuff? A photograph of Wee Willie Keeler’s shirt provides an answer. “W. Keeler” was embroidered on the front shirt tail, the part that would be tucked in. A close-up view of the shirt belonging to a member of the Baraboo Base Ball Club shows the detachable bib I’ve mentioned before, but also has the long sleeves with buttons just above the elbow, enabling the player to detach part of the sleeve.

More and more uniforms were going all dark about this time, probably following the famous black uniforms of the New York Giants. The Chicago uniform, for instance, was changed to dark pants and top, contrasting white caps, stockings, lace-up closure, belt, and lettering. One more little tidbit from the National Pastime; Will White was the only prominent player of the nineteenth century to wear glasses.

—Susan McCarthy



NEGOTIATING TACTIC

Charlie Sweeney was a young pitcher in the first glow of his fame. On July 21, 1884, he arrived at the park indisposed, and announced that he had been out drinking all night. His manager sent him to the mound anyway, but Sweeney was hitting the sauce between innings, with predictable effects. Since a substitution could not be made without the consent of the opposition, in the fifth inning Sweeney was told to go to right field, where a standby pitcher was stowed away for such an occasion. Sweeney, however, refused to go to right field, and continued to pitch.

According to an article by Frederick Ivor-Campbell, the manager after a couple of innings became insistent, at which point Sweeney walked off the field, forcing his team to play a man short. Sweeney was released that evening.

Which didn’t turn out badly. The emancipated Sweeney signed with St. Louis of the Union Association, earning a nice raise. It is suspected that the incident may have been planned to force his release.

TERRY LARKIN

This is not a pretty story, and you may not wish to read it. Terry Larkin was a pitcher with Hartford and Chicago from 1877 through 1879, winning eighty-nine games. One day in 1883 his wife, Catherine, got on him for coming home drunk. He pulled a pistol from his hip pocket and shot her, afterwards (a) threatening to kill anyone who came near him, and (b) cutting his own throat with a razor. He was arrested and held in a hospital where, under the impression that his wife would die, he again attempted suicide, this time by banging his head against a steam register, causing an ugly gash. Restrained, he begged a policeman to “For God’s sake hit me in the head and put an end to my suffering.”

His wife recovered, but Larkin’s suffering did not end yet. Larkin returned briefly to the majors in 1884, and permanently to crime in 1886. Fired from a job as a saloon keeper in Brooklyn, Larkin showed up at the bar with two loaded pistols, and demanded that the saloon owner fight a duel. The owner was unwilling, but Larkin insisted, and forced him at the point of one gun to take the other. When they were marching off their ten paces, the owner marched out the door and locked Larkin in, returning with a policeman who arrested the old ballplayer. “Larkin’s examination,” reported a local paper, “was adjourned for a week, so that he could get the liquor out of him.”

According to Richard Malatzsky “Larkin appeared in The Sporting Life periodically after his baseball career with regard to slashing police officers and other relatives.” Mr. Malatzsky searched for ten years for the time and place of Larkin’s death, finally learning that Larkin’s unhappy life had ended in Brooklyn on September 16, 1894.

THE ALLENTOWN WONDER

In 1887 a twenty-year-old pitcher by the name of Ebenezer Beatin shamelessly signed contracts with several professional teams, including Detroit, Cincinnati, and Indianapolis of the National League. He was called “The Allentown Wonder” due to his pitching prowess in that city. The matter of his contractual polygamy was put before the league, and decided in favor of the Detroit Wolverines, who used him in two games en route to the 1887 National League pennant. He put in a mediocre year there in 1888, then moved on to Cleveland, where he was 20–15 in 1889 (of course, winning twenty games was not a standard of excellence at that time, as the league leader would normally win more than forty). This was to be the highlight of his career. The next year Eb was Beatin thirty-one times, and the fans were more impressed with an Ohio youngster named Denton Young. Eb departed in 1891 with an 0–3 record. The pitcher that everybody had wanted four years earlier had a final record of 48–57, making everybody wonder what was so wonderful back there in Allentown. He signed five contracts, but was only allowed to dishonor one with his pitching.

—Jim Baker
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THE 1890s


HOW THE GAME WAS PLAYED

Dirty. Very, very dirty. The tactics of the eighties were aggressive; the tactics of the nineties were violent. The game of the eighties was crude; the game of the nineties was criminal. The baseball of the eighties had ugly elements; the game of the nineties was just ugly.

Players spiked one another. A first baseman would grab the belt of the baserunner to hold him back a half-second after the ball was hit. Players tripped one another as they rounded the bases. Fights broke out more days than not. Players shoved umpires, spat on them, and punched them. Fans hurled insults and beer bottles at the players of opposing teams.

The great team of the time, and the team responsible for promoting this style of play, was the Baltimore Orioles, the team of John McGraw, Hughie Jennings and Willie Keeler. Writing about them in The Ultimate Baseball Book, Robert Creamer said that John McGraw “had a genius for making enemies. He had been knocked down in spring training by a rival manager after blocking a player on the basepaths. He did grab base runners’ belts to slow them down as they passed, stood in their way deliberately to make them run around him, stepped on their feet as he took throws at the bag.” McGraw himself recalled a game in which “the other team had a runner on first who started to steal second, but… spiked our first baseman on the foot. Our man retaliated by trying to trip him. He got away, but at second Heinie Reitz tried to block him off while Hughie… covered the bag to take the throw and tag him. The runner evaded Reitz and jumped feet first at Jennings to drive him away from the bag. Jennings dodged the flying spikes and threw himself bodily at the runner, knocking him flat. In the meantime the batter hit our catcher over the hands with his bat so he couldn’t throw, and our catcher trod on the umpire’s feet with his spikes and shoved his big mitt in his face so he couldn’t see the play.”

Great fun, huh? The Cleveland team, under Patsy Tebeau, developed a set play where, on a pre-arranged signal, the first baseman would shove the baserunner off base just as the pitcher threw the ball to first. They tried that against Honus Wagner. Honus slapped the first baseman with the back of his hand and knocked him flat. The Sporting News said that the Orioles were “playing the dirtiest ball ever seen in the country,” and that they would maim an opponent if need be. One of my heroes, one of the finest and sharpest men ever associated with major league baseball, was John Heydler, later National League president but at that time an umpire. Heydler said of the old Orioles that “they were mean, vicious, ready at any time to maim a rival player or an umpire, if it helped their cause. The things they would say to an umpire were unbelievably vile, and they broke the spirits of some fine men. I’ve seen umpires bathe their feet by the hour after McGraw and others spiked them through their shoes… the worst of it was that they got by with much of their brow beating and hooliganism. Other clubs patterned after them, and I feel the lot of the umpires was never worse.” David Voigt said that “umpires were cursed, bombarded with beer bottles and rotten eggs, and subjected to beatings.”

It was hell to be an umpire in the 1890s; it’s a wonder anyone would do it. One of the best was Bob Ferguson, old “Death to Flying Things.” But as nearly as I can figure out, the fans never actually killed an umpire. They tried. Umpires required police protection countless times, and there was an incident in Minnesota in 1906 in which a crowd got hold of an umpire with apparent intent to do bodily harm, but was dissuaded by a local athlete. A good many umpires have been killed in on-field accidents, some of them in the minors. But if they didn’t kill one (deliberately) in the 1890s, then it just wasn’t destined to happen, because they sure tried.

The mess was preserved by a persistent myth that the fans liked this kind of thing. Many owners believed this, what we might call the Von der Ahe myth, after the St. Louis owner of the 1880s who deliberately encouraged rowdyism, and was largely responsible for giving it a toehold in professional baseball. Some fans, of course, did like it. In 1918 Christy Mathewson (of all people) said that baseball had gotten too tame, and that what it needed was “a real old-fashioned feud.” Horrified, Francis Richter responded with an article entitled “The Cost of Rowdy Ball.” A witness to the entire period, Richter wrote that “in the 80s there developed a spirit of rivalry which led to much abuse of umpires by players and of players by each other.” He cited Anson and Comiskey, from the eighties, as being the worst offenders, but “the situation developed nothing more serious than an occasional riot.” But then “the steady growth of rowdyism reached its apogee in the decade of the 90s, during the sole reign of the 12 club National League. Obscene and indecent language between players and to the umpires reached such a pitch that… some of the magnates could not stand the raw work of the players, and protested continually against it. But the larger number of the magnates condoned and excused every act of rowdyism, no matter how flagrant.”

As to offensive styles, it has been written that the baseball of the 1890s was the first “modern” baseball, a statement that I think reflects a fundamental misunderstanding about the game—namely, that the way in which the game is played is defined largely by the rules. It isn’t; the way in which the game is played is defined mostly by the conditions under which the game is played, with the parks as the paramount condition. It is defined no more by the rules than by the players, the ethics, the strategies, the equipment, or the expectation of the public. These people played seven-run-a-game baseball, and we could play seven-run-a-game baseball today or two-run-a-game baseball with the same basic rule structure; it all depends on how and when we fine-tune the game. But it is true that the rules attained essentially their modern form after 1893, when the pitching distance was moved back to 60 feet, 6 inches.

In the early nineties the pitchers were in control. Batting averages in 1891–92 were in the range of .250, though teams still scored in excess of five runs per game because an average team still committed over three errors a game. Still, five runs a game were regarded at that time as too few, and in 1893 the pitching mound was moved to 60 and 6. After that the hitters took over; league batting averages went up near .300 (.309 in 1894) and runs per team per game were around seven. Base stealing declined throughout the decade, as catchers developed protective equipment which enabled them to move up close to the batter, where they are now.

WHERE THE GAME WAS PLAYED

The major league cities were Baltimore, Boston, Brooklyn, Buffalo, Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Columbus, Louisville, Milwaukee, New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Rochester, St. Louis, Syracuse, Toledo, and Washington.

By 1890 the National League had occupied the big cities of the east, but the American Association was doing alright for itself in the midwest, in cities like St. Louis, Louisville, Columbus, and Toledo. A reserve arrangement was in place. The Players League opened (and closed) in 1890, going head to head with the National League in the big eastern cities, in several cases in ballparks separated by just blocks. By 1892 two of the three leagues had folded, with the stronger American Association teams joining the National League.

This created a twelve-team National League monopoly, and one that should have provided good ammunition for Joe Cronin in 1968 when he was arguing for adoption of the division setup. His argument then was “You can’t sell a twelfth-place team.” They sure couldn’t. With the weakest teams in the leagues finishing forty-five, fifty, fifty-five, sixty games behind every year, the bottom of the league began to atrophy. Every year three teams opened the gates on opening day and died. Only the fans of Boston, Baltimore, and Brooklyn were entitled to dream of a pennant. Eventually, this led to the second abomination of baseball in the 1890s, syndicate ownership.

Baseball in the 1890s allowed a man to own stock in two different teams, or for that matter in several different teams. By a series of trades, sales, and gambling debts, there arose a system in which the same men owned stock in different teams all over the National League. When the weak teams in the league, losing by fifty games a year, grew weak enough, the strong teams simply bought them. It was as if George Steinbrenner could, for example, purchase the Montreal Expos, and transfer all their best players to the Yankees. Montreal comes up with a Vladimir Guerrero; the Yankees get him. Montreal would continue to function in the National League, with a manager doing the best he could under the circumstances, but every time he succeeds in coming up with a winner… well, there he goes again.

Several of these diseased arrangements infected the National League. As the decade wore on, it reached the point of absurdity, or obscenity, or both. The Robison brothers owned both the Cleveland and St. Louis entries. A cabal of the same men owned both Baltimore and Brooklyn. Barney Dreyfuss and company owned both Louisville and Pittsburgh. If one team had a chance to win, it got all the players—and it needed them to compete against the other superteams. They had formed, in effect, a hybrid major/minor league, with teams competing against their own farm teams.

While the top teams each year won almost 70% of their games, the worst teams lost 75%. In 1894, ’95 and ’96 Louisville finished more than 50 games out of first place. In 1897 and ’98 St. Louis finished more than 60 games out of first place. In 1899 Cleveland finished more than 80 games out of first place.

Given the inequality between teams and the high-scoring game, there must have been an endless series of 12–1 and 16–3 games. Can you imagine trying to convince the Cleveland fans to support the 1899 Cleveland Spiders? Well, neither could anybody else. No one went to their home games, and eventually they stopped playing them, and wound up traveling from road game to road game, serving as virtually an automatic victory for their opponents—and, by acclamation, the worst major league team ever.

And baseball’s greatest disgrace. The 1919 White Sox sold out the big series. The Cleveland owners sold out the whole season.

WHO THE GAME WAS PLAYED BY

The Irish. Baseball in the 1890s was dominated by Irish players to such an extent that many people, in the same way that people today believe that blacks are born athletes, thought that the Irish were born baseball players.

Of course, people also associated the roughness and unruliness of the players with their ethnic background. The Irish have, indeed, long been credited with that, but there is evidence that a good many of the players were thoroughly disgusted with the way the game was being run. By the middle of the decade an educated element was filtering into the game. By 1900, a good many college players had joined the majors. When the Western League/American League went for major league status as a “clean” league, many found this attractive and helped the league to acquire quality players and establish credibility.



CHECKING IN:

1890—Casey Stengel, Kansas City Larry MacPhail, Cass City, Michigan Sam Rice, Morocco, Indiana Dwight D. Eisenhower, Denison, Texas

1891—Dazzy Vance, Iowa

1893—George Sisler, Manchester, Ohio

1894—Harry Heilmann, San Francisco Ford Frick, Wawaka, Indiana Norman Rockwell, New York City

1895—Babe Ruth, Baltimore

1896—Rogers Hornsby, Winters, Texas

1898—Frankie Frisch, Queens, New York

1899—Pie Traynor, Framingham, Massachusettes

CHECKING OUT:

1891—Larry Corcoran, 32 Jim Whitney, 34 P. T. Barnum, 81

1892—Alexander Cartwright, 72 Darby O’Brien (pitcher), consumption, 25

1893—Darby O’Brien (outfielder), 29

1894—Bob Ferguson, 49 King Kelly, typhoid fever or pneumonia, 36 Ned Williamson, liver and heart problems, 36 E.J. McNabb, murder/suicide, 28

1895—Harry Wright, pneumonia, 60 Pacer Smith, hanged, 42

1896—Cannonball Crane, accidental overdose of chloral, 34

1897—Old Hoss Radbourn, paresis, 42

1899—Minnie McGraw (wife of John) died following appendix operation, 23



It was in this period also that the ballplayers developed an exaggerated reputation as unsavory characters. Many of the players realized that they were losing respect, as men, because of the way the game was played on the field. They couldn’t have been very happy about that, but as with any arms race, the first to disdain the tactic allows his opponent an advantage . . . so no one does.
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THE 1890s IN A BOX

Attendance Data:

In 1890 it was reported that the Player’s League drew 981,000 fans, the National League 814,000. There were eight teams in each league. That was with two teams going head to head in most markets, dividing the crowds, and was considered poor attendance.

My best estimate is that total major league attendance for the decade was about 24,800,000. The Philadelphia Phillies have the highest reported attendance for the decade, with a high of 474,971 in 1895, and 2,981,541 for the decade. The Cleveland Spiders of 1899 probably had the lowest single-season attendance, and the Washington Senators probably had the lowest attendance for the decade as a whole.

The average American in this era probably attended a major league baseball game about once every 30 years.



	Most Home Runs:
	 



	Buck Freeman, 1899
	25



	Hugh Duffy
	80




Best Won/Lost Record by Team:



	Boston, 1897
	93–39
	.705



	Boston (NL)
	869–508
	.631




It is interesting to note that while the Orioles are thought of as the great team of their generation, the Beaneaters won more championships (4–3), had the best one-year record of the decade, and had the best overall record. The Boston team was the true offensive innovator of the period, and was noted for playing clean ball, at least by contrast. Boston was the only team in the decade to lead the National League in both runs scored and fewest runs allowed, which they did in both 1891 and 1897. Boston in the American Association also did this in 1891.



	Worst Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Cleveland, 1899
	20–134
	.130



	St. Louis
	400–707
	.361




A lesser-known sidelight on the disastrous 1899 season of the Cleveland Spiders: Their owners decided to skip spring training. While the other teams spent a month or more in Hot Springs or New Orleans, the Cleveland team worked out in a gymnasium in Terre Haute, Indiana.

Index of Competitive Balance: 27%

Home-Field Winning Percentage: .603

Percentage of Regulars Hitting .300: 35%

Largest Home-Field Advantage: Cleveland and Washington (NL)

As you know, things got so bad for the 1899 Cleveland Spiders that they canceled their home games, and turned the last two months of the season into a long road trip. No one was going to their home games, so shortterm economics favored playing road games and taking their cut of the gate. The team finished with 134 losses, including 101 losses on the road (now there is a record that will be tough to beat) and a 1–34 record after September first.

Three things about this, however, are not well known.


	It wasn’t just Cleveland that canceled home games; the practice spread around the league. Louisville, Washington, and St. Louis also sacrificed home games to play on the road.

	The practice did not begin in 1899. It began in 1892 in Washington. The Spiders were a good team until 1897; the Washington Senators and the St. Louis Cardinals, the league’s doormats in the mid-nineties, had been moving games for years.

	The Spiders home-field winning percentage in the 1890s was .625; on the road it was .385. Washington also had a 240-point home/road disparity in the 1890s (.494 vs. .255). These are the largest home/road differentials in baseball history. Home teams won 60.3% of their games in the 1890s, easily the highest percentage of any decade.



Of course, the practice of abandoning home games for road games made the home/road disparity larger, because it meant that bad teams played more road games than good teams, which drove the winning percentage of road teams down, and the winning percentage of home teams up.

Having Their Best Decade Ever: Boston Braves and Philadelphia Phillies

Having Their Worst Decade: St. Louis Cardinals

Heaviest Player: Wilbert Robinson, 5′8½″ and listed at 215 pounds, but often described as weighing even more. Another candidate who should be mentioned, if only for his name, was Carlton Molesworth, who pitched briefly for the Washington Nationals in 1895. He stood just 5 feet 6 inches, but weighed 200. Carlton Molesworth is such a great name for a factotum. Can’t you see this portly man in a butler’s garb, waddling to the beck and call of an even more portly industrialist?

RICH FOP: Molesworth, draw my bath.

MOLESWORTH: As you wish, sir. Will there be anything else, sir?

RICH FOP: No, Molesworth, you are free to go after that task is complete. However, I do not wish you to “raid” the larder on your way out, as has been your custom of late.

MOLESWORTH: Very good, sir. Good night.

—Jim Baker

Lightest Player: Willie Keeler, 140



	Most Strikeouts by Pitcher:



	Amos Rusie, 1890
	345



	Amos Rusie
	1891




Highest Batting Average:



	Hugh Duffy, 1894
	.438



	Willie Keeler
	.387




Lowest Batting Average:



	Jim Canavan, 1892
	.166



	Yank Robinson
	.196




Best Major League Players (by Years):

1890—Cupid Childs

1891—Billy Hamilton

1892—Dan Brouthers

1893—Ed Delahanty

1894—Hugh Duffy

1895—Jesse Burkett

1896—Hughie Jennings

1897—Willie Keeler

1898—Ed Delahanty

1899—Ed Delahanty

Best Major League Pitchers (by Years):

1890—Bill Hutchison

1891—Bill Hutchison

1892—Jack Stivetts

1893—Frank Killen

1894—Amos Rusie

1895—Pink Hawley

1896—Cy Young

1897—Kid Nichols

1898—Kid Nichols

1899—Vic Willis

Hardest-Throwing Pitcher: Amos Rusie

Best Curve: Vic Willis

Best Power/Speed Combination: Ed Delahanty

Best Switch Hitter: George Davis

Iron Man: Kid Nichols

Best Bunter: Willie Keeler

Best Baseball Books: The first Frank Merriwell story was published in the Tip Top Weekly on April 18, 1896. Eventually 986 Merriwell stories were collected into 245 books, some written by Gilbert Patten under the pseudonym Burt L. Standish, some written by other people under Patten’s supervision. Frank could make a curve break twice, regularly got the game-winning hit for Yale, and was the best and finest baseball player who ever lived.

—Jim Carothers

Largest Change in Baseball During the Decade:

1. Standardization of Rules to Present Form

Everything else is negative and temporary. The American Association died, but the effects of that are temporary, as it was replaced in the next decade by the American League. This decade exposed the evils of interlocking ownership, which is a principle that still holds—even today, you can’t own parts of two major league teams. But really, baseball went almost entirely backward during this decade. Nothing good was accomplished, and nothing much was contributed to the future of the game.

Best Outfield Arm: George Van Haltren

Worst Outfield Arm: Sliding Billy Hamilton



	Most Runs Batted In:
	 



	Sam Thompson, 1895
	165



	Hugh Duffy
	1,088




Most Aggressive Baserunner: John McGraw

Fastest Player: Billy Hamilton

Slowest Player: Malachi Kittridge

On June 24, 1899, Cleveland pitcher Charlie Knepper hit a double. The Cleveland Plain Dealer reported the next day that “a hay wagon drawn by lame horses could have reached third, but Knepper is no hay wagon and had no lame horses to assist him.”

On May 31, 1899, the Boston Globe described Chief Zimmer as “jogging around the path like a six-day walker with first money in sight.” (Both quotes are taken from Misfits: The Cleveland Spiders of 1899.)

Best Control Pitcher: Cy Young



	Most Stolen Bases:
	 



	Billy Hamilton, 1891
	115



	Billy Hamilton
	730




Best-Looking Players:

John Clarkson

Billy Nash

Ugliest Player: Fred Tenney

O.J. Simpson Award: Marty Bergen

Three Finger Brown Award: Dummy Hoy

Ozzie Guillen Trophy: Frank Bowerman

Bound for Glory:

Robert Gibson (Federal Judge)

Fred Brown (Governor and U.S. Senator from New Hampshire)

Alfred W. Lawson (Aviation Pioneer)

Edward Morgan Lewis (Educator)

Best Pitching Staff: Boston Beaneaters, 1892

Kid Nichols, Jack Stivetts, Harry Staley, and John Clarkson.

Boston’s pitching staffs were the best in baseball almost every year through the 1890s.

Best Offense: Philadelphia Phillies, 1899

Retrobermanisms:

George (Double) Decker

Bill (You’re Lookin’ Great) Dahlen

Charlie (Dear) Abbey

Gus (Pre-Fight) Weyhing

First of His Kind: Frank Selee

(First manager to use the hit and run)

Last of His Kind: Jeremiah Denny

Denny was the last barehanded defensive player. Hick Carpenter, the only player to have a career as a left-handed third baseman, played one game in the 1890s, although his career basically ends in 1889.

One of a Kind: John Montgomery Ward

Best Infield: 1894 Baltimore Orioles

Dan Brouthers, Heinie Reitz, Hughie Jennings, and John McGraw

Best Outfield: The Philadelphia Phillies had the best outfields in baseball throughout the decade. From 1891 through 1895 their outfield was Ed Delahanty, Billy Hamilton, and Sam Thompson, all Hall of Famers, and often cited as the best outfield of all time. The Win Shares system ranks the Phillies 1899 outfield of Delahanty, Roy Thomas, and Elmer Flick as even greater than the earlier outfield, which was undeniably brilliant.

A Better Man Than a Ballplayer: Mike Tiernan

A Better Ballplayer Than a Human Being: Patsy Tebeau

Tebeau, though not fast, was Cleveland’s John McGraw, a tough, aggressive player with no excess of manners. The 1919 Reach Guide says that “early in life [he] was given the name ‘Pat’ by his neighbors because of his fondness for shoveling sand and also carrying a dinner pail.” Guess you had to be there… anyway, Tebeau managed in the majors for ten years and had a good record, though he kept finishing second. In 1894 he was involved in a confusing scandal in which he was drunk, beaten, robbed, and paid $250 blackmail to avoid a lawsuit. After his retirement in 1899 he ran a saloon in St. Louis until he shot himself, committing suicide, in 1918, aged fifty-four.

Mr. Dickens, I’d Like You to Meet:

Pop Swett

George Hogriever

Malachi Jeddidah Kittridge

Henry Carl Gastright

Platoon Combinations I Would Like to See: Jake Virtue and Bill Goodenough

Best Defensive Team: 1898 Cincinnati Reds

Clint Hartung Award: Lou Sockalexis

Outstanding Sportswriter: Tim Murnane

Most Admirable Superstar: Dummy Hoy



	Gold Glove Team:



	C—
	Chief Zimmer



	1B—
	Fred Tenney



	2B—
	Bid McPhee



	3B—
	Lave Cross



	SS—
	Hughie Jennings



	OF—
	Bill Lange



	 
	Hugh Duffy



	 
	Jimmy McAleer




Least Admirable Superstar: Ed Delahanty

Franchise Shifts: In fall, 1891, two American Association teams, Louisville and Columbus, folded. The National League then persuaded Chris Von der Ahe, the power in the AA and owner of the St. Louis team, to come over to the National League. Von der Ahe brought Washington, Baltimore, and a refinanced Louisville team with him. The four American Association teams finished ninth, tenth, eleventh, and twelfth in the National League in 1892, but after that the league was stable for the rest of the decade. In 1900, the National League contracted to eight teams by getting rid of three of the old American Association teams (Washington, Louisville, and Baltimore), plus Cleveland.

New Stadiums:

1890—Manhattan Field, New York (became new Polo Grounds in 1891, seated 16,000)

1891—League Park, Cleveland (wooden structure)

1892—National Park, Washington (seated 6,500)

1895—Union Park, Baltimore (concrete and steel, but seated only 6,500)

1899—Robison Field, St. Louis

The exciting new park of the decade was the Polo Grounds. A renovation of Redlands Park in Cincinnati also apparently made that into quite an attractive, modern stadium with some concrete and steel. Several parks, as usual, burned down during the decade, and at one point three parks burned in a few weeks, causing concern that there was a “baseball arsonist” loose.

Best Pennant Race: *1897 National League

Best World Series: None

The “World Series” of the 1890s were the Temple Cup games, a post-season series pitting the first-place against the second-place team. It never worked. The winning team was supposed to get 65% of the gate, but there were persistent rumors that the players had agreed to split the take, and were just going through the motions. Having the first-place team play the second-place team was anti-climatic at best, and undercut the pennant race.

Best-Hitting Pitcher: Jack Stivetts

Worst-Hitting Pitcher: Tully Sparks

Best Minor League Player: Perry Werden

Drinking Men:

Marty Bergen

Harry Decker

Jack McCarthy

Willie McGill

Jerry Nops

Lou Sockalexis

Patsy Tebeau

New Strategies:

The practice of catchers signaling for the pitch became common in the 1890s, although this had been done before.

The split season was tried for the first time.

The practice of chopping down on the ball—The Baltimore Chop—was developed.

Brooklyn in the mid-nineties invented the cut-off play.

Philadelphia became the first team to use an illegal electric sign-stealing system.

Hit and run developed by Boston Beaneaters.

New Equipment:

Pitching machines

Cincinnati painted center field fence black to help hitters

Player vs. Team: Amos Rusie of the New York Giants was the dominant strikeout pitcher of the 1890s, leading the league in Ks in 1890, ‘91, ‘93, ‘94 and ‘95. He was a consistent winner, going 36–13 in 1894, and 22–21 with a bad team in 1895. The Giants owner at this time was Andrew Freedman, who could be described as George Steinbrenner on Quaaludes, with a touch of Al Capone. Mean sum’bitch. Amos Rusie had several run-ins with this madman, but when he drew his last paycheck in 1895, he found that Freedman had withheld $200. The most you could make in a season at the time was $2,500; $200 was a substantial reduction, arbitrarily imposed by Freedman for unspecified violations of training and indifferent pitching late in the season.

That was the last straw. Rusie knew that Freedman was simply lowering his salary without going to the trouble of negotiating the change. He refused to report to the Giants in 1896 until the money was refunded. Freedman refused to give it back. Rusie held out. All year. The press supported him. The fans organized a boycott. Freedman would not relent.

With John Montgomery Ward representing him, Rusie appealed to the league. He lost. He sued. The other owners, realizing that a loss in court was nearly inevitable and would undermine their position, pleaded with Freedman to be reasonable. He refused.

Finally, the other owners got together and paid Rusie a reported $3,000 for the season he had missed (1896). Rusie rejoined the Giants.

Team vs. Team: Nothing dies without a lawsuit. When the American Association fell apart in 1891, the owners of two of the teams cut out of the settlement threatened to sue, as well they should have, having just been deprived of their property. The case would have been a precedent for the case filed by the Baltimore Terrapins twenty-five years later, which resulted in the Supreme Court ruling that baseball was immune to anti-trust action. The suit was settled out of court for a payment to the two teams of $131,000.

*Uniform Changes: How women dressed for baseball—see page 67.

New Terms or Expressions:

Fan

Texas Leaguer

Baltimore Chop

Big League



	Most Wins By Pitcher:
	 



	Bill Hutchinson, 1890
	42



	Bill Hutchinson, 1891
	42



	Kid Nichols
	297




Highest Winning Percentage:



	Jim Hughes, 1899
	28–6
	.824



	Kid Nichols
	297–148
	.667




Lowest Winning Percentage:



	Les German, 1896
	1–19
	.050



	Jim Hughey
	24–76
	.240




Nicknames: Pink Hawley, who won 167 games between 1892 and 1901, had an identical twin brother, Blue Hawley, who died in 1891, when they were 18. The two played together as the pitcher and catcher on a semipro team in Wisconsin until Blue died, thus forming the “Pink and Blue Battery.”

Their parents had pink and blue ribbon on hand before the twins were born, to be ready for either a boy or a girl. When they got twin boys they tied pink ribbon to one and blue to the other to keep them straight, and then got in the habit of calling them “Pink” and “Blue.”

Flameout: Tuck Turner

At the age of 21, Tuck Turner hit .416 and scored 91 runs in 80 games, he also drove in 82 runs. His career degenerated quickly after that. I can’t remember that I have ever read anything about him, and I have no idea what the story was.

All Offense/No Defense: 1894–95 Philadelphia Phillies

All Defense/No Offense: 1896 Cincinnati Reds

Homer: Bobby Lowe

Yellowstone Park Award: Cupid Childs

Cupid Childs and Bobby Lowe were both second basemen of the 1890s, both good ballplayers. Lowe was the first player to hit four home runs in a game (May 30, 1894), while Childs never hit more than four home runs in a season, and only once hit four (1895).

But the power difference between them is totally a park illusion; Childs actually hit more home runs in road games than Bobby Lowe. Childs hit twenty career home runs—four at home, but 16 on the road. In a career of about the same length, Lowe hit 71 home runs—but only 14 in road games.

Tough-Luck Season: Ed Doheny, 1898

Could I Try This Career Over? George Tread-way

Minor Leagues Were:

98 percent free

2 percent slaves to the majors

Best Double Play Combination: The Boston Beaneaters of 1891–1892, with the double play combination of Joe Quinn and Herman Long, were +18 and +31 in double plays versus expected double plays. From 1893 through 1895, with Bobby Lowe and Herman Long, they were +28, +21, and +17.

Two other teams in the 1890s had outstanding double play combinations. The Baltimore Orioles of 1894 through 1897, the Beaneaters rivals for National League dominance, had the combination of Heinie Reitz and Hughie Jennings, who were also quite outstanding.

Cap Anson’s Chicago Colts shuffled second basemen throughout the decade. In mid-1897, Anson’s last season, they acquired minor league veteran Jim Connor, who was well past 30. Connor was too weak a hitter to stay in the major leagues, but apparently outstanding on the double play. In 1897 the Chicago Orphans, with the double play combination of Connor and Bill Dahlen, turned 40 double plays more than expected, the highest figure of the decade, and one of the highest of all time.

Worst Double Play Combination: Tommy Dowd and Monte Cross, 1896 St. Louis Browns.

Paul Krichell Talent Scout Award: As an 18-year-old, Roger Bresnahan appeared in six games as a pitcher for the Washington Senators, going 4–0 and also hitting .375. But when Bresnahan demanded a raise the next spring, Washington manager Gus Schmelz thought he was a cheeky kid (which he was, of course) and let him go back to the minor leagues.

Best Unrecognized Player: Herman Long

Highest-Paid Player: Unknown, but surely someone in the first two years of the decade, before the National League monopoly. It was reported that salaries increased 100% in 1890–1891, because of the Player’s League. If true, this would have made salaries of $6,000 or more common. After 1892 a system of salary limits was in place and was effective (unlike that of the late eighties, which was widely circumvented). Although some teams no doubt paid bonuses in excess of the $2,500 salary ceiling, that probably was done only for exceptional players, and the system kept salaries low. Stagnant attendance through the decade also helped to contain salaries.

New Statistics: 1893—Sacrifice Hits (see page 65)

A Very Good Movie Could Be Made About: A great movie could be made about the 1897 pennant race, capped by the series which will be described later. It’s good versus evil, clean baseball versus Muggsy and assorted thugs—and good triumphs. It would be easy to root for Kid Nichols and Jimmy Collins and Herman Long and Hugh Duffy against McGraw and Jennings and Reitz.

Five Biggest Things Wrong with Baseball:


	On-field violence

	Segregation

	Syndicate ownership resulting in sold-out, non-competitive teams

	Lack of a clear championship

	Player/management bickering (early in decade)




I Don’t Know What This Has to Do with Baseball, But I Thought I’d Mention It Anyway: The Designated Hitter rule was first proposed in the 1890s. The first serious discussion of it was about 1930. In both cases, the advantages proposed for the DH had little to do with increasing offense.

I Don’t Know What This Has to Do with Baseball, Either, But I Thought I’d Mention It, Too: A woman by the name of Elizabeth Stround, playing under the name of Lizzie Arlington, played briefly in the Atlantic League in 1898.

And While I’m Just Mentioning Stuff: Billy Earle, who played for five teams between 1889 and 1894, was a hypnotist, or, as they said at the time, “the only ball player endowed with hypnotic powers.” The 1893 Reach Guide reported that “in belief he is a spiritualist, and practices hypnotism, magnetism, and spiritual healing.”

Some memory of this survived at least until 1949, when Bill Stern published Bill Stern’s Favorite Baseball Stories. Stern claims that “strange things began to happen from the moment Billy Earle joined the club. He had a pair of piercing eyes that seemed to blaze with a strange light. When he looked at a teammate, that player would get a creepy, helpless feeling… from 1886 to 1895, in less than nine baseball seasons, Billy Earle, although the best catcher of his time, was… forced out of baseball, because of nothing more than superstition, the belief that he was a hypnotist with the power of ‘the evil eye’.”



BASEBALL STATISTICS IN THE 1890s

The New England League, a good minor league, began counting batter’s strikeouts in 1890, twenty years before the majors did.

In 1898 one of the Washington owners, to quote Harold Seymour, “admitted getting the official scorer to add 40 base hits to infielder Gene DeMontreville’s record, to bring his batting average above .300 so he could sell him to Baltimore for a higher price.” He thought this a legitimate tactic.

The Washington owner was probably stretching the story. If that were true, DeMontreville’s average would probably have dropped 70 points on joining Baltimore. It did drop 20, but not 70. I believe that he may have told the official scorer to give DeMontreville a break on any hit/error decision to make him look a little better in the stats, but I doubt that the effect of this was anything like 40 hits.

[image: Image]

THANK YOU, SIR, MAYBE I WILL TAKE MY VACATION THERE

Honus Wagner was once asked about his greatest thrill in baseball. “Well, the greatest thrill I ever got was one time a Giant batter hit a home run. As he ran past me I said, ‘Nice hit,’ and he said ‘Go to hell’.”

Pause.

Alright, Honus, why was that your greatest thrill?

“I’d been in the league for three years,” said Honus. “And he was the first player to speak to me.”

BASEBALL STRATEGY IN THE 1890s

By 1890 the sacrifice bunt was an established, if controversial, strategic weapon. If you read sports pages from the early nineties, it sometimes seems that the bunt is all that anybody wants to talk about… it should be made illegal, it shouldn’t be made illegal, the batter should be given credit for it, he shouldn’t be given credit for it, he should be charged with an at bat, he shouldn’t, it should be legal but it’s a bad play, no, it’s a good play… on and on. They changed the rules on how to score it a couple of times and talked about changing the rules the rest of the time. A lot of this was still going on in the late 1890s.

Exactly when the hit and run developed is a matter of some confusion. During this decade the teams developed the practice of passing signals among players, offensively and defensively. The Boston team, especially Tommy McCarthy, gets a lot of the credit for developing runner-to-batter signals. John Montgomery Ward said that “I have never, in my twelve years’ experience on the diamond, seen such skillful playing. The Boston players use more head-work and private signals than any other team in the country, and that alone is the reason why they can win the championship with apparent ease. McCarthy is the chief schemer. He is the man who has introduced this new style of play into the team and he has been ably assisted by Nash, Duffy, Long, Lowe, and Carroll… ‘Team-work in the field’ used to be a prime factor in a pennant-winning team, but now ‘team-work at the bat’ is the latest wrinkle, and the Bostons have it down fine.”

These quotes are from the 1895 Spalding Guide, but were offered in 1893. Ward also added a surprising description of the sacrifice bunt. “Say, for instance, that they have a man on first and nobody out. Under the old style of play a sacrifice bunt would be the proper thing. (Italics mine.)… The Bostons, however, work this scheme: The man on first makes a bluff attempt to steal second, but runs back to first. By this it becomes known whether the second baseman or the short stop is going to cover second for the throw from the catcher. Then the batsman gets a signal from the man on first that (he) is going to steal on a certain pitched ball. The moment he starts for second the batsman just pushes the ball for the place occupied only a moment before by the infielder who has gone to cover second base.”

What Ward has described, of course, is essentially the hit and run play, with a twist. The play has an extra element of deceit. The fact that this trick might work sometimes suggests that the play is new; later on, the play would be worked without the false start.

So it was clear, at this point, that Tommy McCarthy and the Boston Beaneaters had developed a new play, the hit and run. Two things happened after the fact to confuse the issue. Number one, John McGraw spent thirty years as the darling of the New York press corps, during which time he was able to effectively shift credit for these innovations from Boston, which really developed them, to the Orioles. And number two, Harold Seymour wrote a classic history of baseball, in which he suggested that the hit and run play was used in the eighties. His evidence? Cap Anson said, in a post-career interview, that the White Stockings were using it then.

Well, Cap Anson was a blowhard, and the older he got, the harder he blew. The fact that Cap Anson said, twenty or thirty years after the fact, that his team was using the hit and run play first—that really just doesn’t mean anything.

Monte Ward was the smartest, most alert player of his time. It is clear from his comments that he had never seen this play before. The best evidence is that Tommy McCarthy invented the hit and run play. Monte Ward picked up on it and taught it to Willie Keeler, and Keeler brought it to Baltimore. The term “hit and run” probably was used earlier—but it was used for the play that we now call the run and hit.

PENNANT RACES OF THE 1890s

Among its many shortcomings, the twelve-team league produced few good pennant races. The league stumbled to an inauspicious start in 1892 with the idea of a split season, which was reviled by everyone. The “big league” never produced a three-team race. Third-place teams never got closer than eight games off the mark, and there were only a few decent two-team races.

The 1895 race, though decided by only three games, suffered from poor scheduling since, in the last ten days of the season, first-place Baltimore played seven games but second-place Cleveland played only two. Baltimore went 6–1 while Cleveland split, so that the half-game lead of September 21 edged up by the day, with Cleveland powerless to do anything about it.

In 1897, however, there was a great two-team race. The Boston Beaneaters started poorly, but went 21–2 in June to roar back into the race. On August 21, the defending champion Baltimore Orioles trailed Boston by three games. By August 28, Baltimore had pulled ahead by percentage points, but were still a half-game behind because they had played fewer games:



	 
	Won
	Lost
	Pct
	GB



	Baltimore
	69
	32
	.683
	.5



	Boston
	72
	34
	.679
	-




And then, for twenty-eight days, the margin between the two teams never grew larger than one full game. Baltimore won eleven in a row from September 4 through September 16. Boston answered with eight out of nine. By September 23, nothing much had changed except that time was running out:



	 
	Won
	Lost
	Pct
	GB



	Baltimore
	87
	36
	.707
	.5



	Boston
	89
	37
	.706
	-




Another problem with the twelve-team league, familiar to fans of a hundred years later, was the dilution of the schedule. The two teams warring for the top spot rarely met. But on this date, September 24, Boston began a three-game set in Baltimore; they would have one series left when this series was over.

A crowd of 12,900 turned out to see Boston move into first place with a 6–4 victory. The crowd included 135 “Rooters” down from Boston under the leadership of John Fitzgerald, wearing Red Badges and armed with tin horns. The Orioles had the tying runs on base when Willie Keeler ripped a liner, speared by Herman Long, Boston shortstop, who doubled a runner off second base.

On Saturday, September 25, 18,750 people saw the Orioles come back, 6–3, to reclaim first place. The Orioles took a quick 3–0 lead, but the Beaneaters in the seventh had the tying run on third (Billy Hamilton) and another man on first (Bobby Lowe). When Lowe got caught in a rundown between first and second, Hamilton headed home. Dirty Jack Doyle spun and threw home. The heavy-set Wilbert Robinson landed hard on the smaller Hamilton, according to a newspaper report, “almost crushing him with his two hundred and fifty pounds of solid flesh.” The game was described as a “nerve destroyer,” and it was said that the series so far had comprised two of the most exciting games in the history of baseball.

No Sunday ball. Game Three was played on Monday, September 27, and was attended by 25,375 cranks, bringing the three-day total to a remarkable 57,000. It was a wide-open slugfest, a nineties type of ballgame. Baltimore scored five early off the great Kid Nichols, but Boston exploded for nine runs in the seventh, and won it 19–10. Baltimore’s three top pitchers all worked in the effort, but Boston had climbed back into first place with three to play.



UNIFORMS IN THE 1890s

There was a time in the nineteenth century when women’s teams were in vogue as a small-time entertainment. And what did women wear to play baseball? A photograph of one such team, the “Young Ladies Base Ball Club No. 1” of 1890–91, has the team posed like any male team. The women are wearing regular striped baseball caps, knee-length dark-and-light striped dresses, gathered at the waist and held with a wide clasp belt. The sleeves are long and the neckline is tightly fastened with a big polka dot bow. They wear long, dark, heavy-looking stockings and pointed, ankle-high leather shoes with a small heel. (Smart to put those dress heels in the closet, ladies.) The team members look relaxed, several are holding bats and a ball is in the foreground. Women who played baseball around this time were called “fair base ballists.”

For the men, a photo taken at spring training in 1896 shows the New York Giants in their heavy woolen gear. Quilted knickers are worn along with hip-length wool sweaters, heavy stockings, and baseball caps. One would think that wool uniforms in general would be more than warm enough, but quilted knickers can be seen at times other than just in spring training. The quilting was probably justified for the extra sliding protection it offered. Later on actual sliding pads were affixed to the inside of the knickers.

One interesting feature about uniforms in the 1890s was the importance of the stockings. Teams such as the White and Red Stockings, the Browns and the Tigers derived their names from the color of their stockings. In fact, with no identifying name on the jersey front, the stockings and caps actually proclaimed the team’s identity.

—Susan McCarthy

(Baseball men in this era were big on the medicinal value of sweating.)



The Baltimore crowd seemed to enjoy the barrage. The papers reported them laughing good-naturedly at the onslaught. Billy Hamilton was cheered lustily when, “after being trampled upon and severely stunned by Jennings at second, he made a grand run for home on Lowe’s single, collided with Baltimore’s fleshy backstop and, falling heavily, pluckily crawled toward the base, almost fainting as he touched it.” On-the-scene reports paint a pleasant picture, different from the one we usually see of the period. When the game was over “ten thousand people congratulated the visitors with handshakes and cheers and told them what good fellows and fine players they were.” Then again, the size of the crowd suggests that these were not the regular fans of the era, so much as people who got caught up in the excitement of the race.

In what was probably the greatest series in nineteenth-century baseball, Germany Long had nine hits, three of them doubles, and scored four runs. Willie Keeler and Hughie Jennings had seven hits apiece for Baltimore, Wilbert Robinson six. There were twenty-two doubles in the three games, four by Jennings.

Boston won two of its last three, and took the pennant by two games.



1897: THE GOOD OF THE EARTH VERSUS JOHN POWELL

John Joseph (Jack) Powell, pitcher for the Cleveland Spiders, was brought to trial in June, 1897, on a charge of playing ball on Sunday. He was fined $5 and court costs, which came to a healthy $153. Stanley Robison, owner of the Spiders, announced his intention to appeal the issue, but Sunday ball in Cleveland was discontinued for the rest of the century.

1894: THE LAST REAL MAN RETIRES

The last position player who did not wear a glove in the field was Jerry Denny, an ambidextrous third baseman who retired from the Louisville team following the 1894 season. Though a right-handed batter and thrower, Denny could catch the ball with either hand, and, if the pressures of time required, fire it to first with whichever hand it happened to be in.

Pitcher Gus Weyhing, who lasted until 1901, also did not wear a glove.

1890: WANTED: ONE SEXY SHORTSTOP

On August 26, 1890, a New York gentleman named W. S. Franklin announced his intention to form a Women’s Professional Base Ball League. His help-wanted advertisement said that applicants “must be young, not over 20, good looking and good figure.” Applicants out of the city were requested to send photographs.

1899: GOD’S DOUBLE AGENT

On July 10, 1899, the Reverend Sherman Powell bought a ticket to a baseball game in Fort Wayne, Indiana, and began copying down the names of players, spectators, and ticket takers, apparently intending to use this evidence to convict the pagans of playing baseball on Sunday. When he was discovered, a nasty crowd encircled him, took away his pen and his notebook, and made him fear for his safety. The police were called, and they escorted the indignant reverend from the ballpark.

Reverend Powell issued a statement saying that the Good Citizen’s League would continue its fight against violations of the Sabbath in Fort Wayne.



BUMPUS

Bumpus Jones started the 1892 season with Joliet in the Two-I League. You might say he started out well: He won his first fifteen starts, allowing only fifteen runs. He lost a few after that, but finished the season 24–5 with ten shutouts. The Two-I League folded, and Jones was sold to Atlanta (Southern Association) where he went 3–4, and was purchased by the Cincinnati Reds in early October.

On the last day of the 1892 season (October 15, 1892), Bumpus made his major league debut. He pitched a no-hitter, winning the game 7 to 1.

He would win only one more major league game, being released in mid-season, 1893, with a career record of two wins, four losses, and a 7.99 ERA.

BASEBALL LANGUAGE IN THE 1890s

The term “fan” for what was earlier called “crank” is supposed to have been coined by Ted Sullivan, who preceded Charles Comiskey as manager of the Browns. It existed in the 1880s but was rarely used.

It has been often written that the term “Texas Leaguer” comes from the major league debut of Ollie Pickering, who got four hits in his first game after being called up from the Texas League. Each hit just blooped over the infield. The next day a reporter who missed a play saw Pickering on first base and asked what happened. “Oh, he just made another one of those Texas League hits,” said another reporter. However, Robert McConnell looked up the game stories for Ollie Pickering’s 1896 debut, and reports that the record does not support this story.

The term “Baltimore chop,” of course, owes its origin to Willie Keeler.

The term “big league” apparently referred originally to the size of the one major league, which had twelve teams. But the “big league” came to stand for the “major league,” and “big leagues” became a synonym for “majors.”



SHOVE IT, LOUIS C. KRAUTHOFF

The National League in 1898 established a “court” or “board” to “try and to punish all cases of indecent conduct or obscene language of ballplayers.” A wealthy attorney named Louis C. Krauthoff was to head the court. The players hated the idea and the press ridiculed it. The court was dissolved in 1899, having heard not a single case.



EDGAR McNABB

Edgar McNabb was a pitcher for the Baltimore Orioles in 1893. He posted an 8–7 record with a 4.12 ERA. Not asked to return to the team in 1894, he had signed on with Grand Rapids.

Aside from pitching, McNabb was involved in other sport, namely an illicit affair with actress Louise Kellogg, a.k.a. Mrs. Louis Rockwell. She was a good-looking and “shapely” blond who was married to R.E. Rockwell, a Seattle ice merchant. In his spare time he was president of the Pacific and Northwest League.

McNabb and Mrs. Rockwell had been carrying on their affair for “at least a year” when the wages of sin caught up with the couple at the Hotel Eiffel, in Pittsburgh on February 28, 1894. Despite witness testimony that their manner that night was “gay” and “jolly,” McNabb was apparently not in the best of spirits. They were registered at the Eiffel as “E.J. McNabb and wife.” At approximately eight in the evening they went up to their room to prepare for a trip to the theatre. Pistol shots were heard, as well as scuffling and screaming. The door was broken in by one L. Gilliland, himself a former minor league baseball player, and a friend of McNabb’s.

Gilliland found Mrs. Rockwell on the floor in a pool of blood, shot twice through the neck. McNabb was down for the count and going fast, having shot himself in the mouth. Mrs. Rockwell survived for a time, paralyzed from the waist down by a bullet that had lodged in her spinal column.

The newspapers speculated that the couple was penniless and McNabb saw this route as an end to their problems.

—Jim Baker

QUOTES FROM THE 1892 SPALDING GUIDE

The rowdy habit of “slugging” which prevailed to such an extent in the foot ball arena in 1891, showed very plainly what folly it would have been to allow the base-ball professionals to become foot-ball players at the close of the baseball championship campaign. The professionals encounter risks of dangerous injuries in their own game frequently enough to make them exciting; but in comparison with the risks of foot ball, base ball is harmless. With a record of twenty-one lives lost on the English foot ball ground during the season of ’90 and ’91, with over a hundred dangerous injuries, base-ball players may congratulate themselves that they are not in the foot-ball arena.

[image: Image]

The evil of drunkenness in the ranks of the professional players in 1890 and ’91 was carried to an excess almost equaling that of the demoralized period of the decade of the seventies… Season after season have clubs become bankrupt solely through the failure of their teams to accomplish successful field work owing to the presence of two or three drunkards in their team.

[image: Image]

Three years ago the swift pitching, which had then about reached the highest point of speed, proved to be so costly in its wear and tear upon the catchers, that clubs had to engage a corps of reserve catchers in order to go through a season’s campaign with any degree of success. Afterward, however, the introduction of the catcher’s breast pad and protective gloves led to some relief being afforded the catchers who had been called upon to face the swift pitching of the “cyclone” pitchers of the period.

[image: Image]

This last remark is interesting for two reasons. First, it implies that the pitchers of the 1890 era threw much harder than the pitchers of fifteen years earlier. Later writers would claim that Sweeney, Zettlein, Devlin, and others threw as hard as Walter Johnson. This more contemporary comment unmistakably suggests that they didn’t.

Second, some historians have dated the use of chest protectors by catchers as early as 1875. This comment, which seems fairly unambiguous, places their introduction to the majors in the late 1880s.



PERSPECTIVE

Baseball historians dwell considerably on the “days of violence.” These days make exciting reading, but it should be considered in proper perspective, that during these same times there was violence everywhere; it was an age of violence. There was violence in the Wild West when it was being settled. There was violence in the upbuilding of the country. Political campaigns had their riots. Three Presidents were assassinated. Labor had its uprisings. Early baseball was characteristic of its times.

—Connie Mack





THE 1900s


HOW THE GAME WAS PLAYED

Clean baseball arrived in 1901 with the emergence of the American League. Byron Bancroft “Ban” Johnson became president, in 1893, of an established minor league known as the Western League. Through an aggressive investment strategy, good public relations, and a policy of acquiring the best players available and moving into the largest and most progressive cities, Johnson placed this league on the path toward becoming a second major league. This was announced in 1901, under the name of the American League, and accomplished by 1903.

Johnson realized that the bad manners and frequent fistfights the National League permitted were restraining the public’s enthusiasm for the game. In combating these things, Johnson was high-handed, arbitrary, imperious, and highly effective—all the things that Judge Landis would later be, in controlling scandals of integrity. As the American League quickly became not only a major league, but clearly the better of the two leagues in the eyes of the public, the National League was forced to follow suit, and clean up its innings.

When the blood stopped flowing and the game resumed, stolen bases per team per season ranged between 150 to 200, while home runs per team per season lay in the range of 15 to 30. At the time, this decline in baserunning was regarded as calamitous. In the 1906 Spalding Guide, Henry Chadwick was certain that baseball owners would take some action to restore baserunning once they saw in print just how few stolen bases there were. “By way of further illustration of the remarkable falling off in base running due to the foul strike rule, we give below the percentages of stolen bases made by all of the players of the National League clubs in 1905, who had a credit of not less than 20 stolen bases. The table in question will astonish the magnates of the leading clubs when they see by the figures what a comparatively poor record their crack players made in base running last season to that of four years ago.” The “percentages” referred to show stolen bases as a percentage of games played, not as a percentage of stolen base attempts. Caught stealing were not recorded.

The rule change referred to, the foul strike rule, was probably the major defining force of the decade. Prior to 1901, a foul ball was not a strike. This change, instituted in 1901 in the National League and 1903 in the American League, shifted the balance of power dramatically toward the pitcher. Batting averages dropped from near .280 down to the .240-.250 zone for the rest of the decade. Strikeouts went up by more than 50 percent. Base stealing, as Chadwick notes, was reduced. Even power hitting, which then meant doubles and triples more than home runs, was curtailed, as hitters became defensive with two strikes on them.

[image: Image]

Ty Cobb spiked Frank Baker on this play in September, 1909, provoking Connie Mack to denounce Cobb as “an undesirable person who will stop at nothing to gain his ends.” This became the most famous spiking incident of Cobb’s career, and he received several death threats at the time.

What I also like about this photo is that peg, sticking four to five inches above the ground, to which third base has been attached. Less intrusive ways of fastening the bags were developed within a few years.

Errors continued to drop sharply, as gloves grew in size and padding. All of these things tended to reduce the number of runs scored. With runs becoming dear and outs comparatively cheap, one-run strategies dominated. With a runner on first and nobody out, a bunt was so automatic that many managers didn’t even have a sign for it. The hit and run, popularized in the 1890s as an aggressive, big-inning tactic, now became a defensive, get-one-base-if-nothing-else maneuver. By 1915, traditionalists were complaining that the hit and run had ruined baseball.

WHERE THE GAME WAS PLAYED

After some experiments early in the decade, the major leagues settled by 1903 into the eleven cities that were to be privileged to have it for the next half-century. Major league cities during the decade included Baltimore (until 1902), Boston, Brooklyn, Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, Milwaukee (in 1901), New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, and Washington.

WHO THE GAME WAS PLAYED BY

No other epoch of baseball history has featured such a diverse, wide-ranging, non-homogeneous cast of characters as the baseball of the first twenty years of this century. The Irish dominance of the previous two decades was broken by the emergence of the American League, which had been a Midwestern league staffed largely by Midwestern players. The National League gradually began to shed its Irish flavor, though some of that was retained until about 1915.

This may be one of the keys to the booming attendance of the decade, for whereas baseball in the nineteenth century was in danger of becoming a game of the Irish, by the Irish, and for the Irish, it now appealed to a broader cross-section of the public. In a nation of immigrants, ethnic identity was important; when you knew a man, you knew where his family came from and when they got off the boat. Many of the game’s biggest stars were the heavily accented sons of immigrants, and in particular German and French immigrants (though at that, I’d say at a guess that the immigrant population in baseball was smaller than in the society at large); immigration to the U.S. totaled 13.6 million between 1899 and 1914. There were several Native American players, some of them stars, and a few Jewish players.

The college sports programs about 1905 adopted a quasiprofessional outlook, and began fighting for the right to educate the young men who could run the fastest and throw the hardest. When these players became professional, baseball teams emerged as combinations of college-educated alcoholics and marginally literate or outright illiterate, but still self-disciplined, young men from the backwoods; dapper dandies from state universities formed double-play combinations with street-tough muscle men who carried razors and shoeless southern farm boys who carried handguns or Bibles or both. Players sometimes went directly from the coal mines into the majors, and went straight back to the coal mines. Davy Jones commented directly on this in The Glory of Their Times. “The players were more colorful,” he said, “drawn from every walk of life. We had stupid guys, smart guys, tough guys, mild guys, crazy guys, college men, slickers from the city and hicks from the country.” No decade was ever richer in odd couples. Sam Crawford, an educated man of great dignity, spent over ten years in the outfield with a cagey ruffian from the backwoods of Georgia who packed a pistol. They never did learn to get along. Tinker and Evers hated each other but played together like Tracy and Hepburn, and one cannot but wonder what kind of chill traced the spine of Christy Mathewson when he first learned that the salty John McGraw was to be his new manager. Sometimes they made it work, and sometimes the teams simply disintegrated, splitting into warring tribes. It was wonderful when it worked.

Baseball in the years 1905 to 1919 was soaked in strategy as never before, never since. It is possible to see a connection between that and the diverse nature of the rosters. Strategies in baseball are team actions; they require two or more people to know about them in advance, and cooperate in their execution. It could be argued that managers, sensing the danger that a team could disintegrate into factions, demanded of their players more cooperation—and thus more strategy—than was really necessary. Or rather, that the strategy was necessitated not by the game situations, but by the roster.



CHECKING IN:

1900—Lefty Grove, Lonaconing, Maryland
Louis Armstrong, New Orleans

1902—Charles Lindbergh, Detroit

1903—Charlie Gehringer, Fowlerville, Michigan
Lou Gehrig, New York City
Tom Yawkey, Detroit
Carl Hubbell, Carthage, Missouri
Mickey Cochrane, Bridgewater, Massachusetts
Chuck Klein, Indianapolis

1905—Leo Durocher, West Springfield, Massachusetts
Howard Hughes, Houston

1906—Joe Cronin, San Francisco
Satchel Paige, Mobile, Alabama

1907—Jimmie Foxx, Sudlersville, Maryland

1909—Mel Ott, Gretna, Louisiana

Carl Hubbell was born on the same day as John Dillinger—June 22, 1903.

CHECKING OUT:

1900—Jack Taylor, Bright’s disease, 28
Marty Bergen, murder/suicide, 28

1901—William McKinley, gunshot, 58

1902—Pud Galvin, catarrh of the stomach, 45
Fred Dunlap, 43

1903—Win Mercer, suicide by gas, 28
Ed Delahanty, drowned, 35
Twelve people killed in collapse of bleachers at Phillies game, August 6

1905—Pete Browning, complications from mastoiditis, 44

1906—Susan B. Anthony, 86
Buck Ewing, 47

1907—Chick Stahl, suicide by swallowing acid, 34
Cozy Dolan, typhoid fever, 34
Stahl and Dolan, regular outfielders for the two Boston teams, died within a few hours of one another.

1909—Geronimo, 75
Frank Selee, tuberculosis, 49
John Clarkson, pneumonia, 47
Foghorn Miller, kidney disease, 42
Henry Clay Pulliam, suicide by gunshot, 40
Herman Long, tuberculosis, 38
Jimmy Sebring, convulsions, 27

Henry Chadwick, called the Father of Baseball, had a head cold but insisted on attending the Dodgers home opener in wet, cold weather. He developed pneumonia and died April 20, 1908, at the age of eighty-three.



YANNIGAN

The term “yannigan” was used as the name for any rookie, replacement, or second-line player. It has a quirky, vaguely negative connotation to it, like the 1980s term “scrubeenie”; it just sounds derogatory. The term occasionally achieved a kind of official recognition. After the San Francisco earthquake in 1906, Brooklyn played a benefit game for the relief effort, and split the squad into “Regulars” and “Yannigans.” Since rosters were smaller then, several pitchers started for the Yannigans, as well as manager Patsy Donovan and Sammy Strang, a yannigan from the rival New York Giants. The Yannigans won, 3–2; 5,000 were on hand, and $12,000 was raised for the people of San Francisco.

—Jim Baker



THE 1900s IN A BOX



	Attendance Data:



	Total:
	50 million (49,880,718, 1901–1909)



	Highest:
	New York Giants, 1908
	estimated 910,000



	 
	New York Giants
	4,977,481



	Lowest:
	Philadelphia (NL), 1902
	112,066



	 
	Boston Braves
	1,492,753




Attendance boomed during this period. Attendance in 1901 was 3.6 million, or about 230,000 per team. This increased every year except for a small decline in 1906, and by the end of the decade had more than doubled. The primary causes were the effective control of vulgar and unseemly behavior on the field, a series of outstanding pennant races, the organization of the nation’s media through formation of the Associated Press and other organizations, huge popular interest in the World Series, and—both cause and effect—the construction of grand, permanent stadiums.

The average American in this era attended a major league baseball game about once every twenty years.



	Most Home Runs:
	 



	Sam Crawford, 1901
	16



	Socks Seybold, 1902
	16



	Harry Davis
	67






	Best Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Chicago (NL), 1906
	116–36
	.763



	Pittsburgh Pirates
	938–538
	.636






	Worst Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Washington Senators, 1904
	38–113
	.252



	Washington Senators
	490–833
	.366




Index of Competitive Balance: 30%

The standard deviation of winning percentage in 1909 was .131, the highest of the twentieth century. The Pirates won 110 games. Four major league teams finished 55 games or more out of first place.

The second-highest standard deviation of winning percentage of the twentieth century was in 1906, the third-highest in 1904. This is perhaps misleading, as the figures were even higher in the 1890s, and even higher than that in the 1880s. Baseball was still getting organized. The weakest teams were slowly pulling up toward the level of the strongest.

Home-Field Winning Percentage: .552

Percentage of Regulars Hitting .300: 18%

Largest Home-Field Advantage: Philadelphia Athletics

The White Elephants were 432–216 in Philadelphia, .667, but 302–352 on the road. The home-field advantage in this decade was twice as large in the American League as in the National League.

Having Their Best Decade Ever: Pittsburgh Pirates, Chicago White Sox

The Philadelphia Athletics had a better winning percentage in this decade (.564) than that organization has had in any other decade, although this was probably not the A’s best decade. This was the only decade in which the A’s were uniformly good, as opposed to great for half the decade.

Having Their Worst Decade: Boston Braves, Brooklyn Dodgers, Washington Senators

Heaviest Player: The heaviest weight listed is for Ed Walker, a 6-foot-5-inch, 242-pound pitcher who appeared in only four games. Harry Lumley, though his weight is unlisted, appears to have run up some pretty good tabs in the hotel coffee shops. Lumley led the league in triples and home runs as a rookie in 1904, and in 1906 was among the best players in the National League, hitting .324 with 35 stolen bases, also leading the league in slugging percentage. A picture of him taken in 1908 is suggestive of Roger Ebert, and during that season he hit just .216 with four stolen bases in 127 games.

Lightest Player: Probably Sammy Strang or Jimmy Dygert. Johnnie Evers is the smallest player for whom a weight is listed, weighing but 125.

When the first modern baseball encyclopedia was published in 1969, many players from this era had unlisted weights, since no one at that time was systematically collecting data on players’ weights. Most of these weights have since been filled in, apparently, with numbers that are invented. I do not object to estimating weights when they are missing, but many of those now listed are wildly inaccurate. Jimmy Dygert is listed at 5’10,” 185 pounds—a huge man, by the standards of that era. Alfred H. Spink’s The National Game (1910) gives this description of him:

J. Dygert is the toy pitcher of the Athletics of the American League. He only weighs 115 pounds, but this is made up mostly of nerve and muscle. Clubs who have opposed the Athletics say the little fellow has bluffed his way through the American League ever since Connie Mack discovered him at New Orleans in 1904.

George Winter, another American League pitcher, is listed at 155 pounds. He actually weighed 131 to 133. Sammy Strang has been listed at weighing 160 pounds—ten pounds lighter than Henry Aaron. I doubt that Strang weighed 120. Many other listed weights in this era are just absolutely nuts.



	Most Strikeouts by Pitcher:



	Rube Waddell, 1904
	about 349



	Rube Waddell
	2,251



	(1904 figure is disputed)






	Highest Batting Average:
	 



	Nap Lajoie, 1901
	.426



	Honus Wagner
	.352






	Lowest Batting Average:
	 



	Bill Bergen, 1909
	.139



	Bill Bergen
	.175




Best Major League Players (by Years):

1900—Honus Wagner

1901—Nap Lajoie

1902—Honus Wagner

1903—Honus Wagner

1904—Honus Wagner

1905—Honus Wagner

1906—Honus Wagner

1907—Honus Wagner

1908—Honus Wagner

1909—Ty Cobb

Best Major League Pitchers (by Years):

1900—Joe McGinnity

1901—Cy Young

1902—Cy Young

1903—Joe McGinnity

1904—Jack Chesbro

1905—Christy Mathewson

1906—Three Finger Brown

1907—Ed Walsh

1908—Ed Walsh

1909—Three Finger Brown

Hardest-Throwing Pitcher: Walter Johnson

Best Curve: Three Finger Brown

Best Power/Speed Combination: Honus Wagner

Best Switch Hitter: John Anderson

Iron Man: Joe McGinnity

Best Bunter: Roy Thomas

Best Baseball Books:



	1900—
	
A Ballplayer’s Career by Cap Anson



	 
	The first baseball autobiography



	1907—
	
History of Colored Baseball by Sol White



	1908—
	
Baseball Magazine begins publication




Seven Largest Changes in Baseball During the Decade:


	Arrival of the American League

	Great leap forward in newspaper coverage

	Beginning of the World Series

	First modern stadiums

	Tremendous reduction of on-field violence

	Explosion of attendance

	Sharp reduction in runs scored due to foul strike rule



Best Outfield Arm: Mike Mitchell

Worst Outfield Arm: Topsy Hartsel



	Most Runs Batted In:
	 



	Honus Wagner, 1901
	126



	Honus Wagner
	956




Most Aggressive Baserunner: Ty Cobb or Kid Elberfeld

Fastest Player: Harry Bay

Slowest Player: Piano Legs Hickman

Best Control Pitcher: Cy Young



	Most Stolen Bases:
	 



	Ty Cobb, 1909
	76

 
	Honus Wagner
	488




Best-Looking Players: Christy Mathewson, Sam Crawford

Ugliest Players: Ray Collins, Phil Geier

O.J. Simpson Award: Tacks Latimer was a catcher who played for five major league teams, but only 27 games, which may be some sort of record. Anyway, in 1924 he was working as a police officer, but got involved in an off-duty dispute with his lieutenant, and shot the man three times in the back.

Latimer was given a life sentence. In 1926 the prisoners rioted, and during this riot Latimer courageously came to the defense of the warden’s young daughter. For this, he was granted a pardon by the Governor of Ohio in 1930.

Cap Anson Award: Ty Cobb

Three Finger Brown Award: Three Finger Brown

Best Pitching Staff: Chicago Cubs, 1906

Best Offense: Pittsburgh Pirates, 1902

Football Players: Christy Mathewson, Eddie Collins

Retrobermanisms:

Socks (If I May Be) Seybold

Jim (Citizen) Kane

First of His Kind: Dode Criss (first player to be used regularly as a pinch hitter)

Last of His Kind: Luther Taylor (last mute player)

One of a Kind: Rube Waddell

Best Infield: Chicago Cubs, 1903–1910

Best Outfield: Detroit Tigers, 1905–1910 (Matty McIntyre, Ty Cobb, Sam Crawford)

A Better Man Than a Ballplayer: Sam Leever

A Better Ballplayer Than a Human Being: Mike Donlin

Mr. Dickens, I’d Like You to Meet: Homer Smoot (Cardinals, 1902–1906)

Platoon Combinations I Would Like to See: Elmer Flick and Max Flack

Best Defensive Team: 1908 Chicago Cubs

Clint Hartung Award: Johnny Lush

Outstanding Sportswriter: Francis Richter, editor of the Sporting Life and the Reach Guide

Most Admirable Superstar: Christy Mathewson

Least Admirable Superstar: Hal Chase



	Gold Glove Team:



	C—
	Ossee Schreckengost



	1B—
	Frank Isbell



	2B—
	Johnny Evers



	3B—
	Jimmy Collins



	SS—
	Joe Tinker



	OF—
	Fielder Jones



	 
	Jimmy Sheckard



	 
	Joe Birmingham




Ozzie Guillen Trophy: Whitey Alperman in 1909 batted 442 times, drawing only two walks. This was the lowest single-season walk rate in the twentieth century, among players with 300 or more plate appearances.

Franchise Shifts:

Milwaukee to St. Louis (American League), 1902

Baltimore to New York (American League), 1903



	New Stadiums:



	1901—
	Huntington Avenue Grounds, Boston (for Red Sox)



	 
	South Side Park, Chicago (for White Sox)



	 
	Bennett Park, Detroit



	 
	Columbia Park, Philadelphia



	 
	American League Park, Washington



	1903—
	Hilltop Stadium, New York (Highlanders)



	1909—
	Shibe Park, Philadelphia



	 
	Forbes Field, Pittsburgh



	 
	League Park, Cleveland (concrete version)



	 
	Sportsman’s Park, St. Louis (renovated)




Best Pennant Race: National League, 1908

Best World Series: 1903

The first real World Series; respect for the new league was at stake. Boston, with Cy Young and Bill Dinneen, rallied from a three games to one deficit to beat Pittsburgh in eight games.

Red Sox fans taunted Honus Wagner by singing an amended version of “Tessie” (“Honus, why do you hit so badly?” instead of “Tessie, you know I love you madly.”)

Best-Hitting Pitcher: Al Orth

Worst-Hitting Pitcher: Red Ames or Howie Camnitz

Ames inability to hit was a running joke in the New York newspapers. A sporting goods company once advertised that they had a bat that even Leon Ames could get a hit with. Red hit .123 for the decade; Camnitz hit .092.

Best Minor League Team: 1900 Chicago White Sox

Best Minor League Player: Emil Frisk, the “Wagner of the minors,” had 272 hits in the PCL in 1904, and had over 2,000 hits in his minor league career, despite spending several years as a pitcher.

Odd Couple: John McGraw and Christy Mathewson

Drinking Men:

Howie Camnitz

Rube Waddell

Bugs Raymond

Slim Sallee

Wild Bill Donovan

Ed Reulbach

Christy Mathewson in Pitching in a Pinch discussed the drinking habits of several contemporaries. “Like great artists in other fields of endeavor,” he wrote, “many Big League pitchers are temperamental. ‘Bugs’ Raymond, ‘Rube’ Waddell, ‘Slim’ Sallee and ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan are ready examples of the temperamental type. The first three are the sort of men of whom the manager is never sure. He does not know, when they come into the ball park, whether or not they are in condition to work. They always carry with them a delightful atmosphere of uncertainty.”

By 1920, it would have been impossible to write that without risking a lawsuit.

New Equipment:

Shin Guards (1907)

Tarpaulin (1908)

The first tarpaulin to protect the field from rain was devised by the Pittsburgh Waterproof Company, and was purchased by the Pittsburgh Pirates on April 28, 1908.

Player vs. Team: On April 11, 1909, Johnny Evers stated that he desired to lay off for a season, and had completed correspondence with the Chicago club to that end. He said he wanted to take a complete rest for the 1909 season.

On May 11, 1909, Evers signed a two-year contract, and rejoined the Cubs.

Team vs. Team: Philadelphia vs. Philadelphia, Nap Lajoie in the middle

Uniforms:

High collars

Blousy shirts

Special undershirts for pitchers

Handmade shoes

Long stockings

Team sweaters

Sunglasses

New Terms or Expressions: Yannigan



	Most Wins by Pitcher:
	 



	Jack Chesbro, 1904
	41



	Christy Mathewson
	236






	Highest Winning Percentages:
	 



	Wild Bill Donovan, 1907
	25–4
	.862



	Ed Reulbach
	97–39
	.713



	Sam Leever
	167–82
	.699






	Lowest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Joe Harris, 1906
	2–21
	.087



	Jack Townsend
	34–82
	.293




Nicknames: Animals and hometowns were the dominant themes of a decade blessed with classic nicknames; see page 83.

Flameout: Harry Lumley

All Offense/No Defense: 1901 St. Louis Cardinals

All Defense/No Offense: 1901 Boston Braves

Tough-Luck Season: Ned Garvin was the tough-luck pitcher of the decade, if not the hard-luck pitcher of all time. In 1900 he posted a 2.41 ERA for the Cubs; the league ERA was 3.69, but Garvin finished 10–18. In 1901, for Milwaukee in the American League, he again bested the league ERA (3.46 to 3.66), but finished 7–20. In 1902 he cut his ERA to 2.09, but finished 11–11. In 1903 his ERA was again better-than-league (3.08 vs. 3.26), but he finished 15–18 for Brooklyn, and in 1904, capping it off, he posted a 1.72 ERA (league ERA, 2.72), but finished 5–16. He was pretty much the tough-luck pitcher of the year every year.

Could I Try This Career Over? Otto Hess

Minor Leagues Were:

90 percent free

10 percent slaves to the majors

Best Double Play Combination: Nap Lajoie and Terry Turner, 1906–1907 Cleveland Naps.

The famous Tinker to Evers to Chance combination was together from 1903 through 1910. Their first season the Cubs turned two fewer double plays than expected, 78 to 80. From then on they were always positive: +6 in 1904, +13 in 1905, +20 in 1906, +15 in 1907, +3 in 1908, +9 in 1909, and +5 in 1910. Although Chance was injured in 1911, Tinker and Evers stayed together most of two more years, scoring at +5 and +12.

Tinker to Evers to Chance surely was not the greatest double play combination of all time, and probably was not the best in baseball at that time. They were good—but they were B/B+ good, not A/A+ material.

Worst Double Play Combination: Jack Doyle and Bones Ely, 1902 Washington Senators.

Paul Krichell Talent Scout Award: Con Strouthers

Strouthers managed the Augusta team in the Sally League in 1904. He signed Ty Cobb to play center field while his regular center fielder was suspended by the league. When his center fielder was reinstated, he released Cobb.

Ira Thomas Talent Scout Award: Mike Lynch

Tacoma manager, Northwestern League, 1906. Released Walter Johnson, and was kind enough to suggest to Walter that he ought to forget about pitching, and maybe try his luck as an outfielder.

Cy Slapnicka Talent Scout Award: Horace Fogel

Christy Mathewson won 20 games (20–17) for an awful New York Giants team in 1901. The next spring, Fogel toyed with the idea of converting him to a third baseman.

Johnny Lucadello Talent Scout Award: John McGraw

After Tris Speaker played seven games with the Boston Red Sox in 1907, the Sox were so unimpressed that they forgot to send him a contract that winter. The Giants went to spring training in Marlin, Texas, near Speaker’s home. Speaker went to their camp twice, and begged McGraw to work him out. McGraw said he already had more players in camp than he knew what to do with.

Best Unrecognized Player: The best player from this era who is not in the Hall of Fame is Jimmy Sheckard or Bill Dahlen.

Highest-Paid Player: Probably Nap Lajoie

New Statistics: The basic pitching record took form during this decade. Innings Pitched first appeared in a Guide in this decade. It may seem curious that innings pitched were not reported sooner, but one should remember that:


	Until 1890, virtually all games were complete games, hence all one needed to know was how many games the pitcher had worked, not how many innings.

	Even today, official statistics do not give defensive innings at other positions.



A Very Good Movie Could Be Made About: The final days of the 1908 season.

Five Biggest Things Wrong with Baseball:


	Segregation

	Substandard umpiring

	Labor/management bickering

	Fan violence

	Rumors of player dishonesty



I Don’t Know What This Has to Do with Baseball, But I Thought I’d Mention It Anyway: The first congressional baseball game was played in Washington in 1909. The center of attention was Republican Representative John Tener of Pennsylvania, who had pitched for Cap Anson’s Colts. Despite Tener’s presence, the Democrats squeaked out a 26–16 victory.

Tener later became Governor of Pennsylvania and President of the National League. At the same time, no less.



BEAR CUBS

The Chicago Cubs in 1906 won 116 games. This remains the record for wins in one season. The Cubs also won 223 games in two years (1906–1907), which is the record for wins in a two-season span, and 322 games over three years (1906–1908), which is the record for wins over a three-season span. They won 426 games over a four-season span (1906–1909), which is the record for wins over a four-year span, and they won 530 games over a five-season span (1906–1910), which is the record for wins over a period of five years.

The Cubs won 622 games over a six-year period (1905–1910), which is a record, by far. The only other team to win 600 games in a six-year span was the Cardinals of the 1940s, although many teams have lost 600 games in six years, proving that it is easier to stay in last place than it is to stay in first.

The Cubs won 715 games in seven years (1904–1910); this also is a record. They won 807 games in an eight-year period (1904–1911), which, again, is a record; the Yankees won 799 between 1936 and 1943. They won 898 games between 1904 and 1912, which is a record for wins over a nine-year period, and they won 986 between 1904 and 1913, which is a record for wins over a ten-year period.

It has become common to bash the selection of Tinker, Evers, and Chance to the Hall of Fame, saying that Franklin P. Adams’ famous poem put them in. It is easy to quote their batting statistics, which are but marginally impressive, to show that the trio does not belong—and, indeed, they may not. But at the same time, this is perilously near an absurd argument, to wit: Tinker, Evers, and Chance were not really great ballplayers, they merely happened to win a huge number of games. The definition of a great ballplayer is a ballplayer who helps his team to win a lot of games.

I go back and forth on this issue; sometimes I think they were great players, sometimes I think not. But if you’re going to say that these guys don’t belong in the Hall of Fame, it seems to me, you have to deal somehow with the phenomenal success of their team. This team won more games, over any period of years, than the Yankees with Ruth and Gehrig, more games than the Dodgers with Robinson, Reese, Snider, and Campy, more games than the Reds with Bench, Morgan, Rose, and Concepcion—more games than anybody. When you start explaining their wins, as Ricky Ricardo would say, you’ve got a lot of ‘splaining to do.

Is the rest of the team so great that no weight need be carried by these three players?

It is not. The catcher, Johnny Kling, was good, but probably not as good as any of the three. Third baseman Harry Steinfeldt was in the same range. No outfielder on the team was Ty Cobb or Babe Ruth or Mickey Mantle; none was even Tris Speaker or Al Simmons or Duke Snider.

When you look carefully at the Cubs of those years, it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that this team won more games with infield defense than any other team in the history of baseball. First of all, they won more games than any other team in the history of baseball. And they didn’t do it with .350 hitters, and they didn’t do it with 40 homer men.

Their pitching was good. Three Finger Brown was great; the rest of the staff was good. But it is also apparent that the Cubs’ defense was so good that anybody they put on the mound was effective. Nineteen pitchers pitched 150 or more innings for the Cubs in their ten best years, 1904–1913. Seventeen of those 19 pitchers posted ERAs below 3.00, including guys like Chick Fraser, Buttons Briggs, and Orval Overall who had never had comparable success with other teams. Even Three Finger Brown had been acquired by the Cubs after posting a 9–13 record for the Cardinals as a rookie in 1903.

The essential question is this: If Tinker, Evers, and Chance were not great players, how do you explain the success of this team? The Yankees of 1936–1945 had DiMaggio, Dickey, Gehrig for a couple of years, Red Ruffing, Lefty Gomez, Lazzeri, and Joe Gordon at second, Red Rolfe, Tommy Henrich, Johnny Murphy, George Selkirk, Frankie Crosetti, and numerous other stars. The Yankees had enough success to justify the brilliant reputations those men still enjoy—but they couldn’t match the win totals of the Cubs.

[image: Image]

SUGAR, PLEASE

Danny Shay was, so to speak, the Roger Metzger of his time. Shay was a light-hitting shortstop who had a finger amputated in 1905, but tried to come back and play. He wasn’t very successful at the major league level, but went back to the minor leagues and continued his career.

Ten years later, while employed as the Milwaukee manager, Shay shot and killed a “colored” waiter in an Indianapolis hotel. The papers don’t say what color the waiter was, but I’d say dark brown was a good guess. The shooting followed an argument over the amount of sugar in the sugar bowl at Shay’s table. The manager was arrested and charged with murder, and a grand jury indicted him. Shay pleaded self defense, claiming that the man had called him a bad name and attempted to assault him.

He was acquitted.

[image: Image]



NICKNAMES OF THE 1900s

Animals, always a staple of player nicknames, were in vogue in the first decade of this century, usually modified or described in some way. Mike Donlin was “Turkey Mike,” Clark Griffith was “The Old Fox,” Frank Isbell was “The Bald Eagle,” and Jake Beckley was “Eagle Eye.” Davy Jones was called “Kangaroo,” Lou Ritter was “Old Dog,” Bill Shipke was “Muskrat Bill,” Jimmy Slagle was called “The Human Mosquito” (a nickname that in subsequent generations would have been shortened to “Skeeter”). Sammy Strang was “The Dixie Thrush,” and Jesse Burkett and Johnny Evers were both called “The Crab.”

We also see in this decade the emergence of the “hometown” nicknames. There were a few before this time (Amos Rusie was “The Hoosier Thunderbolt”) but very few, because, for one thing, most of the nineteenth century players came from just a few towns. A few of these (from the turn of the century) include “The Duke of Tralee” (Roger Bresnahan), “Wahoo Sam” (Sam Crawford), “The Goshen Schoolmaster” (Sam Leever), and “Wabash George” (George Mullin). Albert Schweitzer, who certainly did not need a nickname, was called “Cheese.” A few others, from the time when people believed in good nicknames:

The Peerless Leader (Frank Chance)

The Tabasco Kid (Kid Elberfeld)

Wagon Tongue (Bill Keister)

Little All Right (Claude Ritchey)

The Flying Dutchman (Honus Wagner)

Miner (Three Finger Brown)

Frosty Bill (Bill Duggleby)

Crossfire (Earl Moore)

Yip (Frank Owen)

The Knight of the Wallop (Mike Donlin)

The Piano Mover (Frank Smith)

All Indian players were called “Chief.”

All players who could run were called “Deerfoot.”

THE OPEN ROAD OUT

Harry Clay Pulliam was one of many executives in baseball’s early years who came into the game through the newspapers. Pulliam was born in a small town in Kentucky in 1869. After receiving a law degree from the University of Virginia he worked for a newspaper in Louisville. He became secretary to the president of the American Association, made enough of a name for himself in Louisville to serve a two-year term in the Kentucky Assembly, and became acquainted with Barney Dreyfuss, owner of the Louisville and Pittsburgh franchises in the National League. From 1900 to 1903 he was secretary/ treasurer of the Pirates. Late in this period the National League abolished the office of the presidency, an unsuccessful experiment that ended in less than a year. When the office was restored in 1903, Pulliam, at the age of thirty-four, became president of the National League.

Pulliam seems to have been generally an able executive, at least in his first years. He was sharp, a good administrator, and a man of considerable charm. He assisted in organizing the peace with the American League, and adopted Ban Johnson’s policies toward rowdiness on the field, successfully completing the clean-up of the game. His first re-election in 1904 was unanimous. Somehow he made an enemy of John T. Brush, owner of the Giants, which it wasn’t at all difficult to do. His second re-election was by a vote of 7–1. Brush converted to his side Garry Herrmann, the owner of the Reds, and these Machiavellian cohorts, both of whom seem to have gotten into the game mostly because they liked the power plays, would annually vote against him, so that he was re-elected several times by a 6–2 vote.

Pulliam had, of course, other disagreements on specific issues. On June 6, 1905, Pulliam gave a speech in which he publicly attacked Brush, charging that Brush had attempted “by common law” to subvert a National League rule of which he (Brush) was the author, that rule having to do with disciplining players. He took his battles with Herrmann and Brush rather hard. He became, said Francis Richter, “obsessed with the idea that the success of the league rested entirely on his shoulders.” Pulliam was what you might call a wimp. Though a nice-looking man, he was frail and of a nervous temperament. “He was an idealist,” quoting Richter again, “a dreamer, a lover of solitude and nature, of books, of poetry, of music and flowers.” The nervous temperament grew steadily worse. His disagreements with owners grew more and more to occupy his mind, and his policies became more rigid and more arbitrary.

In late September, 1908, Harry Pulliam was called upon to make an immensely controversial decision about a critical game in the National League pennant race, as a result of Merkle’s boner. He ruled against the New York team. He got stacks of hate mail. His nervous intensity worsened. At the February, 1909, meeting of the National League, Pulliam apparently fell apart. Though his specific behavior is not recorded, it was reported that “Mr. Pulliam suffered such a complete physical and nervous breakdown that a long rest in seclusion had to be forced upon him.”

John Heydler acted as president for a few months while Pulliam recovered, on full salary. He returned to work in June, looking well, though a certain buoyancy in spirit for which he had been noted had passed with the nervousness. On the evening of June 28, 1909, in his room at the New York Athletic Club, the president of the National League fired a shot through his temple, leaving him sightless and in great pain for a few hours, before he died the next morning. He was forty.

In his wake, Brush’s enemies in the New York press twisted Pulliam’s death into a martyrdom. Richter thought he should have married, and wrote that “heart-hunger had much to do with Harry Pulliam’s death.” No doubt it did. Pulliam was president of the National League at a time when half the owners wanted the man who held that office to be an autocrat, and half wanted him to be an office boy. The twisted remains of this struggle are buried in a grave in Louisville.

There were, or seemed to be, many more suicides in the game then than there are now; certainly the necrologies of the game contain many, many more violent deaths. In our time, if a Donnie Moore or a Bruce Gardner does himself in, that becomes a big story. I drew up a partial list of baseball-related suicides from 1900 through 1925, but my library is incomplete, and I’m sure I didn’t get all of them. Was this true of the country as a whole—were suicide rates higher then? I would guess that they were. I’m not sure that anyone knows. America was at the end of a time when men were allowed to have dreams larger than life, getting late in the generation of Ford and Edison and Firestone and Rockefeller and Spalding. I suspect that in 1910 the great majority of American men owned guns, and a good many carried them. When one’s dreams collapse, when one finds oneself suffocating in a small reality and powerless to escape it on this earth, what could be easier than to take leave of it?



I’VE HAD THOSE SEATS

The Baseball Writers Association of America was formed at the World Series in 1908, after out-of-town writers in Chicago were placed in the back row of the grandstand, while at Detroit they were asked to climb a ladder to the roof of the first base pavilion, and try to write their stories in the rain and snow.





UNIFORMS OF THE 1900s

As we come into the twentieth century, high collars were still the rule of the day. Blousy shirts were often worn with a long T-shirt underneath, shirt-sleeves being shortened to half or three-quarters length. Upper and lower garments were even more sacklike and shapeless than before. A wide belt hitched the two together and was often fastened on the side, since there was a belt loop right in front where we fasten our belts today.

Pitchers, when the weather recommended it, wore a special wool, fleece-lined T-shirt with a roll collar (turtleneck). Uniforms in the early 1900s were made either of wool or a wool and cotton mix.

Handmade shoes were still in use, looking a little like short hiking boots, but they were always black in color. The leather was calfskin or kangaroo hide, and steel plates with spikes “were riveted to heel and sole.” Long stockings of a heavy wool were worn with knickers, either light or dark in color and occasionally striped. An ad in the 1908 Sporting News shows a diagram of a baseball stocking extending up over the knees to the thigh, but no clue is given as to how it was fastened and there are no advertisements for garters. According to Marc Okkonen, author of Baseball Uniforms of the 20th Century, the stirrup stocking, as separate from the foot covering part, first came into use in 1905. The stirrup added new fashion possibilities, particularly as a way to jazz up the uniform with a little more color.

In the early 1900s the Tigers uniform featured the city name in full across the jersey front. By 1903 a simple “D” stood for Detroit but must have been deemed rather boring because by 1904, it was changed to the fancy Old English style “D” which is still used. Once again according to Marc Okkonen, this fancy style “D” is the oldest team symbol still in use today. A simpler version of the “D” appeared briefly in 1916 and 1919, but otherwise the form has held. The Old English or “Black Letter” “W” was also used by Washington on their 1906 road uniforms, while the Cleveland Indians about the same time used an elegant script “C.” The first instance of a team’s nickname gracing the front of the jersey was the Washington Nationals in 1905. And as long as we’re talking about firsts… in 1909, the Cubs were the first team to spell out their city name in a vertical fashion down the lapel of their shirts.

A double-breasted suit jacket was part of a team’s standard wardrobe, as was a vest sweater or hip length “ribbed coat.” Players wore their team sweaters (an early form of warm-up jackets) during batting practice and for team photos. Speaking of team photos, those from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries make today’s obligatory team shot look staid and formal. We get a closer and more personal view of team members, partly because the teams were smaller and the pictures not so crowded, but also because the approach seems more relaxed. Players are pictured with, God forbid, an arm draped around a teammate’s neck or a hand resting on another’s shoulder. In today’s team photos, the photographer rules. Everybody is uniformly lined up, seated players’ hands are on their own knees, standing players keep their arms behind their backs. Now if we could just get that guy in the back row to remove his nose ring.

A few other notes… caps were of several basic forms and varied from team to team, but all had a shorter bill than in today’s model. Some used contrasting dark/light colors for the bill and head-fitting part, while others used stripes radiating from the button at the apex. Some had the city initial in front, as all do now. Caps with horizontal stripes looked rather boxy and were known as the Chicago Style, although we would identify this style more recently as the Pittsburgh Pirates style of the 1980s. The home/road distinction in uniforms was clearly established by the early 1900s, with white being for the home team and gray for the visitors. Sunglasses were in use, as evidenced by a 1908 photo of Bill Hinchman.

A brief note about umpires. Formal dress, replete with suit jacket, slacks, and bow tie, typified the uniforms for umpiring officials during this period. Crowning touch—a cap which looked a little like a golf cap. For the home plate umpires standard protective gear developed for catchers (masks and chest protectors) was added to umpire’s uniforms by the 1890s.

—Susan McCarthy



QUICK HITS

Three players just after the turn of the century had really interesting short careers. Those three are:

1. Jim Nealon, who led the National League in RBI in 1906, at the age of 21. Nealon contracted tuberculosis in mid-season, 1907, and died in 1910, at the age of 25.

2. Henry Schmidt, who won 21 games for Brooklyn in 1903 (21–13), but never pitched in the majors before or after that season. Schmidt was a Texan who hated living in the East, and refused to report to Brooklyn for the 1904 season.

Schmidt resurfaced in the news in 1905, when he was released by the Oakland Club of the Pacific Coast League, which alleged that he had thrown a game. Schmidt demanded an investigation by the league president. I don’t know how it came out.

3. Erwin (Zaza) Harvey, who played for the White Sox and the (now) Indians in 1901 and 1902. In 1901, at the age of 23, Harvey pitched in 16 games for the White Sox, not too badly; he was 3–6 with a 3.62 ERA. The White Sox sold him to the Indians, and the Indians converted him to the outfield.

As an outfielder, he was sensational. Playing 45 games for the Indians in 1901, he hit .353, drove in 24 runs and stole 15 bases. Then he played 12 games in 1902, and hit .348 (16/46). Then his career ended. I know nothing about him; I can’t recall that I have ever seen any reference to him, other than his entry in the encyclopedias. There has to be a story here, but does anyone know what it is?

1905: VE KNOW VERR TO FIND CHEW, BROOKLYN PLAYERS

For several Sunday games in 1904 and 1905, the Brooklyn Dodgers evaded local Blue Laws by not charging admission to the games. (Laws which regulated what business could be done on Sunday were called Blue Laws.) Instead, they sold scorecards, which usually cost a nickel, for four different prices: a dollar, seventy-five cents, fifty cents, and a quarter. Describing the game of April 23, 1905, the New York Times reported that several dozen policemen were on hand, and the names of all players and scorecard sellers were taken down, but neither the police nor the Sabbath Observance Association attempted to stop the game. A crowd of 11,642 heathens was in attendance.

SUICIDES IN BASEBALL 1900–1925 (A PARTIAL LISTING)

January 19, 1900. Worcester, Massachusetts. Marty Bergen, National League catcher, killed his wife and two children with an ax and then slit his own throat.

January 12, 1903. San Francisco. Win Mercer, Detroit pitcher, inhaled poisonous gas at the age of twenty-eight. He had apparently gambled and lost not only his own money, but also some money that didn’t belong to him, that he was “holding” for his teammates. He left a suicide note warning of the evils of women and gambling.

January 10, 1904. Utica, New York. Clinton Bradley, a former Eastern League pitcher, committed suicide due to business failure.

February 1, 1904. Springfield, Massachusetts. Daniel Mahoney, 39, a major league catcher in the mid-1890s, committed suicide by drinking carbolic acid.

November 28, 1904. New Haven, Connecticut. Steve Ashe, a pitcher for the New Haven team, committed suicide at a New Haven hospital during a fit of insanity.

June 7, 1905. Cleveland. Lottie Bruce, the sister of Lave Cross, was shot and wounded by her husband, who then committed suicide.

July 11, 1905. Kansas City. Mrs. Frank Bonner, wife of the second baseman of the Kansas City team (American Association) committed suicide. Her husband Frank, who had played in the majors for six years, died on December 31 of the same year of blood poisoning.

July 15, 1905. San Francisco. Eugene F. Bert, president of the Pacific Coast League, shot himself in a suicide attempt. Subsequently recovered.

March 28, 1907. West Baden, Indiana. Chick Stahl, player-manager of the Red Sox, drank carbolic acid, aged thirty-four.

January 2, 1909. Chandler, South Carolina. Edward Strickland, a pitcher with Greenville, shot his girlfriend and himself, aged twenty-six.

January 15, 1909. Factoryville, Pennsylvania. Nicholas Mathewson, younger brother of Christy Mathewson, shot himself, aged twenty-two.

July 29, 1909. New York City. Harry Pulliam.

March 14, 1910. Albion, New York. Charles Nelson Brown, twenty-seven, a minor league player, hanged himself.

September 28, 1910. Cleveland. James Payne, former trainer of the team that is now the Indians, committed suicide in the presence of his wife and mother, aged thirty-five.

December 13, 1910. Louisville. Dan McGann, longtime major league first baseman (1895–1908), shot himself, aged thirty-three.

February 6, 1911. Chester, Pennsylvania. Thomas Senior, minor league umpire, shot himself at the age of thirty-two.

November 29, 1911. Johnstown, Pennsylvania. Randolph Blanch, Johnstown sports editor, suicide at the age of thirty.

January 14, 1914. Dallas. Walt Goldsby, major league player, 1884–1888, later a minor league umpire and manager, died by his own hand.

October 11, 1916. Canton, Ohio. Carl Britton, minor league pitcher, committed suicide at the age of forty.

April 23, 1918. Chicago. A man named James McDonough, attempting a reconciliation with his wife, shot both her and himself when this failed. The papers at the time reported that McDonough had played for the Chicago Federal League team, but I can find no record of his having done so, or of anyone with a similar name, nor did I find any James McDonough in the high minors at the time. I don’t know who he was.

May 6, 1918. Chicago. E. F. Egan, manager of the Waterloo team in the Central Association, committed suicide in grief over the death of his wife.

August 18, 1920. St. Louis. Otto Stifel, at one time a major stockholder in the St. Louis Browns, shot himself following a series of business reversals.

May 21, 1921. Frankfort, Kentucky. Clay Dailey, a young pitcher, committed suicide in his depression over being cut by the Louisville team in spring training.

July 16, 1921. Arthur Irwin, a major league player from 1880 to 1894, briefly a manager of the Giants, the man credited with inventing modern (padded) fielder’s gloves, disappeared while en route from New York to Boston on a steamer. Irwin, who also invented other things such as a football scoreboard, and who spent several years as the secretary of the Yankees, was in poor health, despondent, and had stated before the trip that he was “going home to die.” When the ship arrived in Boston he was not on board. His body was never found, and nothing more was ever learned of the circumstances of his death.

October 11, 1921. Paris, Missouri. Noel Bruce, longtime minor league pitcher of the 1880s and 1890s, shot himself at the age of fifty-six.

December 25, 1923. Orlando, Florida. Mrs. Joe Tinker, wife of the Hall of Fame shortstop, shot herself, aged 41.

December 11, 1924. Memphis. John Wakefield, a young player who was the property of the St. Louis Cardinals, shot and killed himself after an argument with a girlfriend.

See also Johnny Mostil, CF#99 (page 779). If you’ll look, you’ll see that ballplayers almost never commit suicide in the summer. January is a big month for it, and December and March. June, July, August, and September are almost suicide-free for baseball players.

TEAM VERSUS TEAM

The acceptance of the American League as a major loop was not accomplished without a shot being fired. There is some disagreement among the experts as to how serious the National League was about the battle. David Voigt, certainly one of the game’s most qualified historians, opines that all the National League owners did was to “go through the motions of a war,” but his is a minority opinion, and the facts upon which it is based are not apparent. “‘Face’ had to be saved,” Voight says, and he goes on to detail the following list of face-saving gestures: snubs, court battles, ticket price-wars, counter salary offers to defectors, and encouraging other major league pretenders to move in on the Americans. The list is not exhaustive.

The major court battle was the Lajoie case. Napoleon Lajoie was the star second baseman of the Philadelphia team in the National League. The team would not initially meet Lajoie’s 1901 salary request, and a bitter dispute ensued, after which Lajoie refused to sign with the Phillies at any price, and agreed instead to play for their new cross-town rivals under Connie Mack. The National League team sued, and attempted to force Lajoie to play for them. On May 17, 1901, a Philadelphia court turned them down, saying that the Phillies had made a one-way contract with Lajoie for 1901, and Lajoie was not bound by it. But on April 22, 1902, the supreme court of Pennsylvania ruled on appeal “that the provisions of the contract are reasonable and the consideration is fully adequate,” meaning that Lajoie was bound by the National League contract after all.

American League President Ban Johnson got around that by transferring Lajoie (and other affected players) out of the state of Pennsylvania. Lajoie, playing for Cleveland, did not play in or travel through Pennsylvania, where he could have been arrested (a technique still used today by players being chased by paternity suits or other legal nuisances). The matter was put to rest when the two leagues made peace later in the 1902 season.

Voigt feels that a settlement was reached so quickly because the National League teams quietly recognized the virtues of the old two-league system, under which baseball had thrived in the 1880s. It seems equally likely that this baseball war was short because the American League won it quickly and decisively. While there may have been something of a fudge factor involved, reported attendance in the American League in 1902 exceeded that of the established league by a whopping 32 percent. The American League team in Philadelphia was outdrawing the National League team almost 4 to 1. The National League accepted the American League as an equal not because they liked the idea, but because they had no choice.

THE 1908 PENNANT RACES

To give a modern fan the sense of it, the National League pennant race in 1908 was like the American League race in 1967, only with one of the teams being in New York and the other in Los Angeles, and with Kerry Wood or Livan Hernandez being called up by another team in September so he could make four starts against one of the teams that was trying to win the thing, and with one of the key games suddenly erupting into a major controversy which would necessitate the New York team making a special trip to Los Angeles for their 162nd game, which Roger Clemens is to pitch against Pedro Martinez, with a few odd death threats, riots, attempts to fix the game, fights between players and fans, and some loose talk about a strike thrown in for good measure. The world has never seen the like of it.

The American League race was equally phenomenal. On September first, four teams were separated by two and a half games. Three of those teams would stay hot in September, with the fourth dropping gradually out of the race.

The Cleveland Naps had opened a two-and-a-half game lead by September 24. When they staged a dramatic come-from-behind rally on September 26, the Cleveland crowd and three bands marched around the field in celebration.

They thought they had it won, but the Tigers had just commenced a ten-game winning streak that would put them a half-game in front by the end of September. On October 2, the Indians and the third team still in it, the White Sox, hooked up in perhaps the greatest pitcher’s duel in the history of the game: Addie Joss threw a perfect game, while Ed Walsh struck out 15 in eight innings, losing 1–0. The Tigers kept their streak alive that day, but lost the next despite Ed Killian’s one-hitter.

The last day of the season opened with three teams within half a game of one another. The Tigers had a previous rain-out which, under the rules of the time, did not have to be made up. On that basis, when the Tigers won that day they had won the race. No race has ever been closer.

The National League race of 1908 is now remembered as the greatest of all pennant races. But up until 1930, when people actually remembered the season, the two pennant races were remembered together, the greatest pennant races there ever were. The 1908 National League race has been the subject of classic sports journalism. A chapter on the final game of the National League campaign in Pitching in a Pinch is as fine a 5,000-word piece about baseball as has ever been written. The Merkle incident and the Harry Coveleski story are center-stage items in the incomparable The Glory of Their Times, and G. H. Fleming did a clippings book about the race, The Unforgettable Season, which is the standard of its field. There is another recent book about the season, More Than Merkle; I haven’t had time to review it thoroughly yet.

1909: A MONKEY ON THE LOOSE

The New Orleans team in the Southern League in 1909 kept some kind of a monkey as a mascot—a rather large creature, perhaps a chimp, known for his surly disposition. His name was Henry. On July 18, 1909, Henry escaped from his cage behind home plate and got into the stands, terrorizing the patrons and starting a stampede. The game was held up for several minutes as patrons headed for the exits and threw pop bottles at the rampaging ape. They finally succeeded in driving him back to the field where he could be captured and returned to his cage.

1909: THE MODERN BALLPARK ARRIVES

When the American League went big time in 1901, it found itself several short in the ballpark department, and so it did what teams had been doing for forty years: they threw up a bunch of them. Three American League teams moved into or remained in existing facilities, while the other five ordered some wood to be purchased and pointed down the line that way and the other way and said, “Put up a ballpark here.”

They were not, you see, “ballparks” in the modern sense of the word. The concept of the huge, permanent, sturdy, fireproof, grand, spacious, elegant thing that we now call a ballpark sprang into existence in 1907 or 1908. The first concrete-and-steel ballpark was Shibe Park, built in Philadelphia by one of the game’s great innovators, Benjamin Shibe, in 1909. The second was built in 1909, the third in 1909, the fourth in 1909, and by 1916 there was hardly anything else in baseball.

The dramatic increase in the popularity of the sport had rendered the old ballparks archaic in two ways. The larger crowds demanded more seating, and the fattened wallets of the owners could now undertake larger investments. Shibe Park opened on April 12, 1909. On opening day, 30,162 paying customers and several thousand invited guests attended, and were filled with an appropriate sense of history: nothing like this had ever existed before. It had three decks. It would be hard to overstate the excitement that the occasion generated. It was the first time that anyone had experienced something that is special to each of us now, that experience of looking around a grand ballpark for the first time and saying helplessly, “This place is really something, isn’t it?” Thirty thousand people were experiencing that together. The park “has inaugurated a new era in base ball,” said The Sporting Life.

Forbes Field in Pittsburgh opened on June 30 of the same year. Slightly smaller than Shibe (it seated 23,000), Forbes was regarded for years somewhat the way Camden Yards is regarded today, as the crown jewel in the diamond tiara. It was never the biggest, but it seemed the best—the sight lines were the best, it contained and expressed the enthusiasm of the crowd the best; it was just the best place to watch a baseball game. It was the first park to have the open walkway under the top deck. “Under the main seating area of the grand stand is a broad promenade, nearly as long as three city blocks and wider than most streets,” reported the Reach Guide. The sense of grace and comfort that this imparted to the park was part of its charm, and so the promenade found its way into modern stadium design.

League Park in Cleveland and Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis, existing parks, were reborn in concrete and steel by the time the year was up. While they didn’t have the same stature or impact, those parks (with renovations) would serve major league teams for many years, and become a part of the affectionate memories of millions of people. The early years of the next decade would see more of the same. The throw-’em-up and let-’em-burn-down era of ballparks was over.

THE 1900 WHITE SOX

The American League was not built in a day into a major league. When the National League contracted in 1900, shrinking from a twelve-team to an eight-team league, the American League took in many of the dispossessed players. The American League was a minor league at that time; taking in these players was a strong step toward major league status.

The championship team in the American League in 1900, as it would be in 1901, was the Chicago White Sox. They were a minor league team in name only; almost all of the White Sox players had played in the major leagues before and would play in the majors again, and were near their prime. Their regular lineup was this:

1B—Frank Isbell

2B—Dick Padden

3B—Fred Hartman

SS—Frank Shugart

LF—Herm McFarland

CF—Dummy Hoy

RF—Steve Brodie

C—   Joe Sugden

P—   John Katoll

P—   Roger Dezner

P—   Chauncey Fisher

P—   Roy Patterson

The team finished 82–53. An excellent article about them appears in the 1978 Baseball Research Journal.

[image: Image]

1909: ALL QUIET ON THE EASTERN LEAGUE FRONT

On Sunday, April 18, 1909, the New York Highlanders (now the Yankees) played an exhibition game against the Jersey City team in the Eastern League, at Jersey City. The team, having had several run-ins with the law over playing ball on Sunday, distributed cards asking the patrons to avoid all cheering and rooting, so as to keep the noise down. The request was almost universally obeyed, and the Highlanders won, 6 to 3, in what was probably the quietest baseball game ever played before an audience of more than a thousand people.

A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE OLD MINORS

The minor leagues did not start out as what they are. By a long series of actions and agreements, inducements and rewards, the minor leagues were reduced in tiny degrees from entirely independent sovereignties into vassal states, existing only to serve the needs of major league baseball.

It is not my purpose to trace that march into bondage, who was where at what moment, what agreements had been signed, and who had signed them. That’s another book. All I am trying to do is say a few things about minor league baseball, and have them understood by modern readers. I cannot do that if, when I say “minor leagues” you think of the minor leagues as they exist today. We are talking about a completely different animal.

The minor leagues as they existed a hundred years ago were something more like today’s Mexican League, or perhaps a Japanese baseball league, except that rather than operating in another country in a foreign language, they operated in the hinterlands of the United States. They were independent. My experience has been that it is difficult to get people to internalize this concept to the point that they can stop coloring their understanding of what happened then with modern notions about “minor league” baseball. My experience has been that if you tell somebody about the brilliant minor league career of Ox Eckhardt, who had a career average of .367, they will say, “Wow, why didn’t he ever get a chance?” No, no—it’s not like that. He’s not a player who might have done things if he’d had the chance. He’s a player who did things. He played baseball. He made a good living playing baseball. His picture was on baseball cards; he was a local celebrity. The fact that he did these things in a league that was not the American or the National is important in its own way, but it doesn’t make the things he did unreal or meaningless, as it would today; he did them. If he hit .370 one year, the reason he wanted to hit .380 the next was not so he would get “called up,” but so he would get a better contract, just as if he were a major leaguer, or so his team might win the pennant, just as if that were a major league pennant.

Or Lefty Grove. Lefty Grove pitched for Baltimore in the International League for five years, going 12–2, 25–10, 18–8, 27–10, and 27–6. You tell people that and they say, “Why didn’t he get called up sooner?” So you explain that his was an independent business; the Orioles were not inside of any structure for him to get “called up” through. It was up to the Baltimore owner to keep him, trade him, or sell him. So the next comment is usually, “Oh, I see. They were keeping him to run up his value to the major leagues.” No, no, no; the major leagues didn’t have anything to do with it. They were keeping him to win ball games. They were keeping him to draw crowds. He was just playing baseball.

When the major leagues were evolving, arbitrary decisions were made about where to put teams. St. Louis wound up with two teams and Milwaukee with none. Transportation placed geographic boundaries on the major leagues. San Francisco and Los Angeles grew into great cities without being drawn into the web, and these cities, along with others (like Atlanta, Kansas City, Louisville, Montreal, Seattle …) were condemned for fifty years to wear the label “bush league.” They formed their own leagues, and they played their own baseball. It was not baseball at the “highest level”; the International League, though a good league, did not have as many good players as the American League or the National League. But the difference between the majors and the minors was a difference in degree, a difference in calibre—not an inequality of status. The Baltimore team was just as important to the Baltimore fans then as it is today.

While the major leagues were, as a whole, the best baseball going, there was not a one-to-one relationship between a ballplayer’s abilities and major league status. A conservative assessment is that some of the players who made their living in the minor leagues were just as good as some of those who played for years in the majors. We know that this is true in several ways. For one thing, almost every player autobiography written between 1900 and 1960 says so. Unless the man writing the autobiography was a superstar, he would almost always say that there was a lot of luck involved in who made the majors and who didn’t—that “several of the guys I played with back there were just as good as I was, but they didn’t get the breaks.” Many minor league players did get to play in the majors after long minor league careers, and often they were successful when that opportunity finally came. Minor league players sometimes earned more money than major league players. That is, not every minor league player was paid less than every major league player, as is the case today.



JOHNNY LUSH

An eighteen-year-old first baseman/ pitcher for the Phillies in 1904, Johnny Lush was the youngest regular player of this century. He hit a respectable .276 as a rookie (the league average was .249), though he lost all six of his starts as a pitcher. Despite this, Lush was converted to a more-or-less fulltime pitcher in 1906, winning eighteen games with a decent ERA. He faded after that, winding up with a career batting average of .249 (Clint Hartung’s was .238) and a won-lost record of 66–86.



A more adventurous assessment would be that some of the best players in the game were in the minor leagues. Buzz Arlett may have been one of the best players in baseball between 1918 and 1937, at any level. Tony Freitas may have been one of the best pitchers of the 1930s. That statement would find many defenders among knowledgeable people and among people who played baseball in the 1920s and ’30s. Many others would disagree.

A man tells his grandson now that he played twenty years in the minor leagues, and the grandson envisions him locked in a kind of perpetual adolescence, waiting twenty years for a chance to play some real baseball. Maybe they were not great players. Maybe they were not even as good as I think they were. But they were professional players, and they played it to the best of their abilities. That fact, at least, deserves to be remembered.



THE 1910s


HOW THE GAME WAS PLAYED

A cork-center baseball was invented by Ben Shibe in 1909 and marketed by the Reach company, which supplied baseballs for the American League, in 1911. Spalding followed, developing a cork-center ball for the National League. This caused batting levels to jump in 1911 and 1912. Runs scored per game in the American League in 1911 went from 3.6 to 4.6. Ty Cobb hit .420 in 1911 and .410 in 1912, and Joe Jackson hit .408 in 1911. Those are the only .400 seasons between 1901 and 1920.

In 1913 the pitchers regained control, largely due to the spreading use of the emery ball. While Ben Shibe was working on the new cork center ball, a modestly talented minor league pitcher named Russ Ford accidentally scuffed a baseball against a concrete wall, and noticed that it dived on the next pitch. Experimenting, Ford realized that if you put just a little scratch on a baseball, you could make the thing dive like a falcon. He reached the majors in 1910, and went 26–6 his first year.

Ford had just put a little scratch on the ball, about the size of a dime, and had kept his pitch a secret by faking a spitball, which was a legal pitch. But after Ford lost his effectiveness, his secret spread around the American League, then the National; by 1913 everybody in baseball knew that you could make the ball dive by scratching it. And, as Roger Peckinpaugh re-called in Baseball Between the Wars, “now they weren’t satisfied with a little spot the size of a dime, they wanted a bigger spot. They wound up scuffing about half the ball.” Policy was that baseballs were used as long as they could be seen. If a ball was scratched, accidentally or on purpose, it remained in the game. By the middle part of the decade, all new baseballs were immediately defaced, dropped in the dirt, scratched on a button, or rubbed with sandpaper—and all games were played entirely with those kind of baseballs. By 1914 runs per game in the American League were back down to 3.7, 3.8 in the National League.

Baseball for the rest of the decade was a resumption of the dead-ball game of the years 1902–1910. Batting averages were low (around .250), home runs were rare (the normal league-leading figure was about twelve), and much of the basis of an offense was baserunning and strategy. Control pitchers again dominated the decade.

WHERE THE GAME WAS PLAYED

Major league cities during the decade, considering the Federal League to be a major league, included Baltimore, Boston, Brooklyn, Buffalo, Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Newark, New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, and Washington. St. Louis in 1914 and 1915 had three major league teams.

WHO THE GAME WAS PLAYED BY

Shysters, con men, drunks, and outright thieves; I’m sure they were only a tiny portion of the baseball populace, but they are the ones who gave the decade its character, and the ones who are remembered.

The Irish tone of the game continued to wash out, and the game became to a considerable extent the property of midwestern farm boys who came out of cow pasture Sunday leagues. My father used to go to those games, and played in the leagues when he was older, and he talked about them some. Most of the dominant pitchers of the era were from my part of the country. Grover Cleveland Alexander was from Elba, Nebraska, about three hours drive from where I grew up. Jesse Barnes, who led the National League in wins in 1919 (25–9) was born in Oklahoma but grew up in the same county in Kansas that I did; his brother Virgil was also a pretty good pitcher.

I repeated that last paragraph as it appeared in the first edition of this book in 1985. What I did not know then, fifteen years ago, was that Jesse Barnes’ mother was a James. My father was very proud of Jesse and Virgil Barnes, just because they were local boys who made good—but he never knew that they were his cousins. His father (my grandfather) had fallen out with his family after my great-grandfather divorced and re-married in the early 1880s. The Barneses were married in 1890, moved to Oklahoma (where Jesse was born in 1892), and then moved back to Kansas a year or two later. We all knew some of the Barneses; I played sports myself against members of the same family when I was growing up. But we had no idea, until recently, that they were relatives.

Anyway, resuming what I wrote fifteen years ago… Claude Hendrix, who led the National League in winning percentage while pitching for the Pirates in 1912 (24–9) and in 1917 while pitching for the Cubs (19–7), and who also won 29 games in the Federal League in 1914, was from Olathe, Kansas. The fabled 1912 matchup between Walter Johnson and Smokey Joe Wood was a matchup of two Kansans. Babe Adams, hero of the 1909 World Series and a 20-game winner in 1911 and 1913, began his career pitching for Parsons, Kansas, and was often referred to as a Kansan, although he was born in Indiana and grew up with relatives in Missouri.

Jeff Tesreau, who led the N.L. in ERA in 1912 and followed up with seasons of 22–13 and 26–10, was from Ironton, Missouri. Black Sox star Lefty Williams (23–11 in 1919, 22–14 in 1920) was from Aurora, Missouri, which was also the home town of even more famous crooks: Ma Barker and her boys and Alvin “Creepy” Karpis. Many fine position players also came from this area, including Sam Crawford, Ivy Olsen, Joe Tinker, Casey Stengel, and Fred Clarke, but for some reason the pitchers were most numerous.

The 1924 World Series featured the Senators, with Walter Johnson, against the Giants, with Virgil Barnes. This prompted Bill Corum to write that “Virgil prove(s) that while all the great pitchers may come from his state, they do not all come to Washington.” To my regret, the Sunday leagues did not regain their momentum after World War I, and mostly died at the outset of the Depression. This region has produced relatively few good ballplayers since that time.
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CHECKING IN:

1910—Wally Moses, Uvalda, Georgia
Dixie Walker, Villa Rica, Georgia

1911—Walt Alston, Venice, Ohio
Hank Greenberg, New York City
Dizzy Dean, Lucas, Arkansas
Joe Medwick, Carteret, New Jersey

1913—Richard Nixon, Yorba Linda, California
Johnny Mize, Demorest, Georgia

1914—Joe DiMaggio, Martinez, California
Jonas Salk, New York City

1915—Orson Welles, Kenosha, Wisconsin
Kirby Higbe, Columbia, South Carolina
Frank Sinatra, Hoboken
Allie Reynolds, Bethany, Oklahoma

1916—Enos Slaughter, Roxboro, North Carolina

1918—Lou Boudreau, Illinois
Bob Feller, Van Meter, Iowa
Ted Williams, San Diego
Pee Wee Reese, Ekron, Kentucky

1919—Jackie Robinson, Cairo, Georgia
Ralph Houk, Lawrence, Kansas

CHECKING OUT:

1910—Mark Twain, 74

1911—Jack Rowe, 66
Joseph Pulitzer, 64
Will White, drowned, 62
Bob Caruthers, 47 (1912 Reach Guide says he died of a nervous breakdown)
Addie Joss, tubercular meningitis, 31

1912—Cupid Childs, 44

1914—Rube Waddell, tuberculosis, 37
Harry Steinfeldt, paralysis, 38

1915—Albert Spalding, 65
Booker T. Washington, 59
Dave Orr, 55
Ross Barnes, stomach illness, 54

1916—Rasputin, numerous causes, 45

1917—Wee Willie Sudhoff, 41

1918—Jim McCormick, 62
Patsy Tebeau, suicide by gunshot, 54
Jake Beckley, heart disease, 54
Silent Mike Tiernan, tuberculosis, 51
Eddie Grant, killed in the Argonne Forest, 35

1919—Jim O’Rourke, 66
Teddy Roosevelt, 60







THE 1910s IN A BOX



	Attendance Data:
	 



	Total:
	56 million (55,681,347)
	 



	Highest:
	New York Giants, 1919
	708,857



	 
	Chicago White Sox
	5,577,496



	Lowest:
	Brooklyn Dodgers, 1918
	83,831



	 
	Boston Braves
	2,088,310




Attendance, which exploded from 1900 to 1910, stagnated early in the decade and declined as the decade progressed, due to the distractions of the war, national and international chaos, and corruption in baseball. Attendance for the decade as a whole was up slightly from the previous decade, but was 22 percent less than it would have been had attendance per game simply stayed where it was in 1908–1909.

The average American in this era attended a major league baseball game about once every eighteen years.



	Most Home Runs:
	 



	Babe Ruth, 1919
	29



	Gavy Cravath
	116






	Best Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Boston Red Sox, 1912
	105–47
	.691



	New York Giants
	889–587
	.602




In a decade dominated by the superteams of the A’s, Red Sox, White Sox, and Giants, a much-maligned team missed by .005 of having the best won-lost record of the decade. That was the Cincinnati Reds of 1919, whose .686 winning percentage was the second-best of the ten-year period.



	Worst Won/Lost Record by Team:
	 



	Philadelphia Athletics, 1916
	36–117
	.235



	St. Louis Browns
	599–892
	.402




Index of Competitive Balance: 36%

The teens were the most competitive decade in baseball history up until the 1960s; each decade since the 1960s has been more competitive.

Most of this competition occurred in the National League. The National League was highly competitive simply because no team in the league was actually very good.

At the end of the previous decade, 1906–1910, the National League was dominated by two great teams, the Cubs and the Pirates, with the Giants being the only other team which had any realistic chance to make a run. In 1911 the Giants slipped past the other two teams to become the dominant team, which is a historically normal type of rotation. Teams tend to take turns winning a few pennants, with rotations normally lasting about three to five years and gradual transitions between them.

After the Giants rotation, however (after their pennants in 1911 through 1913), the pennant was stolen by the Boston Braves, a down-and-out franchise having a miracle season. The legend of the Miracle Braves was one of baseball’s most often-told stories for fifty years thereafter, until they were effectively ousted from their niche in baseball lore by the 1969 Mets.

In 1915 the National League pennant was won by the Philadelphia Phillies, who were essentially a similar team—a team which had finished sixth the previous season, and a team which had been in the National League since 1883 without winning anything. In 1916 it happened again; the Dodgers, who had been flat on their backs from 1904 through 1914, rose up and won the league. The Giants won in 1917, and the Cubs were in first place when the war terminated the 1918 season, but in 1919 there was yet another upset, as the Cincinnati Reds, who had been in the league since 1890, finally won the thing.

So this was one of the most competitive leagues in baseball history, with six different champions in six years. The problem was that most of these teams weren’t really very good. The American League was nowhere near as competitive—because the American League had great teams.

The consequence of this was that the American League won the World Series in 1910, in 1911, in 1912, in 1913, in 1915, in 1916, in 1917, and in 1918. This is why the White Sox were prohibitive favorites in the 1919 World Series, a fact which has been misinterpreted by baseball historians. Any number of people have written that the 1919 White Sox were one of the greatest teams of all time. The 1919 Chicago White Sox were not a great team, at all, not by any standard.

The White Sox were heavy favorites not because the White Sox were a great team, but because they were the American League team, and the American League had been winning the World Series since 1910, with one exception. You know how people are; anything happens twice, a lot of people are going to figure it is destined to happen a third time. After the American League had won the World Series eight times in nine years, the American League team was a prohibitive favorite in the tenth.

Home-Field Winning Percentage: .540

Percentage of Regulars Hitting .300: 18%

Largest Home-Field Advantage: Brooklyn Dodgers, .105

The Dodgers were 383–350 in their home parks (.523), but 313–437 (.417) on the road. Ebbets Field opened in 1913; the gap is even wider if you exclude the years 1910–1912.

Having Their Best Decade Ever: New York Giants, Boston Red Sox

Having Their Worst Decade: New York Yankees

Heaviest Player: *Larry McLean

Lightest Player: A player named Larry McClure, who batted only once in the major leagues, is listed at 130 pounds. The smallest player of note was The Mighty Mite, Miller Huggins, who was 5′6½″ and weighed 140 pounds. Huggins used his size to good advantage, leading the National League in walks four times.

Listed at 5′6½2″, 165 pounds, Pittsburgh in-fielder Buster Caton was probably even smaller than that. The 1919 Reach Guide refers to him as “the Pittsburgh Lilliputian,” and there are many other references to his small size.



	Most Strikeouts by Pitcher:



	Walter Johnson, 1910
	313



	Walter Johnson
	2,219






	Highest Batting Average:
	 



	Ty Cobb, 1911
	.420



	Ty Cobb,
	.387



	 
	(1,951 for 5,037)






	Lowest Batting Average:
	 



	Tony Smith, 1910
	.181



	Sam Agnew
	.204




Best Major League Players (By Years):

1910—Nap Lajoie

1911—Ty Cobb

1912—Tris Speaker

1913—Eddie Collins

1914—Tris Speaker

1915—Ty Cobb

1916—Tris Speaker

1917—Ty Cobb

1918—Babe Ruth

1919—Babe Ruth

Best Major League Pitchers (By Years):

1910—Jack Coombs

1911—Pete Alexander

1912—Walter Johnson

1913—Walter Johnson

1914—Walter Johnson

1915—Pete Alexander

1916—Pete Alexander

1917—Pete Alexander

1918—Walter Johnson

1919—Eddie Cicotte

Hardest-Throwing Pitcher: Walter Johnson

Best Curve: Jack Coombs

Best Power/Speed Combination: Home Run Baker

Best Switch Hitter: Max Carey

Iron Man: Everett Scott

Best Bunter: Ray Chapman

Best Baseball Books:

1912—Pitching in a Pinch (Christy Mathewson)

1915—Alibi Ike (Ring Lardner)

1916—You Know Me, Al (Ring Lardner)

Five Largest Changes in Baseball During the Decade:


	Appearance of modern stadiums (actually begins 1909)

	Strong move toward more players, see note below

	Organization/structure of minor leagues

	Hiring of coaches

	Movements toward the commissioner system



Managers in this era (1910–1919) began to use a lot more players to play a game. From the beginning of professional baseball until the year 2000, managers have constantly expanded the number of players they used. This current was moving more rapidly about 1915 than at any other time.

Platooning really began in 1914, although there had been experiments before, and by 1919 was as pervasive as it has ever been. The first true relief pitchers can be dated to 1915 (Sad Sam Jones) and 1917 (Dave Danforth). The record for relief appearances in a season in 1905 was 18. By 1919 the record was 41, and 20 was a commonplace figure.

John McGraw from 1910 to 1919 used several players as full-time pinch runners. Pinch hitting became much more common in this era. In 1904 several American League players tied for the league lead in pinch hits, with two apiece. That was no fluke; a common league-leading figure in that era was three or four. By 1914 Ham Hyatt had 58 at bats as a pinch hitter, and totals of 45 or more appearances were quite common by the end of the decade.

A relevant question is, “When was the roster fixed at 25 players?” I don’t know the answer, but I believe that it was about 1917, and that this was done for two reasons. First, as managers began finding ways to use more players in a game—pinch hitters, pinch runners, relief pitchers, platoon players—the team’s owners found a need to put a limit on it to control the expense. Second, as the minor leagues were organized, they wanted to limit the number of players who could be controlled by each franchise.

Best Outfield Arm: Tris Speaker

Worst Outfield Arm: George Burns



	Most Runs Batted In:
	 



	Home Run Baker, 1912
	130



	Ty Cobb
	828






Most Aggressive Baserunner: Ty Cobb

Fastest Player: Jim Thorpe or Hans Lobert

Slowest Player: Steve O’Neill

Best Control Pitcher: Babe Adams



	Most Stolen Bases:
	 



	Ty Cobb, 1915
	96



	Ty Cobb
	577




Best-Looking Player: Smokey Joe Wood

Ugliest Player: Rabbit Maranville

O.J. Simpson Award: Danny Shay or Sam Crane

Cap Anson Award: Ty Cobb

Ozzie Guillen Trophy: Art Fletcher

Bound for Glory: Harry Harper, a good left-handed pitcher with the Senators in 1916, went into the trucking and road construction businesses after he was out of baseball, and became a multimillionaire. He also ran (unsuccessfully) for the U.S. Senate from New Jersey.

Best Pitching Staff: 1913 New York Giants

Best Offense: 1913 Philadelphia Athletics

Football Players: Greasy Neale, Art Griggs, George Halas, Jim Thorpe, Ralph Capron, Shorty DesJardien, Al Elliott, Norm Glockson, Bruno Haas

Retrobermanisms:

Jack (Hi!) Nabors

Ray (Electric) Schalk

First of His Kind: Dolf Luque (first Latin American star)

Last of His Kind: Stan Baumgartner (Last player to become a prominent sportswriter after his playing career.)

One of a Kind: Ty Cobb

Best Infield: Philadelphia A’s, 1911–1914

The famous $100,000 infield—Stuffy McInnis, Eddie Collins, Jack Barry, and Home Run Baker

Best Outfield: Detroit Tigers, 1915–1919 (Cobb, Bobby Veach, and Sam Crawford/Harry Heilmann)

A Better Man Than a Ballplayer: Sam Crawford

A Better Ballplayer Than a Human Being: Hal Chase

Mr. Dickens, I’d Like You to Meet: Eugene Hamlet Krapp (Also known as “Rubber Arm.” Led American League in walks in 1911, but finished 14–9.)

Platoon Combinations I Would Like to See: Rebel Oakes and Slippery Ellam

Best Defensive Team: 1915 Boston Red Sox

*Clint Hartung Award: Walter Barbare

Outstanding Sportswriter: Heywoud Broun

Most Admirable Superstar: Christy Mathewson

Least Admirable Superstar: Ty Cobb



	Gold Glove Team:



	C—
	Ray Schalk



	1B—
	Ed Konetchy



	2B—
	Eddie Collins



	3B—
	Heinie Groh



	SS—
	Rabbit Maranville



	OF—
	Hi Myers



	 
	Tris Speaker



	 
	Max Carey




Franchise Shifts: None (except the Federal League). However, in 1915 the Washington Senators were rumored to be moving to Toronto.



	*New Stadiums:



	1910—
	Comiskey Park, Chicago



	 
	Concrete Polo Grounds, New York



	 
	National Park, Washington



	 
	Destroyed by fire and rebuilt (became Griffith Stadium)



	1912—
	Fenway Park, Boston



	1913—
	Ebbets Field, Brooklyn



	 
	Navin Park, Detroit



	1914—
	Terrapin Park, Baltimore



	 
	Weegham Park, Chicago (became Wrigley Field in 1916)



	1915—
	Braves Field, Boston




Best Pennant Race: 1915 Federal League

*Best World Series: 1912, Boston (A) defeated New York (N) in eight games, series remembered for Snodgrass’ Muff

Best-Hitting Pitcher: I’d guess maybe Babe Ruth

Worst-Hitting Pitcher: Rip Hagerman or Ernie Koob

Best Minor League Team: Minneapolis Millers, 1910–11

The Millers picked up players who bounced out of the major leagues, paid them good salaries, and gave them a chance to play their way back to the show. The team in 1910 and/or 1911 included Gavy Cravath, Rube Waddell, Sam Leever, Claude Rossman, Jimmy Williams, Hobe Ferris, Dave Altizer, Otis Clymer, Nick Altrock, and Long Tom Hughes.

Best Minor League Player: Joe Riggert

Odd Couple: Two men more different than Christy Mathewson and John McGraw would be difficult to find; they were the Billy Martin and the Greg Maddux of their time. They got along great. McGraw wanted to win more than he wanted anything else, and Mathewson could win games for him. Matty wanted to be respected more than he wanted anything else, and McGraw treated him with respect. When McGraw was suspended for a time during 1914, a board of three men ran the team. Larry Doyle ran the team on the field and made pinch-hitting decisions, Mathewson ran the pitching staff, and Mike Donlin took care of the umpires.

Drinking Men:

Slim Sallee

Pete Alexander

Josh Devore

Mike Donlin

Larry McLean

Ray Caldwell

Billy Southworth

Oscar Stanage

Stan Baumgartner

New Equipment:

Resin bags (about 1910)

Player vs. Team: Ty Cobb regularly battled the Tigers for more money. He usually was asking to be paid more than Tris Speaker. The Tigers doggedly refused to match Speaker’s salary. When the Federal League started in 1914, Cobb held out and threatened to jump. The Tigers responded by threatening to trade him for Speaker. At one point, a Cobb-for-Speaker swap reportedly was near to completion, but the Tigers eventually agreed to make Cobb the highest paid player in the game. Until the Federal League folded.

Team vs. Team: See article, “The Feds”

Uniform Changes:

Stirrups

Smaller collars

Team nicknames on uniforms

New Terms or Expressions: For a few years, from about 1910 to 1916, baseball fans were commonly known as “bugs.” Then the older term “fans” came back into use.

The term “rookie” was apparently first used about this time, although it was not common for another twenty years. The term “bush leagues,” although in existence earlier, became common in this era. The term “pinch hitter” developed in its modern sense during this period. The term “pinch” was used at the turn of the century the way the word “clutch” is used today; a “clutch” situation was referred to as “in a pinch,” and a player who hit well in those situation was “a good pinch hitter.” Since a substitute batter was most often used in such a situation, the term pinch hitter came to mean a substitute hitter, and the original usage of the term died out.



	Most Wins by Pitcher:
	 



	Walter Johnson, 1913
	36



	Walter Johnson
	265






	Highest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Smokey Joe Wood, 1912
	34–5
	.872



	Smokey Joe Wood
	104–49
	.680




(Pete Alexander had almost the same winning percentage as Wood, .675, with more than twice as many decisions.)



	Lowest Winning Percentage:
	 



	Jack Nabors, 1916
	1–20
	.048



	Pete Schneider
	58–86
	.403




(See Article, Pete Schneider)

Flameout: Josh Devore

All Offense/No Defense: 1915 New York Giants. The 1914 Brooklyn Dodgers had four of the top five hitters in the National League, but nonetheless finished fifth. Their offense wasn’t really very good—they just had a bunch of guys who hit singles.

All Defense/No Offense: 1919 Chicago Cubs

Homer: Gavy Cravath led the National League in home runs in 1913, 1914, 1915, 1917, 1918, and 1919, although he had only 219 at bats in 1919. A lot of people think that Cravath was the first great power hitter, or the Babe Ruth of his era or something.

But Cravath played in a park, the Baker Bowl, which was by far the easiest place in baseball to hit a home run. In 1914, when Cravath led the National League with 19 home runs, he never homered in any other park; all 19 were hit in the Baker Bowl. In 1918, same thing; Cravath led the National League in home runs with 8, but all of them were at home.

Cravath in his career actually hit fewer home runs in road games (26) than Nellie Fox (30).

Yellowstone Park Award: Ty Cobb

Cravath and Cobb, who were about the same age, hit almost the same number of career home runs (119 for Cravath, 117 for Cobb). But Cobb hit only 35 home runs in his home park. In road games, he hit more than three times as many as Cravath (82 to 26).

Tough-Luck Season: Ed Walsh, 1910

Could I Try This Career Over? George Whiteman [See page 117]

Minor Leagues Were:

85 percent free

15 percent slaves to the majors

Best Double Play Combination: Dots Miller and Honus Wagner, 1911 Pittsburgh Pirates.

Worst Double Play Combination: Donie Bush was the shortstop for the Detroit Tigers from 1909 until mid-season, 1921. He was a good offensive player, and the Win Shares system rates him as deserving of the American League’s gold glove at shortstop in 1909 and 1911, but he was apparently terrible at turning the double play. During the first half of the Bush era, the Tigers changed their regular second baseman every year—Germany Schaefer in 1909, Jim Delahanty in 1910, Charlie O’Leary in 1911, Baldy Louden in 1912, Ossie Vitt in 1913, Marty Kavanaugh in 1914. In spite of this effort, or because of it, the Tigers had the poorest double play results in the league every single season, -18 in 1909, -28 in 1910, -25 in 1911, -33 in 1912, -20 in 1913, and -20 in 1914.

In 1915 the Tigers settled on Ralph Young as their second baseman; he held the position for the rest of the Donie Bush era. They did better with Young, but not much. They were -5 in 1915, -18 in 1916, -25 in 1917, -23 in 1918, and -19 in 1919, avoiding finishing last in the league in all of those seasons except 1918. In 1920–21, however, they dropped back to -38 and -33, finishing last in the league once again. For the thirteen seasons that Bush was their regular shortstop, the Tigers were almost 300 double plays below expectation.

In 1914, under player/manager Red Dooin, the Philadelphia Phillies missed their expected double plays by a whopping 36, and finished sixth in the National League with a record of 74–80. Pat Moran took over the team in 1915, and, while the rest of the Phillies’ lineup remained largely intact, changed the double play combination. The second baseman, Bobby Byrne, was sent to third base, and the starting shortstop, Jack Martin, was released; they were replaced by Bert Niehoff, acquired in exchange for Red Dooin, and Dave Bancroft, a rookie. The 1915 Phillies slightly exceeded their double play expectation, and vaulted to the pennant.

Paul Krichell Talent Scout Award: Tom Meany wrote a book in 1949, Baseball’s Greatest Teams, in which he wrote that “the key man on the 1917 White Sox was Arnold (Chick) Gandil, who two years later was to be the key man of the scandal… Be that as it may, it was Gandil who made the 1917 Sox.” That is a terrific book, and I respect the fact that Meany was closer to the team than I am, writing about it thirty years later, as opposed to eighty years later.

But the White Sox decision to dump Jack Fournier at first base and replace him with Chick Gandil has got to rank among the worst talent decisions in the history of baseball. I will grant you that

(a) Gandil was a better defensive first baseman, and

(b) Defense at first base may have been dramatically more important at that time than it is now.

But Fournier was an adequate first baseman, and one of the outstanding hitters of his generation. He hit .311 in 1914, .322 in 1915—with a lot of walks, and with power. That was battling the dead baseballs. When the lively ball era arrived, and Fournier re-established himself in the majors, then he posted some real numbers. But he was just as good a hitter in Chicago as he would be in Brooklyn; it’s just that the numbers don’t look as good because in Chicago he was playing in a pitcher’s park in a league with a 2.73 ERA. Fournier’s 1914 season in Chicago, in context, was a tremendous season—28 Win Shares, by my math. A good many people have won MVP Awards with less.

Fournier had a slow start in 1916, and Clarence Rowland replaced him with a player who

(a) contributed absolutely nothing with the bat, even if he hit .280, and

(b) engineered the fixing of the World Series.

I don’t know if honesty can be considered a talent, but that is one lousy exchange.

Best Unrecognized Player: The three best players of this era who are not in the Hall of Fame are Sherry Magee, Larry Doyle, and Ed Konetchy.

Highest-Paid Player: Tris Speaker (about $18,000)

New Statistics:

Earned Run Averages

Batters Facing Pitcher

Sacrifice Hits Allowed

Strikeouts and walks (for batters)

The strikeout and walk totals for early batters which exist now were figured in the late 1960s by Information Concepts, Incorporated in the process of making the first Macmillan Encyclopedia. The early players who walked a lot, like Topsy Hartsel, Roy Thomas, and Miller Huggins, did not know at the time how many walks they had drawn.

Batter’s strikeouts and walks as official statistics were introduced in 1910, by John A. Heydler, then Secretary of the National League. Acknowledging them in the 1911 Reach Guide, Francis Richter wrote that “The figures are of no special value or importance—first, because the number of strikeouts affords no real line on the player’s batting ability, especially under the foul-strike rule; and second, because bases on balls are solely charged to the pitcher, beyond the control of the batsman, and therefore not properly to be considered in connection with his individual work, except as they may indicate in a vague way his ability to ‘wait out’ or ‘work’ the pitcher.”

A Very Good Movie Could Be Made About: The Miracle Braves

Five Biggest Things Wrong with Baseball:


	Crooked players

	Segregation

	Constant lawsuits

	Dirty, scratched-up baseballs/poor fields

	Lack of central authority/inability to fix problems



I Don’t Know What This Has to Do with Baseball, But I Thought I’d Mention It Anyway: In the fall of 1914, pitcher Jim Scott was taking a tour of the Illinois State Reformatory at Pontiac, Illinois. The inmates were playing a Sunday afternoon baseball game and Scott sat down to watch. In the third inning one of the pitchers faded. The convicts asked Scott to join in. Scott went to the mound, and pitched six-plus innings of one-hit, shutout baseball, for which he was given a standing ovation by the prisoners. He was, said the 1915 Reach Guide, the first player to pitch in prison without being detained after the game.



[image: Image]



THE FEDS

The existence of the Federal League is the central fact of baseball in the 1910–19 era.

In 1914 some rich guys got together and decided to start a new major league, which they called the Federal League. This is abbreviating the story to the point of distortion; the Federal League actually played in 1913, although not as a major league, and not everybody involved in the effort was rich. Anyway, the league built eight new parks, one of which is now known as Wrigley Field. The league attempted to attract major league stars away from the American and National Leagues, and had fair success. Among those who played in the league were Joe Tinker, Chief Bender, Claude Hendrix, Three Finger Brown, Ed Konetchy, Hal Chase, Ed Reulbach, Russ Ford, Doc Crandall, Howie Camnitz, and many others with unmistakable major league pedigrees. The Federal League copied the economic form that the other leagues had refined through years of trial and error. It was an eight-team league playing a 154-game schedule—exactly the form arrived at by the National and American Leagues. Bidding wars erupted after the Feds lured away a couple of stars, and salaries went through the roof. The Federals didn’t attract enough customers to pay their bills, and so, at the end of the 1915 season, most of the Federal League owners sold out their assets to the existing leagues, forcing the league to fold.

The Federal League was a well-organized, well-financed, well-thought-out effort to construct a new league. I am inclined to believe that, had the Federal League been born at another time, it might have well have become established. It happened to come at a remarkable moment in American history, a time of strife and dissension, a period of high expectations and revolutionary fervor:
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MAJOR LEAGUE ALL-STAR TEAM 1890-1899

Records in seasonal notation, based on 154 games. Pitchers based on 50 starts.

P Player Yeas His WR_RB_ Mg Other

C ChiefZmmer 567 157 4 85 278
1B RogerComer 595 182 12 106 310

2B CupdChilds 821 187 2 B8 316 109 Walks
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R WilieKeder 537 256 3 85 387
Picher Yo Wonlost SO BA_ Other
RH KidNichols 9.41 3216 158 296 427 Innings

RH AmosRusie 834  28-18 220 274 447 Innings
RH CyYoung 992  27-15 96 305 375 nnings
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MAJOR LEAGUE ALL-STAR TEAM 1880-1889

Records in seasonal notation, based on 130 games. Pitchers based on 60 starts.

Pos Player Yers Mt HR RS Ag Ot

Buck Ewing 592 157 7 72 295 19Tiples
1B DanBrouthes 724 186 11 91 348 37 Doubles

28 HRichadson 749 171 7 71 307 n4Runs

3B PeleBrowning 814 185 6 74 344 66Steals

S5 JackGlasscock 810 156 2 56 296

IF HamyStovey 822 170 T 73 313 135Runs

CF GeorgeGore 732 164 5 G5 308

RF SamThompson 382 173 14 18 319

U King Kelly 79 10 7 85 314 78Stels
Picher Yeas  Wonlost SO ERA Other

BH TimKeefe 815 3622 270 271 472 lnnings
RH John Clarkson5.46  40-18 276 254 523 Innings
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MAJOR LEAGUE ALL-STAR TEAM 1900-1909

Records in seasonal notation, based on 154 games. Pitchers based on 45 strts

P Player Yo Wis WA B Mg Ot
C RogerBresnahan 634 147 3 60 285 79Walks
18 FankChance 672 158 3 75 299 53Steals
28 Nop Lajoie 795 210 6 100 347 45 Doubles
3 simmyColins 714 175 4 76 288

S5 HonusWagner 905 204 6 106 351

W MikeDonln 522 200 7 107 338

CF Ty Cobd 38 198 5 to1 338 49Steals
RF SamCawford 916 183 6 88 307 18Triples
picher Yo Worlost S Ao
R Chrsy Mathewson 823 2914 218 197 361 Inings
RH Oy Young 06 27415 12 212 dGWals

RH Three Finger Brown 501 2013 159 1.63





