

  [image: Cover]






  
THE ULTIMATE NEW YORK YANKEES TIME MACHINE BOOK



  









  
THE ULTIMATE NEW YORK YANKEES TIME MACHINE BOOK





  MARTIN GITLIN


[image: image]


  Essex, Connecticut









   

 
[image: image]



  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of 
The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2022 Martin Gitlin




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Names: Gitlin, Marty, author.




  Title: The ultimate New York Yankees time machine book / Martin Gitlin.




  Description: Guilford, Connecticut : Lyons Press, [2022] | Includes bibliographical references.




  Identifiers: LCCN 2021059706 (print) | LCCN 2021059707 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493060412 (Paperback : acid-free paper) | ISBN 9781493068029 (ePub)




  Subjects: LCSH: New York Yankees (Baseball team)—History. | Baseball players—New York (State)—New York—History. | New York Yankees (Baseball team)—Miscellanea. | Baseball—New York (State)—New York—History. | Baseball—Records—United States.




  Classification: LCC GV875.N4 G57 2022 (print) | LCC GV875.N4 (ebook) | DDC 796.357/64097471—dc23/eng/20220201




  LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021059706




  LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021059707




  [image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.












  
INTRODUCTION





  IT WAS LABOR DAY 1977. THE LEAVES ON THE TREES LINING THE street in front of my childhood home in suburban Cleveland had yet to change colors as I braced myself mentally and emotionally for my junior year at Ohio University.




  Like most students I vastly preferred summer vacation to education. The prospect of resuming my studies felt unpleasant in comparison to sleeping in and hanging out, playing softball and tennis. I needed a diversion that would distract my attention from the impending workload. And it came in the form of tickets to a doubleheader at a mausoleum otherwise known as Municipal Stadium.




  The typically moribund venue promised to be far livelier on this evening. Usually only a trickle of fans dotted the 80,000 seats to watch the perennially bad Indians. But the Yankees were in town. And acerbic sports talk show host Pete Franklin, who would eventually take his highly entertaining schtick to the Big Apple, had drummed up interest in the event by creating a promotion. All fans at the event would receive an “I Hate the Yankees Hankie” upon their arrival.




  The marketing idea proved successful. More than 28,000 patrons watched the Indians sweep a doubleheader before, naturally, losing the last three games of the series to a Yankees team that had emerged a year earlier from an era of mediocrity the level of which had not been experienced since before the arrival of Babe Ruth in 1920 and was on the verge of snagging its first World Series crown in fifteen years.




  Even at my relatively tender age, I recognized that what Indians fans enthusiastically waved that night should have been called “We’re All Jealous of the Yankees Hankies.” Most would have eagerly traded Tribe ownership to return George Steinbrenner to Cleveland for a reboot—he nearly purchased the woebegone franchise several years earlier. One wondered if The Boss could have lured the likes of Reggie Jackson and Catfish Hunter to the shores of Lake Erie had fate taken a different turn.




  But the resentment and envy of Indians fans and those of nearly every other team in major league baseball were misplaced. They angrily asserted that the Yankees were in the process of buying championships. The charge seemed particularly legitimate in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the infancy of free agency. And it made fervent followers of other clubs feel good. They claimed that the Bronx Bombers must outspend the competition to win.




  They were wrong. Those same fans in Cleveland who waved “I Hate the Yankees Hankies” knew better than anyone that the organization benefitted from astute deals against the very Indians for whom they were rooting. Lopsided swaps landed stalwarts such as first baseman Chris Chambliss and third baseman Graig Nettles. Second baseman Willie Randolph arrived in a steal of a deal with Pittsburgh. Rotation standout Ed Figueroa and outfielder “Mick the Quick” Rivers came via trade as well. Blossoming or established stars such as pitcher Ron Guidry, catcher Thurman Munson, and outfielder Roy White were all homegrown talent.




  The point here is that the greatness of the Yankees of that era, as before and after, proved far more a reflection of their scouting, talent evaluation, minor league system, player development, and success in trading than their wealth advantage over the competition. The Great Yankees Dynasties that peppered the baseball landscape for nearly a half century from 1920 forward played out well before Curt Flood and Marvin Miller brought freedom to major leaguers. Granted, they purchased Babe Ruth to launch their first era of dominance, but the Sultan of Swat did not transform the team into a steamroller single-handedly. Legendary first baseman Lou Gehrig and fellow Hall of Famers such as pitchers Waite Hoyt and Herb Pennock all came via traditional routes. The Yankees assembled arguably the greatest baseball team of all time in 1927 not through the benefits of an oversized wallet but rather the lure of a fine organization and, at the time, establishing a trade-partner relationship with the failing Boston Red Sox akin to that of a stickup man and his victim.




  The names read off like a who’s who of baseball legends. Babe Ruth. Lou Gehrig. Joe DiMaggio. Yogi Berra. Mickey Mantle. Whitey Ford. Derek Jeter. Mariano Rivera. The greatest players on the greatest teams ever assembled whose presence in pinstripes proved for the most part unrelated to the wealth of ownership. Sure, lifers such as Jeter and Rivera profited from big bucks offered to stay when free agency arrived. But their love and passion for New York and the most successful organization in American sport played the most significant role in their decisions to remain Yankees forever.




  This book covers the entirety of franchise history, from their birth and struggles as the Highlanders to the bludgeoning bats of Murderers’ Row and the first Yankees dynasty to the juggernauts of the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s to the anomalous mediocrity that followed to the championships and circus of the Steinbrenner, Jackson, and Billy Martin era to the run of crowns two decades later to the years of frustration and missed opportunity through the second decade of the twenty-first century.




  The challenge of authorship was pronounced. Any focus on individual championships deemed appropriate when writing about other major league franchises was impossible when planning a book spotlighting the history of a club that captured crowns as a matter of course. So the emphasis in the following pages is on a variety of players, teams, moments, events, and contributors that made the Yankees unique in the annals of American sport. And, of course, there are the dynasties that pepper their timeline through well over a century.




  This is a trip on a time machine through Yankees history. Enjoy the ride!









  CHAPTER ONE




  The High-and-Low Highlanders




  THE BIG APPLE HAS BEEN CALLED THE BIG APPLE FOR GOOD REASON. New York has remained the most populous city in America since the first U.S. census delivered such information in 1790. So it is far from mind-boggling that the metropolis successfully supported three major league baseball teams for much of its history while other fan bases barely backed one or even suffered from such attendance woes that they were forced to leave town.




  That does not mean New York clubs have appreciated the competition. Such was certainly true as the 1903 season approached. Giants owners Andrew Freedman and John Brush turned no cartwheels when local saloon proprietors Frank Farrell and Bill Devery, who had opened several drinking establishments and gained greater wealth organizing a bookmaking and gambling ring for horse racing, offered $18,000 to buy the failing Baltimore Orioles of the fledgling American League. Never mind that the Giants resided in the National League—they already competed for attention and consumer dollars with the Brooklyn Superbas.




  Brush proved powerless in his desire to prevent the purchase. AL president Ban Johnson desperately sought an eighth team after the Orioles declared bankruptcy. So the New York Highlanders were born on March 12, a mere six weeks before the regular season began. One could only imagine the reaction of Farrell and Devery had they known that the worth of their investment would eventually grow to $4.6 billion and their franchise would become the most valuable in the history of American sport.




  The club would have to wait to assume its legendary nickname. Its original moniker was inspired by home field Hilltop Park, which was located on a hill—or high land. The venue, hurriedly constructed in six weeks on the corner of Broadway and 168th Street, remained unfinished and quite the mess upon its unveiling. Its 500 builders did not even have time to grow grass for the outfield. It was not exactly besieged by patrons in its first season as the Highlanders finished seventh in American League attendance. A comparative throng of 16,243 arrived to watch budding superstar right-hander Jack Chesbro beat Washington, 6–2, in the first home game, but that proved to be the only five-figure crowd that year. The offensive hero of the day was aging outfielder and fellow Hall of Famer Wee Willie Keeler, who had bolted the Superbas for the Highlanders and scored three runs.




  [image: Jack Chesbro won a league-best 41 games in 1904 and remained a standout for New York for four more years. COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]
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  One could only speculate how early franchise history would have been affected had legendary John McGraw taken his managerial talents from Baltimore to the new American League club. He instead landed with the Giants and guided that team to ten pennants and three World Series championships. The Highlanders were instead stuck with Clark Griffith, whose nephew and adopted son Calvin gained fame decades later by spearheading the move of the Washington Senators to Minnesota and remaining owner of the Twins for more than twenty years. The elder Griffith took the Highlanders on a roller-coaster ride, alternating winning and losing records annually from 1904 forward until Farrell fired him in 1908. The dismissal under the weight of pitching woes and locker-room disharmony came as a surprise to Griffith, who had entered into an unwritten agreement with Farrell that he would not be canned during a season.




  Griffith certainly bought himself time at the helm in 1904 when his team overachieved in taking the Boston Americans down to the wire in a heated pennant race, though the brilliance of Chesbro, who used a spitball and change-up to maximum effect, played the most significant role. The rotation ace established an American League record that seems certain to stand forever with 41 wins and led the junior circuit with a 1.82 earned run average. But Griffith earned credit by guiding a club that ranked middle-of-the-road in both runs scored and allowed to the brink of a title. That proved quite a feat considering that infielder Jimmy Williams, who seemed destined for a Hall of Fame career, continued a slide toward mediocrity that began when he and the franchise left Baltimore the year before.




  Such a heady achievement for the Highlanders appeared unlikely when they lost five of six to fall 5½ games out of first place in mid-July. But they embarked on a 9-1 stretch two weeks later and remained in a nip-and-tuck battle with Boston the rest of the way. The schedule-maker had heightened the tension by booking the combatants for five head-to-head clashes to end the regular season that included two doubleheaders in New York. But Farrell foolishly—and presumably with the belief that his club would not be fighting for the pennant—had rented out Hilltop Park for a Columbia University football game, forcing the Saturday twin-bill to be played in Boston.
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  One can only speculate on the impact of the venue change after Chesbro had pitched the Highlanders to a Friday victory to push his team a half-game ahead. But the Americans rose to the occasion, sweeping the doubleheader at the Huntington Avenue Baseball Grounds, including a 13–2 pounding of Chesbro, who insisted on pitching on no rest, and a 1–0 shutout by the immortal Cy Young. They polished off New York the following day by again beating Chesbro, who uncorked a wild pitch in the ninth inning to allow the winning run to score.




  A victory would have kept the Highlanders alive for the pennant but would not have resulted in a World Series showdown against the Giants. Brush, who had taken over sole ownership of that team, refused to participate in the second Fall Classic, asserting that the American League was inferior. Critics of the declaration claimed that in reality he simply did not want to risk losing to the upstart Highlanders should they have emerged with the American League crown.




  Neither Brush nor their American League rivals had to worry too much about the Highlanders in the years that followed, greatly due to the fading of Chesbro. He threatened retirement after the 1904 season before contending he had developed a pitch that could take a sudden jump rather than steady rise, though he admitted it would take time to master. So confident was Chesbro that the new offering would forever alter his repertoire that he gave away the secret of his spitter. But a sore arm derailed his best intentions, and a troubling weight gain that ballooned him to 200 pounds lessened his effectiveness.




  Chesbro sported a 42-32 record over the next two years and led the AL in runs allowed in 1906. He returned his contract offer before the 1907 season with the explanation that he planned to work the sawmill and timberland he had purchased in Massachusetts at the turn of the century. It promised a heftier income. He changed his mind and signed two weeks into the season, but his career die had been cast. He finished that year with a .500 record and lost 20 games in 1908. Rumors that he would be demoted to the Indianapolis farm club in 1909 again motivated Chesbro to threaten retirement. He held out of spring training, returned in late May “decidedly fat” according to one newspaper account, and was soon out of baseball.1




  The Highlanders were a mess by that time—and the firing of Griffith after an 8-24 run following a promising start in 1908 had worsened their standing. His dismissal in favor of player-manager Norman (The Tabasco Kid) Elberfeld sent the club reeling further. The team lost a disturbing 62 of 72 games during one stretch that year and finished dead last with a 51-103 record.




  An overhaul was needed, and so it began. The 1909 starting lineup featured six new players. Not included was Keeler, who had in his prime been a singles hitter who routinely batted over .360 and now struggled to raise his average over .260. He was released before the 1910 season. Also gone by that time was Chesbro as the Highlanders revamped their rotation as well. The result was immediate improvement. The club started and finished strong in 1909 then vaulted into second place the following year, though well behind Connie Mack and the powerful Philadelphia Athletics. The Highlanders embarked on an 18-4 blitz early that season to briefly take over first place before the A’s wrested control of the race.




  Any optimism about a lasting run of pennant contention and players who showed potential soon faded. Among them was diminutive outfielder Willie “Birdie” Cree, who smashed the first home run by a right-handed batter out of Shibe Park in Philadelphia. He eventually retrieved the ball in a saloon into which it landed. Cree displayed wide-ranging offensive talents in 1910 by batting .287 with 28 stolen bases, 16 triples, and 74 runs batted in while showing remarkable toughness, playing the day after he was knocked unconscious by a fastball fired by none other than Walter Johnson and being carried off the field. He continued his ascension the next season by finishing among the American League leaders with a .348 average, 48 thefts, and 88 RBI.




  His path to a Hall of Fame career began its detour during spring training in 1912 when he was sidelined by an illness. Cree performed splendidly upon his return but broke his wrist on a hit-by-pitch on June 29 and lost the rest of the season. He was never the same. He reported to 1914 spring training in Bermuda so out of shape that he could cover little ground. “I was overweight and patrolling the outfield in a rubber shirt, a sweatshirt and a sweater,” Cree recalled. “The grass in the outfield was up to my knees. Somebody hit a fly my way and I went after it, but before I had gone ten feet I was tangled up in the bulrushes and the ball fell safe. After the inning was over, I went to the dugout. Manager [Frank] Chance was sitting on one end of the bench. I knew he was angry but he didn’t say anything for a minute or two. Then, looking over at me, he rasped: ‘Birdie, why in the hell don’t you lay down out there. You’d cover more ground than you do standing up.’”2




  Cree’s value had fallen so dramatically that the team now known as the Yankees in 1914 could not find a trade partner and was forced to release him. He was signed by Baltimore of the International League but was sold back to New York in a purge of players deemed necessary by Orioles owner Jack Dunn due to falling attendance. His mass release of talent included Babe Ruth, who was soon snagged by the Red Sox. Cree performed well for a while but broke his nose when smacked by a ball while warming up before a game in April 1915 and never recovered. He was soon forced to retire.




  The Highlanders of that era proved directionless on and off the field. Their inability to maintain success coincided with a lack of continuity. They shuffled through seven managers from 1908 to 1914, compiled just one winning record during that stretch, and bottomed out in 1912 with a 50-102 mark that landed them 55 games out of first place, a measure of futility that remained through 2021 the worst in franchise history. The team had appeared headed in the right direction the previous year under Hal Chase, who won a battle of wills near the end of the 1910 season after demanding that Farrell fire skipper George Stallings.




  Chase had been the target of criticism by Stallings, who claimed his star player was not putting forth maximum effort. “If Mr. Stallings fails to prove his charges against Chase, it is up to me to deal with Stallings as I see fit, as Chase is too great a ballplayer to have his reputation blackened by such charges,” Farrell said.3




  The owner found proof, then canned Stallings despite his team’s 78-59 record and replaced him with Chase, a move that was even applauded by American League president Ban Johnson. Stallings led the Boston Braves to an improbable World Series championship in 1914, three years after Chase guided the Highlanders to a .500 mark before resigning. Chase was replaced by Harry Wolverton, whose 1912 club lost 22 of 24 games in one early-summer stretch in his only season as a major-league manager.




  The Highlanders were a mess and would continue to be in 1913. But major changes were in the offing, including a new nickname that would soon become synonymous with sports supremacy.









  CHAPTER TWO




  Before Bambino




  IN REGARD TO TEAM NICKNAMES, HISTORY IS MORE SUCCINCT THAN THE reality of the times. Major League Baseball and any media arm that researches and produces statistical and other historical content about the sport find it necessary to refer to every club in every season by one moniker considered most official.




  Therefore, the franchise in its earliest era is known in modern times as the Highlanders. But they were not referred to only as the Highlanders. They were known by many as the New York Americans simply because they played in the American League and one did not want anyone to confuse them with the National League Giants. Various New York newspapers dubbed the club with such nicknames as the Deveryites (in honor of co-owner William Devery), Invaders, and the Greater New Yorks. New York Press sports editor Jim Price has been credited with first referring to the team as the Yanks nearly a decade before the name was officially changed to the Yankees because it could more easily fit headline spaces than the Highlanders.




  The coining of the moniker that would strike fear in the hearts and minds of foes and their fans for much of the twentieth century and beyond was taken from their reference as the Americans. In other parts of the world, after all, particularly in early twentieth-century Europe, Americans were known as Yankees. And it certainly seemed inappropriate to call them the Highlanders in 1913. That is when the club moved full-time from Hilltop Park to the Polo Grounds, which had burned to the ground in 1911 and was rebuilt. In a sign that relations between the two New York clubs had vastly improved, the Highlanders allowed the Giants to share Hilltop Park in 1912 before the former made the permanent switch. By that time the New York media had adopted the Yankees moniker as did the franchise and the American League.




  The team still officially known as the Highlanders debuted at the Polo Grounds before an estimated season-high crowd of 20,000 in a doubleheader against Boston on September 1, 1912. And, as their fans might have expected from the lousiest team in the league, they scored just one run that afternoon in dropping both games. The new nickname certainly did not inspire better play in 1913. The Yankees remained terrible, losing 34 of their first 43 games and barely escaping the cellar. And though they attracted 115,000 more fans that season, such a jump was a greater reflection of the growing popularity of baseball. The team placed just sixth of eight AL teams in attendance that year.




  What had become unmistakably apparent by then was that the co- ownership of Frank Farrell and William Devery would never build a consistent winner. They could barely survive legally. The former operated illegal gambling dens and brothels frequented by members of the infamous Tammany Hall gang, which controlled New York City politics for generations. The latter was a notoriously corrupt former police chief who had been indicted on several occasions for shady dealings. Transforming the Yankees into contenders proved to be low on their list of priorities, and it showed on the field. What they needed were owners with a different mind-set and motivation.




  Enter Jacob Ruppert, who had been given the nickname “Colonel” after earning that rank in the Seventh Regiment of the National Guard following a stint as a U.S. congressman. The son of a highly successful brewery owner, Ruppert purchased the Yankees in 1915 along with Tillingham Huston, who also boasted a military background. Farrell and Devery certainly needed the money—their gambling and baseball businesses were foundering. So they sold the club to the eager new prospects for $460,000, an amount twenty-five times greater than the original purchase price.




  The highly refined Ruppert, a perfectionist with a strong business acumen who would buy the franchise from Huston outright in 1922, understood the massive undertaking ahead. The Yankees had played the role of ignored little brother in New York since their arrival in 1913. The Giants had won four pennants and one World Series since then. They consistently drew significantly larger crowds and boasted continuity behind Hall of Fame manager John McGraw, who was in the midst of a thirty-year stint at the helm. The Yankees even shared the same ballpark. “We bought an orphan ballclub,” Ruppert said. “(It) was without a home of its own, without players of outstanding ability, without prestige.”1




  
[image: First highly successful Yankees owner Jacob Ruppert (right) joins baseball commissioner Kennesaw Landis at the ballpark. COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]
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  Ruppert arrived on the scene not only during times of struggles for the Yankees, but for the American and National Leagues as well. The upstart Federal League was providing competition for fans and luring away talent. Fellow AL owners yearned to find someone who could transform the club in the largest American city into a financial and competitive success—it had become obvious years earlier they were not Farrell and Devery. American League president Ban Johnson drove the search that unearthed interest from Ruppert and Huston. Johnson promised the pair that players who could transform the Yankees from laughingstock to respectable would be made available to them by other AL clubs. That inducement helped motivate Ruppert and Huston to complete the purchase in January 1915.




  The promise proved unkept in their immediate future. The Tigers did provide a few mediocrities such as outfielder Hugh High and infielder Paddy Baumann, neither of whom could be mistaken for Ty Cobb. But the Philadelphia Athletics eventually fulfilled their end of the bargain, selling young right-hander Bob Shawkey and Hall of Fame third baseman Frank “Home Run” Baker to the Yankees. The latter deal cost Ruppert and Huston $37,500, a whopping amount for that era. Both contributed to a 1916 effort in which the club managed its first winning record in six years. Shawkey, who thrived as a starter and reliever, posting a fine 2.21 ERA and 24 wins while leading the American League with eight saves, would remain a mainstay in the rotation well after the team emerged as a powerhouse. Baker produced far less than he had as an Athletics slugger, but he still managed to hit 10 home runs to place second on the team behind rookie first baseman Wally Pipp, who would eventually fall into greater notoriety for landing on the bench than anything he achieved on the field.




  The 1916 Yankees bolted surprisingly into contention. An 18-4 run from mid-June to early July catapulted them into first place, where they stayed for three more weeks. But a five-game sweep in St. Louis launched a 2-14 slide during a devastating road trip that knocked them out of the race. Still, their 80-74 finish appeared to have pushed them in the right direction and give job security to manager Bill Donovan for at least a couple years.




  Appearances can be deceiving. Neither Ruppert nor Huston had the patience for any regression. So when their team dropped out of the pennant chase early the next season and lost 17 of 20 in one stretch that included another Road Trip From Hell, the die had been cast. Donovan was doomed.




  Ruppert and Huston agreed that the manager had to go. But they vehemently disagreed on who should replace him, causing a rift that would never be repaired. Both yearned to raid a National League club. Huston preferred 50-year-old Brooklyn Robins skipper Wilbert Robinson, who had transformed that team from loser to pennant winner in three seasons before faltering in 1917. Ruppert favored St. Louis manager Miller Huggins, who at 38 was far younger than Robinson and was coming off his best season of five with the Cardinals, though he had never finished higher than third place.




  [image: Miller Huggins utilized tremendous player talent to win six pennants and three world championships as Yankees manager. COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]
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  The intrigue began. Huston left for France to fight for his country in World War I. That gave Ruppert the opportunity to consult with Ban Johnson, who cemented his belief that the superior candidate was Huggins, whom he hired behind Huston’s back on October 15, 1917. Huston was furious upon learning of the deceit, but his co-owner believed Huggins was the finest manager in the league aside from the venerable McGraw. Huston worked tirelessly to undermine both Johnson and Huggins before selling his share of the Yankees to Ruppert in 1922, but his efforts proved fruitless. It eventually became obvious that the right manager had indeed been hired and that the push of the American League president to turn the Yankees into a money-making contender was a rousing success.




  Not that Huggins was beloved by one and all. Quite the contrary—the diminutive newcomer was often criticized for his brusque personality that was negatively compared to that of the gregarious and popular Donovan. Even Ruppert admitted that Huggins was a “grouch” while praising his baseball acumen. But to the co-owner it was not an insult. Ruppert proudly realized he boasted the same personality traits. Versatile and legendary writer Damon Runyon, who covered the local sports scene passionately for the New York American during that era, described Huggins in April 1918 as “a serious little man. If there is any streak of humor in him it does not make itself manifest.”2 Runyon, however, added that the cerebral nature of Huggins strengthened his reputation as a knowledgeable and competent tactician.




  Like any manager, however, Huggins needed talent to turn the struggling franchise around. His 60-63 record in a 1918 campaign shortened by American involvement in World War I proved that the Yankees simply lacked the horses to contend. Ruppert was eager to add them through trades and purchases. The seemingly willing rip-off victim was Red Sox owner Harry Frazee, whose club had won three of the last four World Series championships heading into the 1919 season. The effects of World War I had weakened attendance throughout baseball, and the novelty of Fenway Park had worn off. Among the results was that Frazee needed money to fund his theater business. So he made a series of devastating deals with Ruppert that sent the Sox spiraling into one of the worst eras for any team in baseball history. Frazee began to dismantle his fine club in earnest after trading starters Ernie Shore and Dutch Leonard, as well as hard-hitting third baseman Duffy Lewis, to the Yankees.




  The first of the decidedly lopsided swaps sent submarine-style ace right-hander Carl Mays to New York in exchange for pitching mediocrities Bob McGraw and Allen Russell and $40,000 in July 1919. The ill-tempered Mays had made it easy for Frazee when he vowed never to pitch for the Sox again and bolted the club in July after catcher Wally Schang inadvertently nailed him in the head with a throw intended to reach second base. Mays immediately emerged as the premier hurler on a Yankees team whose staff had improved to the point that it boasted the lowest team earned run average in the American League. Mays then maintained his greatness in helping them to pennants in 1921 and 1922.




  That deal would go down as a mere footnote in baseball history. Soon a blockbuster would make a wonderful post-Christmas present for Yankee fans. The most impactful player ever to don a major league uniform was not only about to transform his new club from an also-ran into a juggernaut. He would also single-handedly through the force of his booming bat and personality revolutionize and popularize the sport. That man was George Herman Ruth.









  CHAPTER THREE




  The Bagging of Babe




  THE DATE WAS JANUARY 16, 1919. THE VOLSTEAD ACT HAD BEEN RATIfied, signaling the launch of Prohibition, which would go into effect a year and a day later. The proclamation did not negatively impact most businesses—the Roaring Twenties would prove to be among the most thriving economic periods in American history until the stock market crashed two months before the decade ended. But it killed breweries and saloons. Included among those businesses was the Jacob Ruppert Brewery, which produced among other libations Knickerbocker Beer, ironically the official brew of the New York Giants.




  Ruppert had only one year previous inherited the business from his father upon his passing. Prohibition was about to dry up a most profitable industry. He could do nothing about that. But he could attempt to transform his Yankees into a money-maker. His club remained a competitive and financial loser five years after he had purchased it. So he asked manager Miller Huggins what it would take to reverse its fortunes. “Get me Ruth,” he stated simply.1




  The motivation and goal of Ruppert concerning his baseball franchise aligned with the desperation of Red Sox owner Harry Frazee regarding his. One could understand the differences in their dilemmas. Boston could hardly have been more successful on the field, having won three World Series championships from 1915 to 1918. Yet its attendance had suffered due to the weakening novelty of Fenway Park and the shortening of the seasons due to World War I. Frazee believed the only way to survive financially was to keep his theater business afloat by selling off assets. That meant shipping players to a club willing to pay to improve their own teams.




  Ruppert was a match made in heaven for Frazee. The Yankees owner wanted Ruth and Frazee yearned to unload him—not simply because the slugger could attract the greatest return. Frazee perceived Ruth as insubordinate and believed he had worn out his welcome in Boston. Ruth had, in fact, threatened to quit if the Sox traded him, yet he had seemingly made it impossible for Frazee to afford him. He demanded a doubling of his salary after signing a three-year deal for $10,000 annually. Ruth had reason to believe he had outplayed it. Despite the continued insistence by manager Ed Barrow that he remain in the pitching rotation he played enough in the everyday lineup in 1919 to bat .322, lead the American League with 284 total bases, 113 runs batted in, and 103 runs while shattering the all-time home run record with 29. His popularity and lure of the big blast for fans had ushered in the Live Ball Era.




  Frazee and Ruppert were friends. The former felt a soft spot in his heart for New York. Though he maintained a residence in Boston, he lived in an expensive Manhattan apartment to help oversee his theater business. He was quoted by his great-grandson as proclaiming, “The best thing about Boston was the train ride home to New York.”2
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