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Show me a hero and I will write
you a tragedy.
—F. Scott Fitzgerald

Without heroes we are all plain people
and don’t know how far we can go.
—Bernard Malamud, The Natural
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1

HEROES

WHEN Christy Mathewson, possibly the most
accomplished pitcher of all time, was born in

the tiny town of Factoryville, Pennsylvania, in 1880, there were
few, if any, athletic heroes. Americans were still content to exult
in those individuals who had won renown as warriors, like the Ala-
mo’s Davy Crockett, the successful failure, Robert E. Lee, or the
earthy Ulysses S. Grant, who had commanded and killed well, or
as politicians, who had succeeded in winning elections. The hero
could hardly be one who had devoted his life to the mind, the spirit,
or to games.

“/Certain occupations,” wrote Robert Penn Warren, ‘‘are not
heroic—artists, scholars, scientists, philosophers, physicians—need
not apply here for a pedestal.”

Rather, it was that person, presumably strong, courageous, and
noble, who could command the public imagination. More often than
not, it was through service to the people that one became a hero.
The quintessential American hero had always been George Wash-
ington, the architect of his country’s gestating democracy. Glacial
and removed, to some rather inhuman, General Washington be-
spoke dignity and strength. He was the warrior hero whose roots
could be traced back to the Greek mythology of Achilles and Ulys-
ses.

At the turn of the twentieth century, when the modern era of
baseball is said to have gotten under way, the accepted heroes were

3
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men such as inventors Henry Ford and Thomas A. Edison, or
statesmen such as Washington, Lincoln, and Jefferson, although the
latter struck some people as being entirely too cerebral. Benjamin
Franklin, the plain man who rose to undreamed-of heights in his
nation’s service, was an Horatio Alger in the flesh. “With a little
luck,” wrote author Dixon Wecter, “you might be a Franklin, but
Washington is clearly what you could never be.”

When Christy Mathewson first appeared on the scene, as a
pitcher for the New York Giants, athletes had not yet won much
acclaim as role models. John L. Sullivan, the Boston Strong Boy,
was recognized far and wide as the heavyweight champion of the
world. But he was also known as a hard-swearing braggart and drunk.
When he exclaimed out loud that he could “lick any son of a bitch
in the house,” he was believed. But his bluster and unquenchable
thirst prevented him from being adopted as a national hero.

In baseball circles, some ballplayers were, indeed, perceived as
virile, rugged men-—and types like John J. McGraw and Connie Mack
won plaudits for generalship and tactics. But the extra dimension
of herohood didn’t attach to them. There were players who were
written about as larger than life and were said to be generous to
their friends and mothers. But for the most part, too many of them
spit on the carpet or threw up in public to allow any in their
profession to be canonized.

Tyrus Raymond Cobb was the most proficient hitter and base-
stealer of his generation, but he had the temperament of an angry
warthog. Volatile, insanely competitive, and paranoid (character traits
that, in more recent times, have been attributed to the accidental
killing of his beloved father by his mother), Cobb jumped on friend
and foe alike. He had wide and grudging respect—but he was no
man’s hero.

Adrian Constantine “Cap” Anson was the first ballplayer to
amass 3000 hits in the late 1880s. A fierce bench jockey and
umpire-baiter, Anson was also a practicing racist and bigot, al-
though that wasn’t held against him at the time. A genius of sorts
at baseball strategy, Anson also helped to popularize baseball. But
he failed to popularize himself. Cornelius McGillicuddy won fame
as the gentle, courtly manager Connie Mack. He was the early ver-
sion of “baseball class,” even if he did resort to tipping catcher’s
bats and employing some of the game’s chronic drunkards {Rube
Waddell, for example). But since when do managers become heroes
to anyone, either their own players or the outside world? John
McGraw, Mack’s scrappy competition in the National League, and
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the man who would be fortunate enough to become Mathewson’s
manager, had a dark side that often overrode his exceptional base-
ball mind. Fans wanted him on their side—but he was no hero.

Other dominant ballplayers of that era had idiosyncrasies and
defects that diminished them. John “Honus” Wagner, everyone’s
all-time shortstop, was as intelligent, decent, and hard-working as
any man could be. But he was thick-handed, big-bellied and, de-
spite his skills, somewhat awkward to look at. Napoleon Lajoie, a
wonderful second baseman, was of French-Canadian extraction
{which probably ruled him out to begin with) but he, too, was a
somewhat uninspiring figure, and slow afoot.

By 1900 ballplayers, in the order of their social acceptance, were
lower even than circus clowns, itinerant actors, and train robbers.
On the whole, they were crude, roistering, disreputable folks full
of foul oaths and beery smells. Few would have recommended them
for entrance into a decent caravansary.

“They were mostly young and uneducated,” Stephen Jay Gould
has written. “Hardly any of those early players went to college and
few finished high school. Baseball, for all its mythological hyping,
really took root as a people’s sport in America. Rube, the nickname
of so many early players, reflected a common background.”

Some ballplayers were locals, bred in the area in which they
played the professional game. But many were off the farms or out
of mills and factories. They arrived mostly from the South, South-
west and Midwest, often carrying the traditional crumbling suit-
cases and meager vocabularies.

Wahoo Sam Crawford, an outfielder from 1899 to 1917, ac-
knowledged that players were not looked on too fondly in polite
circles. “We were considered pretty crude,” he said.

Davy Jones, an outfielder for the Cubs and Tigers at the turn
of the century and a man reputed to be a calming influence on the
tempestuous Cobb, told The Glory of Their Times author Law-
rence S. Ritter that “in those days a lot of people looked upon ball-
players as bums . . . they were thought to be too lazy to work for
a living.” Jones added that he was going with a girl when he de-
cided to become a professional ballplayer and her parents refused
to let her see him any more.

When pitcher Rube Marquard first decided to become a ball-
player, his father threatened never to talk to his son again. “Why
would a grown man want to become a player and wear those funny
suits,” snarled Marquard’s Dad. “Go out and get yourself an edu-
cation!”
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Innumerable stories circulated about the distasteful adven-
tures of ballplayers—drinking, women-chasing, gambling, and all
other manner of uncouth activities. Eddie Cantor, the comic who
starred in the Ziegfeld Follies, said that to many people ““a baseball
player was the king of loafers.” But while the game these ruffians
played became increasingly popular among people from all walks
of life, there continued to be a strangely schizophrenic reaction to
its practitioners. Men, women, and little boys enjoyed rooting for
the home team, and sometimes betting on them. They talked and
argued about the relative merits of their favorites and collected Na-
tional League baseball player cards, which were first issued in the
1880s {the American League didn’t come into existence until 1901).
But these same people generally held ballplayers in contempt for
their bad manners and unwholesome habits.

Deprived of real-life baseball heroes, many were drawn to one
transcendent athletic saint, even before Mathewson made his proud
appearance on the scene. That was Frank Merriwell of Fardale
Academy and Yale. The hitch was that Merriwell never truly ex-
isted, being a fictitious character created out of the imagination of
a writer named Gilbert Patten.

From 1896 to 1914 Merriwell was the beau ideal of millions
who read about his singular exploits and feats of derring-do in TipTop
Weekly, the most popular five-cent novel of its era. Merriwell played
every sport under the sun. He was a dominant pitcher in baseball,
a superb halfback in football, a powerful stroke on the crew (in his
spare time he also coached the freshman crew), and he was also a
whiz in boxing, lacrosse, golf, track, and billiards. More important,
Merriwell possessed a spotless character: he didn’t drink or smoke,
stood for truth, justice, family, loyalty, duty, patriotism, friend-
ship, right over wrong. He was anti-snob, anti-bully, and pro-
tolerance. In short, he represented the heroic residue of late nine-
teenth-century passions.

A spindly small-town boy from Corinna, Maine, Patten was as
physically fragile as Merriwell was vigorous and robust. Patten never
attended Yale, or any college, for that matter, but that failed to
deter him from spawning over 20,000 words a week about his ath-
letic paragon. Under the writing name of Burt L. Standish, Patten
turned himself inside out in the process of creating Merriwell;
Merriwell was everything he was not.

The given name of Frank Merriwell, Patten once explained,
was based on the hero’s characteristics—clean as a hound’s tooth,
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above-board, merry, frank. The ““well” on Merriwell suggested
Frank’s abounding physical health.

Not surprisingly, many were captivated by the figure that Pat-
ten created. The future President Woodrow Wilson, plagued by ill-
ness through his life, was a part-time coach of Princeton’s unde-
feated football team in 1878. He was much drawn to Merriwell.
Jack Dempsey, from the coal mines of Manassa, Colorado, and one
day to upend the giant Jess Willard for the heavyweight title of the
world, was an avid reader of the Merriwell books. Dan Parker, a
crusading New York sports editor, constantly dipped into Merri-
well as a youth and liked to think the young man was real. Among
all the distinguished as well as obscure people who devoured Mer-
riwell was the young Christy Mathewson, soon to emerge as the
real-life version of his own mythical hero.

The word “hero” comes from the Greek word heros, which
means the embodiment of composite ideals. Yet the Greeks always
knew their gods were not perfect; they knew they were fallible and
possessed character flaws. Many Americans, however, preferred to
view Mathewson as a hero without warts. In this public thirst for
a saint among ballplayers Mathewson became someone entirely apart
from his own rowdy fraternity. He was an idealized, cardboard fig-
ure—the first to come from the baseball ranks.

Mathewson was as handsome as the matinee idol of his time,
William Faversham (who played Romeo to Maude Adams’ Juliet),
and could have posed for Arrow collar ads. Everyone conceded he
was a striking figure in his Giants baseball uniform. Off the field,
with his neatly pressed tweedy suit, carefully knotted tie, wavy
brown hair parted precisely in the middie and alert, blue eyes, Matty
could have been taken for an aspiring law student or businessman.
A public relations wizard could have invented Mathewson.

No player before his time—or after—(that includes Babe Ruth,
Ty Cobb, Ted Williams, Mickey Mantle, Willie Mays, and Stan
Musial) ever captured the public fancy the way Matty did. It is no
exaggeration to suggest that he was truly loved by most fans, even
those who despised John McGraw and the Giants ball club. Mil-
lions worshipped him and spoke his name reverently. Some couldn’t
discern the difference between myth and reality. They actually
confused Matty with Merriwell. “Men and women of all classes
held Mathewson up as a role model for their children and, no doubt,

secretly regarded him as one for themselves,”” wrote Jonathan Yar-
dley.



8 MATTY

In assessing Matty’s qualities one must avoid an excess of
“trolley car nostalgia,” as Martin Amis has written, for the endless
superlatives led to his deification. However, there was no escaping
the fact that during his life Matty’s reputation extended far beyond
the boundaries of his sport.

If we choose to exclude Walter Johnson, Matty was the great-
est pitcher of his era. But Johnson, decent and shy as he was, never
won the affection of a nation. Matty was worshipped; Johnson was
only liked.

“Hero worship is the national disease that does most to keep
the grandstands filled and the playgrounds empty,” wrote Ring
Lardner, the acidulous baseball writer, following the exposure of
the Black Sox Scandal of 1919. Lardner felt he’d been violated by
those White Sox players whom he had befriended in his years spent
traveling with the club. However, since Matty had always been a
special hero and pal of Lardner, the humorist never had cause to
change his mind about the one man that he admired above all oth-
ers in baseball.

Today it is difficult for personalities in any sport to be regarded
as heroes or role models. The relentless, often prurient eye of TV
and other branches of the media, the ubiquitous intrusions of in-
vestigative journalists, the invasion of private lives by sportswrit-
ers once content to report solely on hits, runs, and errors, all tend
to reduce current sports stars into ordinary human beings—some
decent, kind, many sleazy, narcissistic, corrupt, and ignorant.

It’s a safe prediction that no sports figure will ever again ap-
proach the hold that Matty once had on America in the early days
of the twentieth century. A watershed figure, he defined baseball
in a new, acceptable way for millions. With his brains, demeanor,
and attractive personality, plus his achievements on the field, he
was the first authentic sports hero—certainly the first baseball hero.
His chief accomplishment, perhaps, was that he came close to liv-
ing up to his popular image.



2

GROWING UP IN
7 FACTORYVILLE

IN 1880 Factoryville, Pennsylvania, no longer
boasted the single cotton factory that had origi-
nally won the hamlet its name. Many of the town’s 650 inhabi-
tants detested the name of Factoryville and agitated, from time to
time, to change it, but to no avail.

To the north of Factoryville, in northeastern Pennsylvania, were
the towering coal bunkers of Scranton, with Carbondale to the east.
Lewisburg, site of Bucknell University since the school’s founding
by a cadre of Baptists in 1846, was 75 miles to the west. Nestled
among green hills on the edge of the great anthracite coal region
of the state, Factoryville was protected from the black desola-
tion of grime and cinder that made the territory to the south so for-
bidding.

Thus isolated from the busy outside world, Factoryville was
known for little but its solitude until the twelfth day of August,
1880, when Christopher Mathewson was born there. A Republican
from Ohio, James A. Garfield, had been elected President that year,
over W. S. Hancock, continuing the domination of Abraham Lin-
coln’s party in the White House since the end of the Civil War. A
year later, when Mathewson was one year old, Garfield was assas-
sinated by a disgruntled office seeker. Douglas MacArthur, des-
tined to become a military hero of two great wars, was also born
in 1880, as was Helen Keller, who became a hero to the deaf and
unsighted. Damon Runyon, a future recorder of many of Mathew-

9
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son’s deeds on the island of Manhattan, was also born that year, in
Manhattan, Kansas.

In 1880, the fledgling National League, having been born four
years earlier in a Grand Central Hotel room in New York City, had
eight teams—New York, Boston, Chicago, Louisville, Hartford,
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and St. Louis. When baseball’s senior league
was founded, New York’s streets, hitherto dark, were lit by elec-
tricity for the first time, there was no radio or television to illu-
minate the event, and the United States had some 87,000 railroad
miles in which to carry these new professional ballplayers.

Baseball had its roots in the 1840s in America, although Gen-
eral Abner Doubleday, its reputed founder, had nothing to do with
it. Rather it was a gentleman named Alexander Cartwright who
devised the rules, even deciding there should be 90 feet between
bases. However, Cartwright also prescribed that there should be 50
feet from pitcher to catcher, thus giving pitchers of that day a def-
inite edge over batters. No doubt Mathewson would have benefited
considerably from that minimal distance.

With the coming of the Civil War, when bedraggled soldiers of
the Union and Confederacy played their own version of baseball,
as an antidote to boredom and butchery, the game grew in popular-
ity. Legend had it that Abe Lincoln himself delighted in playing
this game, even preferring it to his beloved rail-splitting. That hardly
lessened the appeal of the game, even if such stories sounded as
meretricious as the ones related earlier about George Washington
and cherry trees.

By the time Mathewson was born baseball had spread to rock-
studded sandlots, cow pastures (on which ancient fecal deposits often
were employed as bases), county fairgrounds, and recreational parks.
There were summer resort teams, with mostly college athletes fill-
ing out the rosters, thus jeopardizing their amateur status. Many
small businesses in the mining, mill, and factory towns put to-
gether teams, thus reinforcing a working-class image for the game.
These local teams often were the source of considerable civic pride.
The muscular, as well as the anemic, were attracted to play, for it
was felt that baseball required more than physique.

If baseball had emerged as the pastime of the common man,
football, played since early colonial times, seemed the province of
the elitists. Many young men in eastern colleges engaged in foot-
ball; the first intercollegiate game had been played in 1869 be-
tween Princeton and Rutgers, with 25 players on each side. Walter
Camp, Yale '80, was the game’s prime innovator, and he fully
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understood that the game’s reputation of mayhem and savagery was
not about to win many converts, unless changes were made.

Of Scotch descent (during Matty’s lifetime there was constant
speculation that he was of Scandinavian origin), the Matteson
(changed later to Mathewson) family settled in Rhode Island in the
early seventeenth century. Some years later a company of settlers
from that community journeyed west, into the hills around Facto-
ryville, and put down roots there. Having been cotton manufactur-
ers in their home surroundings, they meant to follow the same
occupation in Pennsylvania. They built a factory, which stood for
many years until the remains started to rust and crumble. But the
machinery they brought with them was never used; as far as any-
one knows, they never manufactured any cotton. The area was
simply too isolated for such activity. A tranquil village before the
arrival of the Mathewsons, Factoryville would always remain so.

When the Mathewsons first came to Factoryville, Gilbert Bai-
ley Mathewson, born in 1847, helped his parents build a modest
log cabin. Before long, when many young men from the North an-
swered the call of President Lincoln, Gilbert donned his kepi and
the dark blue of the Union forces and joined up.

As the last echoes of the Civil War’s bugles faded away, Gil-
bert returned to Factoryville. In the early 1870s he married Mi-
nerva I. Capwell. A pleasant-faced woman with cool, refined man-
ners, Minerva was eight years younger than Gilbert and came from
a moneyed pioneer family in the area.

Though Gilbert was resolutely opposed to time-wasting, he had
a sense of humor when the occasion warranted it and was known
as a jack-of-all-trades, with a penchant for carpentering. At one time
he occupied himself in the post office at Washington, Pennsylva-
nia, southwest of Factoryville.

Ultimately Gilbert became a gentleman farmer, tending to his
house, his garden, his apple orchard, and his hens. He was certain
he and his growing family wouldn’t be better off anyplace else than
Factoryville, where people enjoyed the comfortable surroundings
and the healthful climate.

In 1880 Christopher was the first born. Cyril died in infancy
in 1882. Christine arrived in 1884 and Jane in 1888. Two boys,
Henry, born in 1886, and Nicholas, in 1890, rounded out the fam-
ily. All five children shared the large physiques of their parents,
being big-boned, strong, and seemingly without problems.

Gilbert Mathewson once explained how Matty wound up with
the name of Christopher. ““His uncle, who was also named Chris-
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topher, wanted the name perpetuated,” said Gilbert, “so he settled
for a thousand dollars on Matty, when we consented to name him
Christopher. It was a long name, as well as a somewhat uncom-
mon one at the time but it was shortened to Christy and it seemed
to take.”

The Mathewson home that replaced the log cabin was situated
in a valley, with a winding shallow brook running not far from it.
A neighbor recalled how instructions were given to anyone search-
ing for the Mathewson ancestral abode: “It’s over the crick, up Main
Street, ‘til you come to the second cross road, then over the rail-
road tracks to a square house on the left.”

In the rear of the wooden Victorian house was an apple orchard
and to one side of the orchard was a garden, where Gilbert Ma-
thewson passed much of his time. A small enclosed yard contained
a number of Wyandotte hens that came from a blooded stock, im-
ported from England. Beyond the yard was a barn, where cows,
chickens, and pigs were kept.

The Mathewson parents were regarded as sober folk who raised
their family in a religious atmosphere. They were a church-going
people, tied to the Baptist faith, which sometimes could be rigid
and stern. Gilbert and Minerva—she especially—looked upon
drinking and smoking as national evils, habits not to be cultivated.
If cultivated, they were to be given up immediately. However, Gil-
bert was known to “take a nip now and then,” even though, in
deference to Minerva, who heartily endorsed the policies of the
Women'’s Christian Temperance Union, he never encouraged the
habit for his sons.

Many of those living in the Factoryville area went to work in
the mines as soon as they came of age. Since the Mathewsons had
no wish for Christy to follow that path, they fervently hoped their
son would become a preacher. The career of a baseball player for
Christy was as far from their minds as Factoryville was from Los
Angeles. Aware of how ballplayers were regarded—ungentlemanly
louts, that’s what they were!—Gilbert and Minerva wanted noth-
ing of that for their son.

Along with a strong attachment to their religion, the Mathew-
sons also possessed a devotion to education and learning. Christy’s
grandmother had established Keystone Academy, a junior prepara-
tory college in Factoryville. All of the boys, including Christy, would
eventually attend Keystone.

The earliest sign that Christy might not be headed straight for
the pulpit occurred when he was just four years old. Minerva Ma-
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thewson once related how little Christy always insisted on playing
with the older boys in the neighborhood. “They tried to discourage
him by telling him he wasn’t big enough to play with them,” she
said. “But Christy said he was big enough. He then proved it by
throwing a rag ball over the roof of our barn to a waiting catcher
on the other side in a game that the youngsters used to call ‘hailey
over.””’

A few minutes later Christy appeared before his mother, tears
streaming down his face. “He was scared,” said Mrs. Mathewson,
‘because he had broken Mrs. Reynolds’ window. Well, I told him,
you’ll just have to pay Mrs. Reynolds. Go over and ask her how
much it is and then take the money out of your little bank. It took
Christy a long time to save up the dollar that the broken window
cost. But it taught him a sense of responsibility.”

In Christy’s own recollections of that growing-up period he ac-
knowledges taking to baseball the way most young boys played at
being pirates or Indian hunters. “But I don’t think T was much above
the average of the other kids my age in Factoryville,” he said. Christy
had a cousin, older than himself, who studied the theory of throw-
ing. “I used to throw flat stones with him,”” said Christy, ““and got
to be good at it. When I was nine I could throw a stone farther than
any of my chums. Then I'd go out in the woods and throw at squir-
rels and blackbirds. I always used round stones, as these could be
thrown more accurately.”

Before he was twelve years old Christy played the outfield and
also tried his hand at second base. However, he always wanted to
pitch, perhaps because everyone wanted to pitch. He realized that
batting cross-handed, as he did, put a heavy handicap on his talents
as a hitter, so he was determined to pitch for the town team and
also at Keystone Academy.

In 1895, the same year that Babe Ruth was born in Baltimore,
Christy received his baptism of fire as a play-for-pay pitcher. As a
15-year-old pitching against tough coal-mine kids of 18, 19, and 20
years old, he earned one dollar a game with Factoryville’s team. In
his first effort he faced Mills City, an adjoining town even less
densely populated than Factoryville. He pitched for two solid hours,
striking out everybody at least once, and won the game on his own
hit. The final score was 19-17.

Christy was then taken on a ten-mile trip to play against an-
other local team. There were other occasions when he had to walk
from one starting pitching assignment to another when horse-drawn
transportation was not readily available. A number of times he hired
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out—for the same dollar-a-game he’d originally received from his
Factoryville friends—to Mills City. While committing this minor
act of heresy, Christy pitched the first shutout of his life.

“I guess it was quite an accomplishment,” he reminisced years
later, “considering the rather nondescript team that played behind
me.”’

It was clear that the residents of Factoryville and other tiny
communities in Pennsylvania were much taken with baseball by
this time. Cobb, the future Georgia Peach, was just a child. John
McGraw was still several years away from imposing his truculent
presence on the Baltimore Orioles, the best ball club of the era, and
Connie Mack had only just begun, in Pittsburgh, his lengthy man-
agerial career. This was, indeed, baseball in its mewling infancy.
But the message of this enticing village game was spreading like a
wild fever.

There was no doubt that the game was more rousing, livelier,
and quicker than the foreign sport of cricket, and, much to its ad-
vantage, baseball was divorced from the class-consciousness of its
British counterpart. There was also, providing another large mea-
sure of difference from games like football, no clock to end or hurry
along baseball’s action, no fixed boundary of time when the hostil-
ities had to come to a halt. Baseball was a timeless adventure; you
played until nine innings came and went, and, if there was no win-
ner after nine innings, the game proceeded into extra innings. The-
oretically a ball game, no matter where it was played, might en-
dure forever. Could anyone discover a better pastime than that?
Twenty-seven outs had to be charged against a side before it went
down to defeat, but the game did not run against time.

Baseball also appealed to so many primal, fundamental in-
stincts—hitting a ball, throwing a ball, catching a ball, chasing after
a ball, watching a ball. Could spitting on a ball, which many pitch-
ers were already doing, be included in that litany? And one couldn’t
discount the yelling, screaming, and cheering that went on on the
sidelines—even the unsportsmanlike cursing-out of umpires.

And wasn’t baseball, in this burgeoning democracy, which was
constantly being proclaimed by its politicians, truly the most dem-
ocratic of all sports? Couldn’t a man playing this game, even if he
was a ruffian or drunkard, win recognition for a few transient mo-
ments, in his home locality?

A few years after Matty’s teenage beginnings as a pitcher, Er-
nest Lawrence Thayer, a San Francisco newspaperman, would write
an eternal ballad to baseball called “Casey at the Bat.” The inglo-
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rious Mudville club of Thayer’s poem might have been Factory-
ville, Mills City, Scranton, or any other town or village. Thayer’s
“writhing pitcher, grinding the ball into his hip,” as he faced Casey,
“with ten thousand eyes upon him,” could surely have been young
Matty, as he went about his early mound apprenticeship.

Already a strapping right-handed pitcher of six foot, one and a
half inches and 196 pounds, Matty came to be known in northeast-
ern Pennsylvania as “Husk.” When he walked to the mound for
his dollar, surrounded by barking dogs, slumbrous horses, and bug-
gies full of town supporters, he bent to his task with great relish.
He exhibited unusual maturity, even in his teen years, for he al-
ready understood that it wasn’t necessary to strike out every bat-
ter, or use his best pitch in situations that hardly demanded it. His
eamestness and intelligence, combined with his good looks (an early
observer enthused over him for having a “/St. Gaudens head”), strong,
thick shoulders, and upright posture {even if he was somewhat
knock-kneed), gave him an image that was bound to grow.

Strangely, when he started classes at Keystone, Matty’s repu-
tation as a football player even surpassed his role on the mound.
His specialty was kicking, a part of the game that Matty seemed to
take to naturally. The foot played an important role in the gridiron
game of the late 1890s, and Matty became quite adept at drop-
kicking the ball in place or on the run. There were college field-
goal kickers such as Alex Moffat of Princeton, who could kick with
either foot at distances of up to 70 yards. In 1898 Pat O’Dea of
Wisconsin, considered the most effective kicker in the college ranks,
beat Northwestern with a 62-yarder.

At Keystone Matty was hardly up to those achievements, but
his drop-kicking did bring him some notice. He generally played
center or in the backfield, at fullback. In addition, he was on the
basketball team, which he found to be excellent exercise and an
interesting sport, barely in its incipient stages.

Playing football and basketball at Keystone, along with base-
ball, Matty surprisingly acknowledged that he preferred football.
Baseball, argued Matty, might be a far better game from the stand-
point of the spectator, but he submitted that he would rather play
football, if it came down to that. A reason for such a reaction might
have been the fact that at Keystone he didn’t take the mound until
his final year, when he became captain. He had played in the out-
field, which might have given him far less enjoyment and certainly
less control of events.

While at Keystone Matty picked up extra cash in the summer
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by playing baseball. Although his family was better off than many
in the region, Matty was encouraged by his parents to earn extra
money to get through school. This wouldn’t have jeopardized his
amateur standing, either, for in those times rules governing such
matters as professionalism and amateurism were considerably more
lax than they were to become. Players of ability often played semi-
pro baseball under assumed names, then returned to school, where
they resumed their “amateur’ careers.

“I was obliged to play baseball in the summer,”” said Matty.
The fact that he did served to change his perspective on his future
life, for he had been heading either for the ministry or a career in
forestry.

Offered a verbal contract of twenty dollars a month plus board
if he’d pitch for Honesdale, a town of less than 5000 located near
the New York border, Matty seized the opportunity. So the sum-
mer of 1898 was spent in a Honesdale uniform, as was the summer
of 1899. Honesdale had a team in the Orange County League, which
also included clubs from Chester, Goshen, and Port Jervis. On July
16, 1898, the Wayne Independent noted that ““a young man named
Mathewson” was signed by the Honesdale Reds. The paper also
wrote that Honesdale had fared well with Matty, winning the
championship in 1898. Honesdale played 48 games that season, and
Matty won 8 out of 11 games that he started. The team was called
the ““greatest ever assembled in Honesdale.” On July 18, 1899, Matty
pitched his last game for Honesdale, a 14—6 triumph over Port Jer-
vis. The Port Jervis union claimed that Matty ‘“‘probably never
pitched a finer game.” In addition, he connected for five of Hones-
dale’s 21 hits. Newspapers in the area agreed that he was “one of
the best pitchers ever to wear a Honesdale uniform, an all-around
athlete with good habits.”

On July 15, 1899, before enrolling at Bucknell University and
within a day or so before America’s intervention in Cuba came
to an end, terminating the expansionist episode known as the
Spanish-American War, Matty joined Taunton in the New England
League. A small industrial city some 30 miles south of Boston,
Taunton was experiencing hard times not only with its economy
but with its ragged ball club. Despite such deprivation on the ball-
field and in its mills, Taunton’s owners offered Matty $90 a month,
certainly a generous stipend for such times. But Matty rarely saw
any of it.

On occasion he managed to cajole the team’s manager into giv-
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ing him a few dollars to pay his rent at a local boarding house, but
Matty seldom had much money to do anything else. The club re-
fused to pay its players on any regular schedule, regardless of whether
they were winning or losing. For the most part, Matty pitched well,
against teams from Newport, Manchester, and Portland, among
others, but invariably without much luck or success. The season
ended for Matty with a mounting record of losses, as many as 14
against a couple of victories—but this is a speculative tally, for no
official team records were kept. By Labor Day the team died a nat-
ural death, as Taunton lost its final three games to Fall River. If
Matty literally shuffled home, his tail between his legs, his spirit
somewhat diluted and with hardly a dime saved for his efforts, there
was still a net gain on his ledger.

After all, he had learned, the hard way, and after too many
indignities, that baseball was a game where someone always lost.
And if it had to be you, so be it. If you wanted baseball for your
life, you would have to learn to come back tomorrow, after defeat,
and start all over again. If you couldn’t react in such a way, base-
ball was a graveyard, a place where you didn’t want to spend your
time.

More important, it was at Taunton that Matty may have picked
up the pitch—'"the fadeaway’’—that would become inextricably
entwined with his name. Complementing his substantial reper-
toire of blazing fastball, changeup, and sweeping curve, the fade-
away’s origin was almost as mystifying as the behavior of the pitch
itself. But there is reason to believe that it was produced through
Matty’s association at Taunton with a southpaw pitcher named
Williams, whose first name seems to have been lost to history.
(Another Taunton right-hander, Vergil Lee Garvin, who had worked
a few games for the Phillies in 1896, has also been credited with
tipping off Matty to the fadeaway. But the legal brief for Williams
appears just as strong.)

Williams had been using his own version of the fadeaway with
Taunton—but with little success. He simply couldn’t control it
properly. Matty noted this. But that didn’t mean he decided to re-
ject it for his own arsenal.

Curiously, Matty himself wasn’t as certain of the roots of the
fadeaway as his idolators were. He seemed to recall that when he
was at Keystone there was a fork-hander who threw a slow curve
that behaved strangely to right-handed batters; it broke in sharply
on a right-handed hitter and swerved away from a left-handed hit-
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ter. It occurred to me,”” said Matty, “that this might be a worth-
while pitch to work on. But I didn’t take it too seriously at the
time.”

Whether Matty developed the fadeaway at Keystone or adapted
it from the unwitting efforts of Williams, the pitch was never an
easy one to throw. Such an unorthodox delivery took much out of
a hurler’s arm, for upon its release the wrist and thumb were
wrenched inward toward the body—the palm would be face up,
parallel to the ground. The action of the ball, as it spun, was kind
of a reverse curve thrown by a right-hander. The ball would break
away from a left-handed batter and break in precipitously on a right-
handed batter.

Matty had described it as ““a slow curve pitched with the same
motion as a fast ball . . . but pitching it ten or twelve times in a
game could be killing on the arm—so a wise pitcher would save it
for the pinches.”

Matty’s pet pitch could be as unpredictable as a knuckleball or
a spitter, both pitches in common use at the turn of the century.
Within a few years the fadeaway won widespread recognition as
Matty’s property, just as Russ Ford’s scuffed-up “emery ball,” Ed
Walsh’s “spitter,” and Eddie Plank’s ““crossfire’” were always asso-
ciated with those pitchers.

It was never reported that anyone ever spied Matty walking
around in his prime, with his pitching palm turned outward. But
many years later another Giants pitcher, the talented lefthander
Carl Hubbell, actually did hang his arm in precisely that way. Hub-
bell’s own version of the fadeaway, which had taken on the name
of “screwball,” had literally twisted his palm permanently around;
such disfiguring had not happened to Matty.
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13 ’RAY,
BUCKNELL!”
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N the fall of 1898 the 18-year-old Christy entered

Bucknell University, along with 71 other fresh-

men wearing their blue beanies. The school had never before seen

such a large contingent of first-year students, and Matty, as class

historian, was moved to write in L’Agenda that “on a sunny Sep-

tember morn the massive portals of old Bucknell were swung in-
ward by an energetic Freshman class . . .”

The Susquehanna River runs alongside Bucknell through Lew-
isburg, but has been known to overflow angrily at flood times. A
red brick Underground Railroad building, a symbol of Lewisburg’s
role during the Civil War (four Bucknell students gave their lives
for the Union cause), still stands. Gone, however, is Bucknell’s
Loomis Field, where Matty made his first appearances as a college
pitcher and football player.

Bucknell was founded in 1846 on 73 acres of farmland. Its first
campus was little more than a common overgrown woodlot but
the students worked to clear out the underbrush. Eventually, they
turned it into a fine grove. At the first college commencement in
1851 seven students received their diplomas from James Buchanan,
a member of the University’s Board of Curators. Buchanan, a na-
tive of Mercersburg, Pennsylvania, would become the fifteenth
President of the United States, immediately preceding Abraham
Lincoln. His presidency was characterized mainly by his timidity
on the slavery issue.

19



20 MATTY

A journey from Factoryville to Lewisburg in 1898, by unheated
train, could take almost half a day. (From Philadelphia to Lewis-
burg, by stage coach, canal boat, and train, could take almost twice
that long.) But Factoryville seemed more than a world away from
the stately columns, antebellum Federal architecture, and Greek
Revival buildings on the growing campus.

Bucknell was already fielding competitive teams in its major
sports of football, baseball, and basketball in 1898. The football
team, first organized in 1883, was coached by George Jennings in
Matty’s freshman year, then George Hoskins took over in 1899.
The team’s football schedule included many colleges from the area,
including Dickinson, Penn, and Penn State, but Bucknell, still a
relatively small school lacking the prestige of Yale, Harvard, Co-
lumbia, or Princeton, was also reaching out to play Army, Navy,
and Cornell.

Few college men had turned to professional baseball before or
during Matty’s years at Bucknell. Cap Anson had had a year at
Notre Dame; Eddie Plank was attending Gettysburg College; Frank
Chance had gone to Washington; Fred Tenney graduated from
Brown; Jimmy Archer had been to St. Michael’s in Montreal; and
John Montgomery Ward completed Columbia Law School. But these
men were rarities in the coarse, brawling world of baseball.

However, while Matty pursued his baseball career at Hones-
dale and Taunton, he also accepted the challenge of the classroom.
He was a student who soon made a mark for himself at Bucknell,
showing he could play, think, write, and attend classes. He em-
barked on a typical classical education at Bucknell, full of Latin
and mathematics courses, tried his hand at dramatics and poetry,
was active in several literary societies, including Euepia, was pres-
ident of the freshman class, played bass hom in the University band,
sang in the Glee Club, was a member of Phi Gamma Delta frater-
nity and also of Theta Delta Tau, an honorary leadership society
for men.

Although athletes were expected to perform their obligations
in the classroom in those times, Matty was in every way a rara
avis, a conspicuous over-achiever. He even found time, while proudly
wearing the Orange and Blue of Bucknell in three sports, to ac-
tively court young women. One such person, Louise Albright, who
lived in Muncy, was bashful but attractive. Friends of Matty re-
marked how he delighted in seeing Louise blush. There was also a
time when he proposed marriage to Louise while still at Bucknell.
Instead of accepting Christy’s offer, Louise introduced Matty to her
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cousin Jane Stoughton, who lived in Buffalo Valley and shared liv-
ing quarters with her.

Matty appeared to have some appreciation of his own reputa-
tion and paradigmatic behavior. As class historian he once wrote
“on the athletic teams and in the classroom are to be found stu-
dents who are upholding the honor of the school . . . for greater
honor no man could ask . . .” Such prideful, flowery language would
be too much to expect from the money-driven athletes of the 1990s.
But it must be recalled that Matty matured in an age when un-
sportsmanlike habits were sneered at as “muckerism’’; his was a
college generation that was brought up on Frank Merriwell, Tom
Brown, and even Sir Galahad, a “heady wine,” indeed, wrote au-
thor John Davies. School spirit was prevalent.

Devotion to his fellows and to the institution that he felt priv-
ileged to attend were molded deep into Matty’s character. What-
ever imperfections there may have been in Matty’s makeup re-
mained well hidden from his legion of admirers at Bucknell. The
student paper constantly searched for adjectives to describe Mat-
ty’s exploits on the athletic field. However, a classmate, Frank
Stanton, who became a lawyer in Cleveland, tried to put this mes-
merizing campus icon in some perspective.

““There were, indeed, a few uncomplimentary memories that I
have of Matty,” Stanton wrote some years after he departed Buck-
nell. “I choose not to enlarge on some of them. He was, after all,
way above average as a student and Christian gentleman . . . How-
ever, when I played alongside him I didn’t take special note of him
because I never knew he would wind up as baseball’s greatest
pitcher . . . Ifound he was a bit careless in playing deep shortstop
and throwing them over to first base before he was ready. Once old
Professor Blackwell, our Latin professor, tried to get after him and
chase him off the field. Rockwell recognized the danger Matty was
running in this devotion to athletics.”

Stanton also recalled that Matty was dubbed by some ““the in-
fant phenomenon,” while others preferred calling him “rubber leg.”
Some referred to him as “YMCA,” an allusion to his religious up-
bringing. All of these nicknames seem to represent good-natured
needling on the part of his peers, although they may have also been
directed at a smugness that some detected.

When Matty went out for football in his freshman year at
Bucknell the game had won a reputation for being extra hazardous.
There was an undue emphasis on smashing, battering plays; flying
wedges; roughing the kicker with impunity; infrequent substitu-
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tions; and excessive piling-on. There were some periodic efforts to
eliminate the dangers from the game, but, aside from reduction of
playing time from 95 to 70 minutes (with 35-minute halves) and
the addition of a third official to spot more overt violations of the
rules, little had been accomplished to mitigate the savagery of the
game. (It wasn’t until 1906, after many colleges, including North-
western, Columbia, Union, and Stanford, temporarily abolished
football, that the forward pass was legalized, thus somewhat min-
imizing the brute force aspect of football. Needless to say, Matty
probably would have been a superb passer, with his pin-point
pitching control. Unfortunately, his college years of playing pre-
ceded these changes in technique and attitude.)

In 1898 Bucknell played nine games, beating Wyoming Semi-
nary and Swarthmore, splitting two games with Maryland AC, los-
ing to Navy, Buffalo, Lafayette, and Penn State, and tying Franklin
& Marshall. Matty’s season point totals were two touchdowns and
a single field goal, drop-kicked against F & M, the first of his ca-
reer.

The next year Matty truly blossomed as runner, punter, and
kicker. Paced by his seven touchdowns and six field goals, Buck-
nell ended up winning five games, including victories over Lehigh
and Susquehanna. His 65-yard run through the entire Susquehanna
team was his best piece of ball-carrying.

Penn had lost only to Harvard in 1899, having amassed large
point totals against almost everyone. In three previous years Penn
dropped only one game, while holding Bucknell to zero. With the
Penn game approaching, Bucknell’s Coach Hoskins, not only eager
to break the monotony of continual defeat but also determined to
stimulate scoring, offered a raincoat as prize to the first player who
could score against The Big Red. The second man to score would
get a pair of shoes.

By his own admission, Matty played the game of his life against
Penn. Although Penn won, 4710, at the half they led only 11-10.
The ten Bucknell points were two “pretty” field goals kicked by
Matty. So, while adding to his limited wardrobe, Matty also proved
another point: he was at his best when the chips were down.

What happened to Bucknell in the second half was amusingly
described by Matty, who wrote of the event: “The ten points at the
half was as good as defeat in Penn’s eyes. So, at intermission their
coaches got busy, and with the use of much persuasion and abuse
of the English language, so wrought upon the players that we nearly
got killed in the second half . . . Penn that year had two tackles
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who were as heavy and tough as I've ever seen. I played fullback
and it was part of my job to back up the line. I did this to the best
of my ability but I first had one, then the other, of these huskies
butting full tilt into me, until I thought my shoulders would be
pried loose from my backbone. Football isn’t exactly a parlor game
these days . . . it’s great exercise. But before the second half was
over, I thought I had amply earned the raincoat and shoes.”

As a result of Matty’s drop-kicking against Penn and a 40-
yarder against Lehigh that beat the Engineers 5—0, he won instant
recognition from Walter Camp. The arbiter of All-America selec-
tions, Camp, a former halfback at Yale in 1876—and something of
a drop-kicking expert himself—insisted Christy was the best drop-
kicker he’d ever seen. Two interested observers of Matty’s field
goals against Penn were Connie Mack and Ed Barrow. The latter
was then in charge of the food and program concessions at Franklin
Field, where Penn played its games. In later years he became an
astute judge of baseball talent as general manager of the Yankees.

But transcending Matty’s performance against Penn, and far
more of an incentive than shoes and a raincoat, was the presence
in the stands that day of John Smith, the manager of the Norfolk
baseball club in the Virginia League.

Smith, a part-time pitcher going under the quaint name of
“Phenom,” had hurled in the New England League, where Matty
had spent a summer. Smith was thus familiar with Christy’s non-
descript record at that watering spot. Nevertheless, since his Nor-
folk team was badly in need of pitching help, he approached Matty
before the Penn game. He wanted to know if Matty would be in-
terested in joining Norfolk for the summer of 1900. Matty told him
that his mind was more occupied at that moment with the mus-
cular Penn team. ““Talk to me after the game,”” he said to Phenom.
When the game was over, Phenom kept the date with Matty. “You
played quite a game against that bunch,” he said, ““a mighty good
game. While I sat there watching you, I thought it over and I've
decided to offer you $90 a month, instead of $80.”

What possible connection accurate drop-kicking might have had
with the increase of ten dollars, Smith didn’t make clear. But Matty,
sorely in need of money after the debacle with Taunton, accepted
Smith’s proposal. A contract was signed on October 4, 1900, for
Matty’s services with the Norfolk club, from May through the sev-
enth day of September. Phenom Smith was a good judge of ball-
players—but he couldn’t spell. “Ninty’” was spelled that way in the
contract.
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The Virginia League represented a higher order of competence
than the New England League, so Matty knew he had his work cut
out for him. Curiously, in his several years of college baseball Matty
had, from time to time, suffered some horrendous beatings. Gettys-
burg, for example, collected 12 runs from him; Villanova once got
to him for 15 runs; and in a relief appearance against a local YMCA
team one afternoon Matty was reached for eight runs. There may
have been some reason for this, other than the shortcomings of
Matty’s fielders, for Matty possessed a rather unusual attitude toward
pitching. Finding himself comfortably ahead in a ball game, he would
often challenge the opposition to hit his softest pitches. There was
never, even at this early stage of his career, any perfectionist mad-
ness in him. Hitters were never up there to be obliterated. They
were only to be induced to make out, with the help, of course, of
Matty’s defense. As things sometimes tured out at Bucknell, Matty
may have suspected, wrongly, that his infielders and outfielders
were more up to doing the job than they turned out to be.

In his first game in a Norfolk uniform Matty beat Portsmouth
6--5, despite some unexpected control difficulties. But from there
on, 1900 turned out to be a transforming year at Norfolk, for he
kept mowing down teams with an assortment of pitches only rarely
viewed in a 20-year-old. Even without radio and television to spread
the word, Virginians came from far and wide to watch this prepos-
sessing young man work. They arrived on foot, by wagon, horse-
back, or railroad from Virginia Beach, Newport News, Williams-
burg, and Richmond. As Matty’s victories mounted, so did the
admiring crowds increase. By midsummer he had reached an aston-
ishing total of 20 victories, while losing only twice. One of his
victories was a no-hitter against Hampton, in which only one man
reached base on a walk. Phenom Smith decided it was so beneficial
to have Matty on his side that he put him in the outfield when he
wasn't pitching. In 46 games Matty batted .289, a very respectable
average for a pitcher. Thus, it became only a question of time be-
fore he’d be snapped up by one of several big-league scouts scouring
the area for budding heroes.

As the Norfolk team moved from place to place in its drive for
the league’s pennant, Matty, a rare collegian with somewhat stan-
doffish manners, spent his time in a smoky railroad car among his
teammates. The air would get so suffocatingly thick with cigar and
cigarette smoke that Matty suggested that you “could plow fur-
rows in it with a baseball bat.” Under such conditions, though he
had never smoked or touched liquor before, Matty took up cigars
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for the first time, almost in self-defense. He would smoke until it
made him sick, then try to sleep it off.

Just as he had distinguished himself on Loomis Field from the
moment he’d entered Bucknell, Matty continued to do well in the
classroom. In his freshman year he had earned nothing less than
90 in any course that he took. His highs were 96 in German and
French, 94 in Tacitus, 93 in Cicero’s de Senectute, 90 in Livy, and
90 in Analytic Geometry. In his sophomore year he got 90 in Rhet-
oric, 93 in Horace, 96 in Analytic Chemistry, and 90 in French. By
his junior year, when it is reasonable to assume that he was dis-
tracted by transient thoughts of big-league contracts and the siren
lure of faraway places, he sunk to a 75 in Geology, although still
managing to get 91 in Embryology and 90 in Psychology. Indeed,
he was almost as gifted in the classroom as he was outside of it.

However, notwithstanding his intellectual accomplishments,
after his junior year Matty decided to leave Bucknell, where his
scholarship covered most of his tuition. By so doing, he became
Bucknell’s most famous dropout.
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WITH THE GIANTS

MATTY’S time had been well spent under the
aegis of Phenom Smith. On June 26, 1900,
the owner of the Norfolk club, William M. Hannan, suitably im-
pressed with Matty’s pitching, wrote a letter to Andrew Freedman,
owner of the New York Giants. “It would be worth the trip to look
Mathewson over,” Hannan wrote. He added that the young pitcher
had the potential for greatness, and ““could be secured at a very
reasonable figure,” considering the woeful condition of the Virginia
League at that moment.

Propelled by such endorsements, Matty’s world among the
towns and villages of New England and Virginia was about to end,
although he couldn’t be certain where he would wind up in a base-
ball universe undergoing wrenching changes.

Under such dynamic leaders as Byron Bancroft “‘Ban’’ Johnson
and Connie Mack, a new major league was well along in the devel-
opment stage. In 1893 Johnson, a former Cincinnati sportswriter,
had launched the Western League—but his ambitions went far be-
yond that. In 1896 he hired Mack, whose frame and name {Mc-
Gillicuddy) were as long as a handball court, to take over the West-
ern League’s Milwaukee franchise, thus starting a relationship that
would bring about the founding of the American League in 1901.

In structuring an aggressive organization to be known as the
Philadelphia Athletics, Mack would conduct crafty raids of talent,
while Ben Shibe, a wealthy manufacturer of baseball equipment,

26
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was prepared to put up the money to assure the building of a park
that would bear his name. Mack proceeded to dip into the pool of
available players from the National League and also from college
campuses, a repository of personnel that hitherto had remained vit-
tually untapped. Napoleon Lajoie jumped from the Phillies to the
Athletics; Lave Cross did the same thing. Left-hander Eddie Plank
was signed out of Gettysburg College. Mike Powers came over from
Holy Cross to catch, and Socks Sebold joined the Athletics’ out-
field from Cincinnati. The eccentric Rube Waddell, a southpaw with
a penchant for chasing fires and young ladies, left the Cubs to be-
come Mack’s chief pitcher.

Under the circumstances, it was a certainty that Mack would
cast longing eyes at Matty—and he did. Matty already had word
from Andrew Freedman that the Giants wanted him. Cincinnati
was also eager to acquire his services. In the situation, Norfolk’s
front office made clear to Matty that they’d be willing to let him
make his own choice.

For a raw young man out of Factoryville, it wasn’t an easy
decision to make. He had to weigh the fact that Mack had assem-
bled a formidable pitching staff, which might be hard for him to
break into, against the reality of going to a restless, bustling New
York, with its swells and toughs, and its newfound jaunty, raffish
image. New York hardly seemed a likely place for such a reserved
person. However, the untried pitcher finally made up his mind: he
would cast his lot at the Polo Grounds, home of the Giants since
1891. “I thought I'd have a better chance of getting a good workout
with the inferior pitching staff of the New York team,” is how
Matty rationalized his decision.

Freedman’s reputation as a sleazy Tammany Hall manipulator
might have been enough to deter a less intelligent young man. In
many circles Freedman, a real estate speculator and bondsman, was
regarded as someone to avoid in any business dealings. He was
known to have a crazy streak of autocracy, which encouraged him
to say things like, ““The German Army, the Catholic Church and
Standard Oil of New Jersey are the only great organizations left in
the world.” Criticism followed him wherever he trod. A bizarre
figure, reputed to be overbearing, ill-tempered, and capricious,
Freedman in 1895 had bought controlling interest of the Giants
from John Day. The team was in turmoil cver since. Managcrial
changes under Freedman occurred more swiftly than shifts among
French cabinet ministers—there were 15 in six years. Cap Anson
lasted 22 games as manager in 1898, and Amos Rusie, possibly the
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possessor of the most overpowering fastball in the game, argued
bitterly with Freedman over $200, then sat out a whole season in
protest.

The reaction to Freedman also contained a sharp undercurrent
of anti-Semitism, to which he invariably was quick to react, often
with shouts and fisticuffs. (Even among Jews he was deprecated as
a ““gonif,” or cheap thief.) But those were times when racial insults
went hand in glove with rowdyism, each being accepted as routine
concomitants of the game. Few were prepared to argue Freedman’s
case, even if they had the desire to do so.

Freedman agreed to pay Norfolk $1500 for Matty’s contract.
Within a few days Matty reported to the Polo Grounds, a structure
in the north Harlem section of Manhattan, on Eighth Avenue be-
tween 157th and 159th streets. The park, planted beneath the lee
of Coogan’s Bluff, resembled a vast horseshoe. It was probably the
only park in the world that a fan entered by walking downhill. In
the years to come, with the help of the new pitcher in town, the
Polo Grounds would become the site of some of baseball’s most
memorable and controversial episodes. Next to Yankee Stadium,
which would spring up across the Harlem River in 1923, the Polo
Grounds rates consideration as baseball’s most hallowed structure.

When Matty arrived in New York on a lovely July afternoon
in 1900, he joined a team of less than modest abilities. The person-
nel of the club reminded one of the statement the Duke of Wel-
lington uttered in 1815 about his troops at Waterloo: ““They may
not frighten the enemy. But, gad, sir, they frighten me.” The Giants,
in 1898, had been “good” enough to finish tenth in a twelve-club
league.

Prior to Matty’s arrival Freedman had played his usual game of
musical chairs with his managers. Buck Ewing, the catcher, was in
charge of the club for 62 games, then was fired. He was replaced
with shortstop George Davis, who had been Freedman’s first pilot
with the Giants in 1895. A man of integrity, Davis could also hit,
batting over .300 in nine straight seasons with the Giants. How-
ever, he didn’t seem to have enough sense to avoid the managerial
job with the Giants.

Among Davis’s janissaries on the Giants were: Piano Legs
Charlie Hickman, holder of the all-time record for errors by a third
baseman, with 91 in 1900; Dirty Jack Doyle, a first baseman who
played several positions, none of them too well; Kid Gleason, at
second base, in the future known mainly as the ill-treated manager
of the Chicago Black Sox of 1919; Win Mercer, a 140-pound pitcher,
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who ended his life by taking poison a few years later; Doughnut
Bill Carrick, a right-handed loser of 26 games in 1899 and 22 in
1900; George Van Haltren, as graceful an outfielder as you could
find on such a team; and Frank Bowerman, the first major-league
catcher to receive Matty’s pitches.

In view of how Freedman had mishandled his club in the past
it was a minor miracle that he’d been attracted to Matty. But Dav-
is’s first look at Matty convinced him that Freedman hadn’t made
another of his egregious mistakes. The switch-hitting Davis took
batting practice against Matty, requesting that Matty throw his best
pitches at him. The pitcher threw with ease and balance, driving
straight at the plate with power, and finishing bent forward, on his
toes, his feet spread apart, set to make a fielding play. Davis was
quick to observe this youthful finesse. When Matty unleashed his
fastball, Davis approved of it. But he wasn’t so accepting of Matty’s
roundhouse curve, which failed to fool the manager.

““Anything else you throw?” asked Davis.

“I have something I call my ‘freak ball,’” said Matty, with a
touch of modesty.

“Let’s see it, then,” said Davis, taking a tochold, this time from
the right side of the plate.

Matty threw half a dozen or so of the “freak ball” pitches. Each
time Davis, even with his good batting eye, had trouble making
solid contact.

“That’s a good pitch, son,” said Davis, who was ten years older
than Matty. “Keep throwing it and learn to control it. It sort of
fades away.” To Davis’s credit, he’d awarded a name to a pitch
destined to be the most wickedly successful in history.

Matty threw his first official pitch for the Giants on July 18,
coming into a game that was already lost, against Brooklyn. He
faced a cast of mighty hitters such as Hughey Jennings, Fielder Jones,
Wee Willie Keeler, Bill Dahlen, and Jimmy Sheckard, and fared
poorly, vielding a batch of runs. In still another appearance he faced
John McGraw, at third base that day for St. Louis (after coming
over from Baltimore). It was the first social encounter between the
two men—but it wouldn’t be the last. In his first two appearances
for the Giants the newspapers recorded his name as ““Matthews.”
It was not until his third game, in relief, that his name appeared as
Mathewson.

Used infrequently in the final weeks of the season, Matty didn’t
seem prepared for the big time. He worked in five games, lost three,
with no victories, and gave up 35 hits in 30 innings. Worse vet, he
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distributed 14 walks to the opposition, proof that he hadn’t gotten
his pitches under control.

Such a performance did little to mellow Freedman, who lost
precious little time returning Matty to Norfolk. On the surface
Freedman appeared not to care in the least what happened to his
pitcher. But things are seldom what they seem. Though Freedman
had permitted Matty, in despair, to drift away, he also instructed
Cincinnati to put in a bid for him. Without putting Matty on no-
tice about their plans, Cincinnati did exactly that, offering $100 to
draft the pitcher.

Convinced he was a failure, Matty was prepared to return to
Bucknell, the ministry, forestry, or anything else his parents may
have adjudged would be best for him under the circumstances. In-
stead, once again the long, thin fingers of Mack, still on the prowl
for players, reached out for Matty, offering him $1500 to sign with
the Athletics. Fond of college ballplayers, Mack was intent on cor-
raling still one more of the breed. In such a dog-eat-dog environ-
ment there were few ethical requirements that had been codified
concerning jumping ballplayers and scheming owners; no estab-
lished Marquis of Queensbury rules had ever been invoked.

Owing money for books and other items at Bucknell, and now
speculating about finishing his education, Matty screwed up his
courage and asked Mack for an extra fifty dollars. At the same time,
the plot had thickened, for in as much time as it would take to yell
“’Cincinnati,” the Reds had traded Matty back to the Giants for
Amos Rusie, the so-called Hoosier Thunderbolt.

Believing he was still the property of the Athletics, notwith-
standing the machinations in the back room between the Giants
and the Reds, Matty was called on the carpet by Freedman. The
Giants’ owner demanded that Matty come at once to New York to
explain why he was traitorously selling out to the American League,
which he insisted wouldn’t last longer than a few months. Every
player who dared to sign on with the American League, railed
Freedman, would be blacklisted—no small threat to young men like
Matty. Furthermore, Matty was brusquely informed, he was again
the property of the Giants. If he didn’t put on his uniform in New
York, he wouldn’t play for anybody else was the unsubtle warning.
Freedman, a litigious man, even threatened Matty with a lawsuit.

“T didn’t want to go back on my word with Mr. Mack,” Matty
explained years later, “and I told Mr. Freedman that I had gotten a
fifty-dollar advance from the Athletics. But he wouldn’t hear of
that. I asked Mr. Freedman if he’d return the money to Mr. Mack
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and he said he would. But he never did. It ended up that I refunded
the money myself, after I received enough salary from the Giants.”

What Matty had failed to comprehend were the backroom she-
nanigans transpiring between Freedman and John T. Brush, the owner
of the Cincinnati Reds. Brush, one of the organizers of the original
Indianapolis club in the National League and also owner of a large
Indianapolis department store, had been secretly arranging to buy
the Giants from Freedman. {As long ago as 1888 he had sponsored
a “classification rule” for players during a period of great turmoil
over player salaries. The rule graded players A, B, C, D, and E, fix-
ing salaries accordingly from $1500 to $2500. Needless to say, such
a system caused great player resentment.) With such a deal with
the Giants in the offing, he didn’t want any trouble waiting for him
in New York from a recalcitrant Amos Rusie.

The big farmer had won over thirty games on three occasions
for the Giants, before the pitcher’s mound was moved back to a
distance of 60 feet, six inches from home plate. But due to skir-
mishes over pay with Freedman, Rusie hadn’t pitched for the Giants
for two years. With Rusie moving to Cincinnati, Brush knew that
he wouldn’t be forced to put up with the pitcher’s balkiness in
New York. It’s hard to believe that Brush envisioned the future
splendors of Matty on the mound. If he had, his would have been
the most sensitive snout among all of baseball’s bird dogs. Return-
ing to the Giants, as he did, Matty was the unwitting participant
in a squeeze play conducted between two scoundrels. Such corrupt
negotiations were the price to be paid for baseball’s version of un-
inhibited capitalism, operating at its most devious level.

It turned out that New York got much the better of the bar-
gain, although few could have suspected it at the time. Rusie sim-
ply was a burnt-out case; he’d thrown one too many fast balls. He
failed to win a single game for Cincinnati in 1901, thus bringing
his career to an aching end.

Meanwhile, by midsummer Matty had shown he could work
his way through most baseball lineups with consummate ease. The
college kid, only 21, got his first National League victory on April
26, against Brooklyn, in a 5~3 win over Bill Donovan. Some 10,000
fans sat in a chilly Polo Grounds, probably the largest assemblage
Matty had ever pitched in front of. The Brooklyn club, much the
same one that had thrashed Matty handily the previous summer,
couldn’t do much with him, a sure harbinger for the rest of the
league.

Appearing in regular turn from then on, Matty won his first
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eight games, half of them without giving up a run. He had three
shutouts in a row. When he went for his ninth consecutive win he
was edged out by St. Louis, 1-0. But he redeemed himself against
St. Louis not too many days later when on July 15 he pitched a 5—
0 no-hitter against the Cardinals in the home bailiwick of the St.
Louis team, before 5000 fans. At the end of the game the fans were
rooting for him to complete the job. “Thousands surveyed Ma-
thewson as he walked to the bench and gathered his possessions
and hundreds gave him an extra cheer, with a rousing ‘tiger’ added
as he climbed into the bus,” said the St. Louis newspapers. The
game, recognized as the “first no-hit game of the modern era,” was
a delight to watch. Invariably the first pitch was a strike, usually
followed by a second. The thythm and motion had become almost
balletic, the high kick was hypnotic, as Matty swept through the
St. Louis lineup. Willie Sudhoff, the tiny Cardinal lefty, never had
a chance that afternoon. The Giants made one error, by George
Van Haltren, who let a ball drop off his glove in center field, in the
bottom of the eighth inning. Showing no discomfiture, Matty re-
tired the next two batters easily. Back in the dugout he reassur-
ingly patted Van Haltren on the back, the type of sportsmanlike
gesture that would soon win Matty his reputation as a ““grand guy’’
and ““wonderful man,”” words that actually came out of the mouths
of his own teammates. How rare it was to encounter a man playing
this game who reacted in such a way to miscues by men playing
behind him.

By the end of 1901 Matty had won 20 games and lost 17, as he
completed 36 of his 38 starts. The latter statistic would be un-
heard-of today, when there are so many middle inning specialists
and late-inning relievers on a team’s roster. But in 1901 many
pitchers managed to finish what they started, even if they were
being bumped around a bit. Nevertheless, Matty’s total of com-
plete games that season was the third best in the National League.
He had an earned run average of 1.99, while distributing an average
of two walks a game. Considering how bad the seventh-place Giants
were, as they lost 85 games, while winning only 52, Matty stood
out to such an extent that he actually acknowledged that he “had
an unusually good record; in all, I made quite a reputation as a
young pitcher of promise.”

Though some of Matty’s teammates exhibited resentment
toward this college man who was, perhaps, too aristocratic for their
coarse tastes, others suggested to him that he was entitled to ask
Freedman for more than the $1500 a year he was getting. There
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could have been self-interest here, for if Matty’s salary were raised
they may have figured a chain reaction would set in which would
benefit all of them. However, Freedman’s past record revealed no
such flaw of ownerly compassion. (It’s interesting to note, how-
ever, that when the bachelor Freedman died in 1915, he left his
entire estate to charity, with part of his fortune being used to build
a home for indigent millionaires!)

In support of their plea, Matty’s teammates pointed to the fact
that more fans than ever were coming out to see the team on those
days that Matty was scheduled to pitch. They told him that for the
first time in years the team was making money, although it is clear
not one of them had access to Freedman’s bookkeeping.

“My salary of $1500 seemed large to me,” said Matty, “but
they insisted that I shake down Freedman for a good increase.”

Finally, Matty came to the reluctant conclusion that he was
being badly treated by Freedman. Agreeing to consult Freedman on
the matter, he realized the owner was not a likely candidate to
yield under such pressure. Previously, when Freedman had been
badgered by other owners to get out of baseball, he had refused to
be intimidated by them. So it seemed unlikely that an individual
player like Matty could do the trick. However, when Matty spoke
up in Freedman’s office, he was astoundingly rewarded with two
new suits of clothes, “which I needed and which was a substantial
item, from my point of view.” In addition, Freedman promised Matty
a $500 bonus. When a future contract came under discussion, Matty
was primed to ask for $5000, the sum that other players had sug-
gested that he ask for.

“When I opened my mouth to say $5000, the words just re-
fused to come,”” said Matty. “I felt in my soul that no such a sum
of money existed. Gripping my arms on the chair for support, I said
in as firm a tone as I could command: $3500.”

Freedman probably had visions of $5000 as a demand, for he
immediately called for one of his clerks to bring him a contract
form. Promptly he signed it—for $3500. With such a contract un-
der his belt, Matty couldn’t flirt any longer with the prospect of
returning to Bucknell to get his degree. He was in for the duration
as a baseball man, for better or worse.

During the winter of 1901 Matty’s arm felt weary, a fact that
he hadn’t been willing to reveal to Freedman. His 336 innings pitched
at the age of 21 had obviously taken their toll. “Like most young
pitchers,” he later explained, “I invariably used all the strength that
I had, regardless of the score or the stage of the game. I was haunted
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by the idea that the arm would never get into shape again.” (In the
future, because of the lesson he’d learned, Matty would hoard his
strength, rarely going all out, except when he had to, in the clinch.)

As the 1902 season approached, players, owners, and managers
in both leagues became more transient than jumping beans. The
bidding wars saw salaries doubled and tripled; loyalty to a team or
organization was virtually non-existent. The Giants began the
campaign with over a dozen new players, none of them of great
distinction. One newspaperman referred to them as ‘““the rankest
apology for a first-class team ever imposed on a major league city.”

As expected, and true to past form, Freedman made his move.
Over the winter, having fired manager Davis, he hired Pittsburgh
second baseman George Smith to take over as playing manager.
Also added to the front office was Horace Fogel, whose credentials
included managing the Indianapolis club into eighth place 15 years
before. Fogel followed that personal achievement by becoming
president of the Philadelphia franchise. Nobody, including Freed-
man, knew precisely what Fogel had been hired to do, although he
seemed to be adept at second-guessing from the bench. The players
concluded that they were being managed by both men, proving two
heads could be infinitely worse than one.

Little more than a directionless rabble, the Giants kept on los-
ing and whining. When Dummy Taylor, a deaf-mute right-hander
from Oskaloosa, Kansas, jumped to Cleveland, the team was left
with only one solid pitcher, Matty.

As the team sank to a dismal last, Fogel was anointed by
Freedman as sole manager, with Smith staying on the roster as a
player. Such chaos and near-anarchy even rubbed off on the usually
unassailable Matty.

Several members of the club, now angry about Matty’s salary
and the fact he wasn’t winning regularly (he registered a 13—18
mark during the year, despite eight shutouts), urged Fogel to get
him off the pitcher’s mound and into the outfield. That was tan-
tamount to recruiting John L. Sullivan to desert the saloons and
lead the choir. Heeding such wisdom, Fogel put Matty on first base,
in the outfield, and at shortstop, for half a dozen games. The lead-
ers of the “revolt” threw poorly to Matty at first, causing him to
be pulled off the bag or to be sent embarrassingly into the dirt
scrambling for their tosses. The experiment reaped the expected
result. It failed, and Matty was returned to the pitcher’s box where
he belonged. The only thing that can be remarked about Fogel’s
misuse of Matty was that, as usual, Matty put forth his best efforts.
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When the Giants returned home from a disastrous western trip
of three victories and 12 losses, even the pained editorial writers
took notice. It was the lowest point in the Giants’ history, and the
wrathful Freedman knew something had to be done. Losers of 27
out of 32 games, the club appeared capable of dropping right through
the bottom of the league.

For all of his flaws, Freedman, now taken to barring critical
writers from the clubhouse, always had his ears to the ground. Also
he appeared to have lost his enthusiasm for baseball. In June he
learned that all wasn’t well with John McGraw, Baltimore’s man-
ager. An ongoing dispute between McGraw and Ban Johnson, the
president of the American League, gave Freedman the notion that
possibly McGraw could be pried loose from his moorings in Balti-
more, where he had managed for the past three years and had gained
recognition as one of baseball’s original thinkers. For a decade the
runty McGraw had scrapped, shouted, and schemed his way into
the hearts of Baltimoreans. At the same time he had antagonized
that part of baseball’s world that opposed him on the field. One
day he would spit in an umpire’s face, the next he’d have to be
dragged, kicking and screaming, off an enemy player’s back. Such
behavior didn’t sit well with Johnson, who constantly moralized
about ‘“clean baseball”” and its merits.

Freedman encouraged Brush, who held stock in the Giants for
many years (even while he owned the Reds, in a blatant conflict of
interest that didn’t seem to bother anybody), to set up a secret
meeting with McGraw in Indianapolis. The fact that Brush also
shared an intense distaste for Johnson, going back to the time the
latter had written caustically about him when he was a sports-
writer for Cincinnati’s Commercial Gazette, added to the mutual-
ity of interest between Freedman and himself.

Brush went along with the plan, even insisting that McGraw
arrive in the city by train at dawn so that no prying eyes of the
press would be around to report on the event. A deal was settled in
several hours of conversation, and McGraw returned at once to Bal-
timore.

The next move was up to Freedman, and he seized the mo-
ment. He sent his club secretary to Baltimore to invite McGraw to
New York for another conference. McGraw wasted little time in
accepting the invitation. When the two men met, Freedman was
prepared to offer McGraw almost everything except suzerainty over
the Polo Grounds itself.

“I want you as the manager,” said Freedman, ‘“and you’ll have
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absolute control.” Freedman garnished the offer by telling McGraw
he could also own the concessions. Since McGraw was an old pal
of Harry Stevens, who had control of the Giants’ concessions for
many years, he told Freedman he didn’t want to cut into Stevens’s
livelihood.

Okay, countered Freedman, then it’ll only be the managership
of the Giants. But he threw in another lagniappe, by averring that
he was soon going to sell the club to Brush. That served to con-
vince McGraw to make the move, even though one further detail
remained to be ironed out—the matter of McGraw’s contract with
the Baltimore club.

The Orioles owed McGraw some $7000, money that McGraw
had advanced to pay player salaries at a time when the once-mighty
Baltimore franchise was floundering. Now it was McGraw’s ploy
to ask for his money back, knowing full well that the Baltimore
exchequer was drier than the Sahara. Since Baltimore was incapa-
ble of paying him, McGraw then requested to be released from his
contract. The club granted his request.

McGraw had owned a half-interest in the popular Diamond
Cafe in Baltimore; his old Oriole teammate, Wilbert Robinson,
owned the other half. He sold off his interest to Robinson. While
Johnson denounced McGraw as a traitor to the American League,
the expatriate Oriole then engaged in a vicious disassembling of
the Baltimore roster. Roger Bresnahan, commonly conceded to be
the premier catcher in baseball; Joe McGinnity, who would come
to be known as an Iron Man pitcher; Dan McGann, a first baseman
who was scheduled to relieve Matty of any further responsibility
as an infielder; and Steve Brodie, an outfielder, were all persuaded
to pick up their gloves and leave Baltimore. “This was the most
successful raid on the city of Baltimore since the War of 1812,”
wrote author Noel Hynd of McGraw's guerilla tactics.

The stage was set for McGraw to parade into New York in
triumph, where he would sign a four-year contract to manage the
Giants at $11,000 a year, certainly a princely sum for those times.
(The average player salary in 1900 was scarcely more than $2500,
with stars receiving about $5000). McGraw also promised to be a
player as well as manager, a program that he had followed in Bal-
timore.

Proudly displaying his contract, McGraw issued an uncompro-
mising public insult to Ban Johnson and the Baltimore owners. For
the benefit of excited New Yorkers he added that though the Giants
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“may be out of it this year, they are going to be a club to watch in
the future.”

When McGraw took charge of the Giants on July 17, they were
over 30 games behind the front-running Pittsburgh Pirates and had
already dropped 50 games. The new regime was pressed to act fast—
and that’s just what McGraw did. He asked Freedman for a list of
all the Giant players. There were 23 names on it. Within minutes
McGraw had rudely scratched off nine names with his pencil. “These
guys can be released,” said McGraw. Freedman let out a howl. He
reminded McGraw that these players had cost him $14,000. But
McGraw was unrelenting. “If you keep them, it’ll cost you more,”
he growled. The nine players disappeared from view in short order.

The second act on the McGraw agenda was to immediately
reinstate Christopher Mathewson to his rightful place on the pitch-
er’'s mound. Fogel’s experiment, mocked McGraw, was “sheer in-
sanity . . . any man who did that should be locked up.” Fogel didn’t
go to prison, but he suffered his release within days. John J. Mc-
Graw was indeed in ““absolute control” of the Giants.

Much despised as he was, Freedman, by coaxing McGraw to
New York, had brought New Yorkers, at long last, a brand of base-
ball they thought they deserved.
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MATTY AND
¢ % LITTLE NAPOLEON

THE near-paranoid John Joseph McGraw, as nasty
in victory as in defeat, marched across a decade
of Baltimore glories, like an aggrieved bantam cock. Now, at last,
he had come to New York with a demonic desire to win.

McGraw was born in poverty on April 7, 1873, in the little
Finger Lake town of Truxton, New York, fifteen miles from Syra-
cuse. His father, John, a native of Ireland and a railroad mainte-
nance man, had fought in the Civil War. When McGraw was
12 years old his mother, sister, two brothers, and a 13-year-old
stepsister all died in a diphtheria epidemic. It was a bewildering
succession of events that numbed the head of the family and had
a harsh impact on the youthful John. It isn’t hard to imagine
how these deaths, so closely connected to him, contributed
to the development of McGraw’s character and complex person-
ality.

Adding to father John’s concerns was the fact that his scrawny
son cared more about playing baseball than he did about the Irish
national game of hurling. Yet the only way out of the hard-scrabble
Cattaraugus County farm country was baseball—and the young
McGraw knew that. By the time he was 16, McGraw had taught
himself to swing with a shortened grip, giving him surprising ac-
curacy from the left side of the plate. He also showed increasing
evidence of his pugnacity: he never ducked a brawl, regardless of
how large the enemy or perceived enemy happened to be. “From
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the start McGraw attracted trouble the way tall buildings attract
lightning,” wrote Tom Meany.

In 1890 McGraw got his first job in professional baseball with
Olean in the New York-Pennsylvania League as a third baseman.
He had started out as a pitcher but his skills at the plate caused
his removal to the infield. The next year he played at Wellsville,
New York, getting on base so frequently that he appeared to be
permanently stationed there. With the Wellsville club he joined a
barnstorming trip to Havana, Cuba, where the fans took to his bel-
licosity and aggressiveness. They nicknamed him, oddly, “Yellow
Monkey,” which didn’t please him very much. But for the rest of
his life he had a sincere affection for the Cuban people, though
they existed in a world of tropical foliage and brilliant sun, so for-
eign to his own rural upbringing.

McGraw’s next venue was in Ocala, Florida, where he played
for board, shaving, and washing expenses, plus one cigar a week. In
Cedar Rapids, Iowa, the following year, he found the Illinois-lowa
League to be a hotbed of baseball interest. As Cedar Rapids’ regular
shortstop, he attracted attention all the way across the country to
Baltimore. The Baltimore manager, Bill Barnie, a former stock-
broker, had heard about the exploits of the teenage 120-pounder
from a Cedar Rapids friend. He pressed McGraw to come east to
join the Orioles. McGraw hopped the first train for Baltimore, where
his combative style of play characterized the Orioles club for the
next ten years. In this period McGraw also assumed the captaincy
of the Orioles, further putting his stamp on the ball club.

By 1892 McGraw was earning $200 a month, and within two
years, working under the aegis of Ned Hanlon, one of the highest
paid player-managers in the game, he was judged to be the best
bunter in baseball. Hanlon promoted a brand of “inside baseball”
that featured such new concepts as the hit-and-run, pinch-hitters,
relief pitchers, and “hitting ’'em where they ain’t,”” which McGraw
took to eagerly, ultimately adopting and enhancing these strategies
as the years rolled by.

Considered the fastest, most daring team around, the Orioles
won their first title in 1894, setting off the wildest celebration in
the town’s history. “The entire city was an open house,” wrote
Arthur Mann. The next two years Baltimore won again, dominat-
ing all comers with their trickiness, belligerence, and total dedica-
tion to winning. Along with Captain McGraw there were other early
baseball greats on the team, including the rotund Wilbert Robin-
son, McGraw’s best friend and as passive as McGraw was hyper-
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active. The others were Wee Willie Keeler, Hughey Jennings, Steve
Brodie, and Dan Brouthers. Brodie was immensely durable—some-
thing of an early-day Lou Gehrig—while the mustachioed Brouth-
ers led the league five times in hitting. Keeler was the man who
“hit 'em where they ain’t,”” and he was, indeed, Wee, at 5’4" and
only 140 pounds. Adept at working the hit-and-run with McGraw,
Keeler was a man, like Robinson, who confronted the world with
more cheeriness than McGraw.

Led by McGraw, the Orioles even introduced an element of
terror by filing their spikes before each game, in full view of the
visiting club’s quarters. The tactic was meant to fill the foe with
fear—and loathing, with an ultimate aim of intimidation. Ty Cobb
later adopted the identical strategy in his program to terrorize de-
fending infielders.

In 1899 McGraw’s wife, Minnie, became desperately ill in Bal-
timore. When her appendix ruptured, she died; they had been mar-
ried only two years. Added to the previous tragedies in his family,
this death of a loved one further scarred McGraw’s psyche.

With his attachment to Baltimore, McGraw figured he’d spend
the rest of his playing life in that city. But one morning he woke
up to find that Baltimore’s bosses had traded him to St. Louis, along
with Wilbert Robinson. This second shock, which started off 1900,
occurred just a few months after Minnie’s death and materialized
because the Baltimore franchise had been dumped out of the Na-
tional League due to the interminable baseball wars of the time.

McGraw was depressed going to St. Louis but not so depressed
that he didn’t become an enthusiastic bettor at St. Louis’ race tracks.
Playing with little esprit, he still managed to bat .344, a consider-
ably better average than he maintained at the tracks.

With Ban Johnson putting together a new American League in
1901, once again Baltimore popped up as a key franchise. And there
was John McGraw back in Baltimore town. He hadn’t thought of
his St. Louis contract as binding in any way and by his actions
anticipated the future battles over baseball’s supposedly sacrosanct
reserve clause. Not only was McGraw an Oriole again but, mirabile
dictu, he was also the manager and chief stockholder of the club.
Accused of many crimes and misdemeanors in his career, McGraw
could never be accused of lacking resiliency.

Nor was McGraw a man who, despite his rancid tongue, lacked
a special appeal, for the ladies—refined ones, at that. For some
months he had been courting Blanche Sindall, the comely daughter
of a Baltimore contractor. Blanche’s father had declared the ball-
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player to be a “man of indestructible confidence,” thus lending
wholehearted approval to the union. On January 8, 1902, before a
supportive crowd of Oriole players and Oriole fans, John and Blanche
were married at St. Ann’s Roman Catholic Church in Baltimore.
Hundreds of the curious besieged the church, unaware that within
half a dozen months this local titan and his new bride would be
setting up quarters in New York, O. Henry’s “Baghdad on the Sub-
way.”

With his ascension in July 1902 to his role as manager of the
Giants, McGraw (already dubbed ‘Little Napoleon” by admirers
and detractors, in what amounted to a whopping redundancy) was
in position to become the dominant figure in the baseball world—
with the help, of course, of a pitcher named Mathewson.

There was absolutely nothing in the background or tempera-
ment of either McGraw or Matty to telegraph the fact that over the
next 23 years, following Matty’s first mound appearance and vic-
tory under McGraw—a 2-0, five-hit shutout on July 24—their im-
plausible relationship would blossom. Despite their differences,
Matty was the single ballplayer who defied McGraw’s acerbic ob-
servation that only ““one percent of players are leaders, the other
ninety per cent are followers of women.”

It is difficult to account for the firm ties that developed be-
tween this early twentieth-century odd couple—the well-educated
man of equable disposition, the near-saintly pitcher with suppos-
edly spiritual dimensions, on the brink of canonization in the minds
of fans, press, and players alike, teaming up with his mentor
McGraw, the vitriolic, angry, pot-bellied (in his later years), short-
armed figure always on the verge of an auto-da-fé by a hostile out-
side world.

McGraw’s wife, Blanche, once said about her husband John that
“life without baseball had little meaning for him . . . it was his
meat, drink, dream, his blood and breath, his very reason for exis-
tence.”

Matty, on the other hand, was certainly not that one-
dimensional. He was a man of eclectic interests and tastes, who
read books, played checkers, chess, and bridge at a championship
level, and was capable of writing colorful, descriptive, declarative
sentences. Yet he did share with McGraw a tremendous love of
baseball and a burning desire to win.

Was it the fact that from the first summer of their association
McGraw’s shrewd instincts told him that Matty was going to be
the key to the team’s success? Thus, he had to nourish and culti-
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vate their relationship. The mind and character of Matty fascinated
McGraw, who under ordinary circumstances might have been ex-
pected to be repelled by it. Did McGraw, who never had a son,
think of himself as a surrogate father to Christy?

Was it possible that Matty, who was sometimes unfairly por-
trayed as a prig, enjoyed the rough edges and unvarnished enthusi-
asm of McGraw? “McGraw leaps in the air, kicks his heels to-
gether, claps his mitt, shouts at the umpire, runs in and pats the
next batter on the back, and says something to the pitcher. . . the
whole atmosphere inside the park is changed in a minute . . .
the little actor on the third base coaching line is the cause of the
change,” is how Matty described the catalytic role that McGraw
played on a baseball diamond. {The Matty-McGraw alliance could
never have evolved had Matty’s contract, signed in the off-season
of 1902 with the St. Louis Browns, not been reassigned at a Cincin-
nati peace pact in January 1903 between the two squabbling leagues.
Many stars, including Lajoie, Keeler, Ed Delahanty, Norman Elber-
feld, and Sam Crawford, feeling the American League was a better
roosting place to make money, signed with American League clubs,
as did Matty. Still with a tail-end club in 1902, Matty was also
searching for greener fields. “One can imagine the change in the
fortunes of John McGraw, the Giants, the Browns and Mathewson
if he’d been awarded to the Browns, instead of being returned to
New York,” wrote Fred Lieb.)

This mutual admiration between the two men was subse-
quently reinforced by a warm and intimate relationship between
Blanche McGraw and Jane Mathewson, who married Christy in
Lewisburg on March 4, 1903, right before the Giants set up their
spring training camp in Savannah, Georgia.

In the winter of his third year at Bucknell Matty had started
to court Jane Stoughton, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Frank C. Stough-
ton of Lewisburg. He had met her at college and fraternity recep-
tions and enjoyed dancing and talking to her. Jane was a lively,
intelligent young woman, who dressed circumspectly, as a Sunday
school teacher should. She had gray eyes and dark brown hair, and
at the time she started to date Matty had only a modest interest in
sports and baseball. Shortly before Matty monopolized her atten-
tion she had been engaged to a former student at Bucknell, who
was a fraternity brother of Matty.

In Lewisburg Jane was regarded as an extremely ‘‘good catch,”
for her family was “society.” In reporting on Matty’s marriage the
local newspaper noted that “Matty’s calls upon Miss Stoughton,
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even in 1900 and 1901, were not frequent enough to cause any
comment and it was not until he left college in March of 1901 to
play baseball with the Norfolk, Virginia team that the busybodies
of the small town regarded his intentions as serious. . . . After
Mathewson joined the New York team in 1901 his visits became
more frequent and last summer it was generally known that he and
Miss Stoughton were engaged . . . the wedding will be one of the
most fashionable of the season and will be attended by 100 guests.
Rev. W. C. Thomas, pastor of the First Presbyterian Church, of
which both Mr. Mathewson and his bride are members, will per-
form the ceremony.”

Matty, still a Baptist before marrying Jane, had only recently
become a member of the Presbyterian Church, due to a solemn
compact he had made with his wife-to-be. She had promised him
that, if he consented to join her church, she would abandon the
Democrats and become a Republican. Who made the greater sacri-
fice is not certain, for Matty was not the most political of persons.
Yet in his neck of the woods many of his family and friends either
were admirers of the progressive Republican Teddy Roosevelt, or
preferred William Howard Taft, a more conservative Republican.

The newly married couple spent their honeymoon at spring
training, unusual in itself, for many married players fancied the
spring period as an escape valve from their wives. However, one of
the wives who did come to Savannah was Blanche McGraw.

In a few weeks the two women, the strait-laced but charming
Jane, and Blanche, her more worldly, outgoing companion, became
close friends. They shopped together at the stores, drank tea late
in the afternoon, while their men were sweating under the Georgia
sun at Forsyth Park, and took long walks down Bull Street. Blanche
was quick to tell John how fond she was of Jane and, since she had
previously spent little time in Christy’s company, she exhibited
great curiosity about the big pitcher. “What kind of a man is he?”
she asked John about Mathewson.

McGraw’s response, strictly in a baseball framework, spoke
worlds about his own values. “Christy looks like a pitcher with
both his head and his arm,”” he said. “You will never have to tell
him anything a second time.”

John then reflected on the prodigious memory that his young
disciple possessed. Christy had ncar-photographic recall, he said,
and played most social games by remembering numbers. In check-
ers and chess, which Matty could play blind-folded, against half a
dozen opponents at a time, or in cards, where he also was able to
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recall all of the cards that had been played, Matty was almost in-
vincible. Such a retentive mind was also of invaluable use on the
diamond, as McGraw, the thinking man’s manager, well knew.
Never before had McGraw come across an athlete capable of re-
membering the precise details and chronology of each ball game,
including all of the pitches he’d thrown and to whom he’d thrown
them. Before long Matty had charted the weaknesses and strengths
of all National League batters. He didn’t take notes, either, for all
of it was nestled in his mind. Between the two men they were able
to reconstruct a ball game, pitch by pitch. If you asked Matty what
pitch he had thrown in a crucial situation in a particular game he
could recall it without a moment’s hesitation.

As close as he turned out to be with Matty, McGraw always
made a determined effort to be impartial in doling out punishment
to players when the situation demanded it. Matty turned out to be
no exception to the autocratic rule of Little Napoleon.

Some years after McGraw took command of the Giants, he
fined Matty $500, a truly large sum in those days, for playing high-
stakes poker with other members of the team. As in everything
else he did, Matty played poker with patience and skill, invariably
coming out a winner. McGraw admired Matty’s persistence at the
card table, but he felt it was bad judgment on Matty’s part to play
a card game against teammates he was bound to beat.

“I'd fine anybody else 25 or 50 dollars,” McGraw explained.
“But Matty should know better, so the fine is 500.”

Matty’s own post-mortem of the event showed an understand-
ing of his manager, even if he didn’t fully appreciate what McGraw
had done. “You may wonder how a man who meant so much to
me—and I to him—could do such a thing,” he said. “The fact is he
fined me 500 and made it stick. I never got it back, either.”

If McGraw could be an unflinching martinet, Matty was aware
of another side of him. There were innumerable occasions when
McGraw bestowed small amounts of cash—tens and twenties—on
players who had performed well in a game. The money was usually
dropped into the mail or surreptitiously slipped into a player’s locker.

In such situations McGraw played no favorites. The gratuity
was designed to improve team morale. Generally, it seemed to work
like a charm, even if some players realized that the money-
dispensing went along with the frequent tongue-lashings and bitter
invective, an activity that McGraw had made into an angry art.

“The club is McGraw,” Matty repeatedly said about his man-
ager. I have seen him go onto ball fields where he is as welcome
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as 2 man with smallpox and I have seen him take all sorts of per-
sonal chances. He just doesn’t know what fear is.”

So as sulphurous as McGraw was, Matty also had an appreci-
ation of what stern stuff the man was made. Whether Matty ap-
proved, without reservation, of the bullying tactics often employed
by McGraw or the marginally legal devices his manager might pull
out of his hat has never been clear. For example, McGraw would
think nothing of trying to impede a runner’s progress from third
base, where McGraw was playing or coaching, by hooking his fin-
gers in the runner’s belt in order to delay the player’s start for home.
It was said McGraw often got away with such strategy, until the
day a base-runner unbuckled his belt before heading for home. The
belt was left dangling in the embarrassed McGraw’s chubby fin-
gers. A good part of the baseball world knew what ““the snarling
little bastard’”” had been up to. But did Matty approve of such un-
sportsmanlike behavior?

Since McGraw literally ran a ball game, from first pitch to last,
as Matty often pointed out, there were occasionally light moments
that could break through the tensions that McGraw himself cre-
ated. “His fingers were always on the pulse of the game,” said Matty.
But sometimes it was McGraw’s nose that got in the way. One day
McGraw was signaling batters to hit away by blowing his nose into
a handkerchief. Since he was nursing a bad cold, McGraw kept
blowing into his hanky, as batters kept chopping at the ball, in
obedience to McGraw’s signal. When McGraw chose to shift to a
bunting game, he couldn’t get his batters to bunt. He had forgotten,
pointed out Matty, that by constantly blowing his nose, he was
giving the wrong signal.

McGraw was probably one of the first managers to employ
psychological intimidation—and see it work. In a post-season se-
ries with the Yankees, the Giants found themselves in a ninth-
inning tie. When the New Yorkers loaded the bases, the Yankee
pitcher, Russ Ford, seemed to be wabbling.

““"Anything might push him over,” wrote Matty. “So McGraw
stopped the game for a moment and whispered into the ear of Al
Bridwell, the Giants’ next batter. ‘'How many quail did you say you
shot when you were hunting last fall,” asked McGraw. Foolish words.
But enough to make Ford wonder what McGraw was saying, what
trick he was up to. Was he telling the batter to get hit? Yes, he
must be. Then Ford did just that—he hit the batter and lost the
game.”’

Admiration for McGraw’s clever ploy emerges from every word
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of Matty’s narrative. Aware of what might be accomplished in such
a mental game, Matty decided he wasn’t very good at it. “I find
talking to batters to disconcert them, disconcerts me almost as much
as it disconcerts the batter. Repartee is not my line, anyway,” he
acknowledged.



©

IN MATTY’S TIME

THE first home that the McGraws rented in New
York was in the Victoria Hotel, at 27th Street
and Broadway, only two blocks from the Giants’ office and a thirty-
minute ride on the Sixth Avenue E1 from Coogan’s Bluff. The area
was pock-marked with theatres, where melodramas and light com-
edies were performed by a new breed of matinee idols. The Mc-
Graws liked the night life, after the long, sunny afternoons at the
Polo Grounds, and John developed friendships with many of the
stage artists of the period.

Will Rogers, the Oklahoma cowboy philosopher, became a pal,
as did the patriotic song-and-dance man George M. Cohan, who
rarely missed a game managed by McGraw. Comic Eddie Foy and
the popular team of Weber and Fields were frequent visitors to the
Polo Grounds; so was actor Willie Collier. When James J. Corbett,
the heavyweight conqueror of John L. Sullivan, tried to be a serious
stage actor, McGraw applauded his efforts. John couldn’t get enough
of De Wolf Hopper’s recitations of ““Casey at the Bat,” and when
Florenz Ziegfeld later produced his first Follies the McGraws were
always on hand in the best seats, watching W. C. Fields or Will
Rogers surrounded by beautiful young women.

However, McGraw wasn’t too selective about all of his friends
or tastes. The gambler and pool-hall hustler, Arnold Rothstein, later
to be implicated in the Black Sox Scandal of 1919, was a “silent
partner” in several pool-hall ventures of McGraw. Rothstein, a
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salesman who had turned to poker and pool, lived in the shadows,
hardly a suitable companion for McGraw—or for anyone else in-
volved in baseball. But McGraw, who loved gambling, race tracks,
and all pitchers over 510", refused to inoculate himself against
such associates. He had few scruples that would keep him away
from gamblers like Rothstein. Doing questionable business with
Rothstein, while maintaining such a close relationship with a man
like Matty, added considerably to McGraw’s enigmatic portrait.

Soon after spring training of 1903 the Mathewsons moved with
the McGraws into a new, furnished ground-floor, seven-room
apartment, at 85th Street and Columbus Avenue, one block from
Central Park. The rent, fifty dollars a month, and expenses for food
and gas, were divided between the couples. It was a sign of in-
creased respect for ballplayers that Matty was given a lease in such
a respectable dwelling. Such a living arrangement between Matty
and his manager was almost unheard-of in baseball—and is, to this
day. It spoke volumes about the compatibility between the two
men and their wives,

“We led normal lives, fed the men well and left them alone to
talk their baseball. Their happiness was our cause,’” wrote Mrs.
McGraw in her memoirs.

Although only thirty years old, McGraw was beset by a num-
ber of injuries that threatened to cut short his active playing career.
In 1902 he had participated in only half of his team’s remaining
games because of a weak left knee. During spring training of 1903
the knee continued to bother him when he tried to slide or pivot.
it made him wonder whether he was going to be reduced only to
managing.

His fears were reinforced during a pre-game batting practice
session at the start of the 1903 season when his nose was struck
hard by a ball thrown in from the outfield by Dummy Taylor, long
one of McGraw’s favorite projects. When the nose hemorrhaged,
McGraw was forced to go to an emergency medical room, even as
Dummy agonized over the mishap. McGraw had been one of the
few men able to communicate successfully with the deaf-mute
pitcher.

McGraw returned to the Polo Grounds before the game the
next day, against the advice of his doctor, then traveled to Phila-
delphia, where the Giants were scheduled to play the Phillies. Mrs.
McGraw had learned that the blow had severed a cartilage in John’s
nose, rupturing an artery, so she deemed it advisable that she go
along with her husband to Philadelphia.
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““No, stay here in New York. I'll be all right,” said John. But
Blanche was adamant about accompanying him on his journey.

If Blanche were to be in Philadelphia with him, McGraw real-
ized that would leave Jane Mathewson all alone in their ground-
floor apartment. In such circumstances, Jane had always been ap-
prehensive about being without Matty. Despite his pain and
discomfort, McGraw ruled——and it was always rule, with him—
that Matty remain behind in the apartment with Jane, even if it
meant that he’d miss a pitching turn in Philadelphia. Morale of his
players was uppermost in McGraw’s mind. He knew well that Matty
would be bound to worry about Jane, all alone in the apartment.
So there was no alternative to his decision.

McGraw, truly a master at understanding other men, never could
master his own behavior quite as well. “The obelisk of splendor,”
as Donald Honig described Matty, had to be dealt with tenderly
but firmly, if McGraw was to reap the untold dividends of his
pitching arm.

Many men like Matty and McGraw thought of New York in
1903 as a harsh, rough place. McGraw’s unruly presence made it
rougher. His own name sparked images of rotten eggs, foul oaths,
and players bent on mayhem. “The Giants of the McGraw era,”
wrote Harry Golden, “represented New York of the brass cuspidor,
that old New York that was still a man’s world before the advent
of the League of Women’s Voters. Those were the days of swinging
doors, of sawdust on the barroom floor’—and, Golden might have
added, swinging fists.

(Larry Doyle, a handsome, strapping kid from the Three-1 League,
came to play second base for McGraw in 1904. In awe of his new
environment, Doyle uttered the immortal phrase that ““it’s great to
be young and to be a Giant.” This was unchallenged Holy Writ
before World War 1. In the 1920s Waite Hoyt, an equally handsome
right-hander for the Yankees, also volunteered that “it’s great to be
young and to be a Yankee.” Even if Waite had stolen Larry’s lines,
both men were speaking the truth, for those were the years when
New York baseball dominated the universe. To be a satellite of
McGraw’s kingdom or to grow up with Babe Ruth & Company
later on was to be part of the greatest baseball show on earth.)

But New York was more than a place where ball clubs and vice
grew, where drunks battled and Tammany Hall reigned over civic
and business affairs with breathtaking insolence. It was also restau-
rants and private ballrooms such as Delmonico’s, Rector’s, Jack’s,
Churchill’s, Dinty Moore’s, and the Waldorf Bar, where self-styled
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society created its fun while most New Yorkers ate at home. It was
the Madison Square Garden roof, designed by the famed architect
Stanford White, who was murdered there one night by a jealous
man named Harry Thaw. Such watering spots, which soon became
favorites of McGraw and Matty, were a symbol of the pulsating
metropolis that outsiders chose to call the ““terrible town.”

For those who damned New York as a dangerous, libertine
mecca, the existence of over 20,000 prostitutes doing steady busi-
ness was ample proof. “It costs a dollar and I've got the room,” was
the universal come-on of the time.

There were dives in Greenwich Village and fancy eating places
and shops along Fifth Avenue. In Hell’s Kitchen you might get your
head bashed in by a member of the Stovepipe Gang. But you could
also dance the night away at the Tivoli, doing the “Turkey Trot,”
“Grizzly Bear” or “Bunny Hug.” Broadway was a wonderful artery
on which to promenade. Everyone was invited, and if you walked
far enough, uptown to the north, you could wind up at the Polo
Grounds.

As prosperity spread throughout the nation, New York was ex-
periencing a building boom. Although the city had no high-rise
apartment houses, the Woolworth Building, with its white-shafted
spires, was in the planning stages to become the tallest skyscraper
in the world.

In 1896 an Ohio Republican, William McKinley, had just been
re-elected President over Democrat William Jennings Bryan, the
populist orator. McKinley’s enticing program stressed a “full din-
ner pail” for all Americans. The Spanish-American War was a brief
adventure, now all but forgotten, while unrest in the Philippines,
with its guerilla insurrection under Emilio Aguinaldo, had been
crushed. China’s Boxer Rebellion was only mistily perceived, if at
all, by most Americans, who preferred reading the latest Sherlock
Holmes tale by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

The working class in bustling New York began toiling in the
early hours of the morning and generally sweated until 9 p.m. Nearly
7 percent of New York’s population was illiterate, and 175,000 peo-
ple couldn’t speak a word of English. Most of the immigrant flow
came from Germany, 20 percent from Ireland, (the swollen number
of immigrants from these two countries was dramatically reflected
by the large cadre of German and Irish players coming into base-
ball), 12 percent from Russia, 11 percent from Italy and 5 percent
from England and Australia. Only 65,000 blacks resided in the city.

The Lower East Side teemed with more than 700,000 Jews, who
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had fled to America from Russian pogroms and the structural anti-
Semitism of other lands. When the first Columbus Day Parade got
under way in 1900 many of the 150,000 Italians in New York joined
the march up Fifth Avenue.

Horse-drawn vehicles moved along at less than 12 miles an
hour, elevated trains screeched their way through Manhattan, and
the first New York subway was noisily under construction, provid-
ing work for thousands of immigrants. Many worked for 20 cents
an hour in a ten-hour-day underground. Central Park refused entry
to cars but in the rest of the city a nine-mile-an-hour speed limit
was imposed. Automobiles were still regarded as expensive instru-
ments of the rich.

Pushcarts crowded Second Avenue, as well as the Lower East
Side. In chic residential areas blacksmiths pounded away in their
shops. “One could often hear white horseshoes being plunged into
a bucket of water,” wrote critic Stanley Kaufmann.

Under the warming rays of the summer sun, children gleefully
rode on carousels that visited their block. Drivers operated the car-
ousels by hand; passengers, at a penny a ride, squealed with delight
as the carousel rode 'round and ‘round. Old men walked through
backyards, with giveaway garments on their backs, crying out to
eager potential buyers, ‘I cash clothes, I cash clothes!”’ Ponies that
could never have run at any racetrack clopped their way through
neighborhoods so that children could have their pictures taken on
the backs of the spavined animals. Italian organ-grinders, assisted
by tiny monkeys, played tunes for street crowds, as people craned
their necks out of windows.

Newspaper extras, shouted in the almost indecipherable phrases
of street hawkers, brought the latest crime and world news to peo-
ple. Most of New York’s banks, retail stores, and offices opened for
half a day on Saturdays, and on Fifth Avenue the omnibus, fed by
gasoline, provided a wonderful perspective for passengers sitting on
the upper deck.

Radio was mainly employed by ships on the high seas, while
the long-distance telephone was a miracle that few had access to,
including the very rich. No airplanes buzzed the skies over New
York, for such machines performed almost exclusively at country
fairs and parade grounds.

Away from the glittering residences and private brownstones,
1,500,000 New Yorkers lived in slums that bred disease and crime.
At restaurants that weren’t meant to serve a “high class’ clientele,
a regular dinner cost 15 cents. A five-cent stein of beer in a nearby
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saloon also entitled anyone to a hard-boiled egg, a chunk of salami,
a salty pickle or a slice of tomato. Sundaes, served up in gaudy ice-
cream parlors lit by Tiffany lamps, were more popular than any
other delectation.

In the winter men planted derbies on their heads, in summer
they substituted straw hats. At night, if women went formal, they
partially exposed their bosoms, much in the manner of the chesty
singer and actress Lillian Russell. During the day the ladies wore
shirtwaists, with long skirts and uncomfortable high collars. Even
in sweltering weather it wasn’t proper for men to remove their
vests—but jackets could come off in offices. Many men grew han-
dlebar mustaches, a la John L. Sullivan.

Robert Moses, the planner who would one day shape New York
to his own specifications, was of bar mitzvah age as the century
turned, while Babe Ruth, who would soon shape baseball to his
specifications, was only five years old. Franklin D. Roosevelt, at
18, was a humdrum student at Harvard. Jimmy Walker, later a hell-
raising, song-writing mayor of New York, was 19 and refereeing
prizefights at a Hudson Street bar. His reformer counterpart, Fior-
ello LaGuardia, was an 18-year-old clerk.

The loudest evangelistic noise in the country was being emit-
ted by Billy Sunday, a former outfielder for the Chicago White
Stockings and Pittsburgh Pirates. As a player Sunday attributed all
of his base hits and catches to the Lord. He was born in an Iowa
log cabin and was the son of a soldier in the Union Army.

By the time Matty reached the big leagues, Sunday’s playing
career was over. But Sunday went on to spearhead the Prohibition-
ist movement and preach, until he was hoarse, against the perni-
cious evil of Sunday baseball—an issue on which Matty agreed with
him. (It was ironic that Sunday’s name was not an invention, con-
sidering his crusade.) There were others who went along with the
Sunday baseball decree. One of them, Carl Mays, the sour-
tempered submarining pitcher, was the son of a Methodist minis-
ter. Mays later won reverse fame by killing Cleveland’s Ray Chap-
man with a pitched ball.

“I promised my parents that I would never pitch on Sunday,”
said Matty, even after he won fame with the Giants. He never vi-
olated that promise, but, in time, as the needs of commerce inter-
vened, Matty became less rigid about his position. He was not out
to inflict his self-righteousness on others.

““At the outset of my career I honestly believed that playing
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Sunday baseball was wrong,” he said. “In the years that have passed
I have naturally changed my views on many matters. New York
has a much wider horizon than Factoryville. There is much to be
said in favor of allowing the laboring man his only opportunity to
g0 to a baseball game on Sunday. My main argument now will be
on behalf of the player that he would be allowed one day in seven
to call his own. This is another matter that every man must decide
for himself.”

With or without Mathewson on Sunday, the Polo Grounds be-
came the place to be in New York. Almost from the moment
McGraw made his first appearance in his baggy trousers with the
black pinstripes, the baseball worshippers flocked to the quaint ball
park next to the shimmering Harlem River.

From 1883, when the Giants were the eighteenth club sanc-
tioned for play in the National League, the team had shifted its
home base from Staten Island to Jersey City, then to Brooklyn.
However, most of the time the club played on a field adjoining the
northeast corner of Central Park, on 110th Street, off Fifth Avenue.
Polo actually was played there at that time, mainly by the social
clubs of the New York Herald’s multimillionaire James Gordon
Bennett. As the horses romped, rich, proud gentlemen decked out
in striped trousers watched the exotic activity from under their
silk hats.

When the plotters at City Hall decided to kick the Giants out
of their Fifth Avenue home because, they said, a traffic circle at
that corner was a necessity, John B. Day, then the Giants’ owner,
leased a grassy meadow uptown at 155th Street. At the time this
site was called Coogan’s Hollow, named after James Coogan, a
prominent merchant who became Manhattan’s first borough pres-
ident in 1899.

In April 1891 the Giants played for the first time at their Coo-
gan’s Hollow location, and, though polo was never played there,
the original name of the Polo Grounds stuck. Nobody ever lobbied
to change it.

As first constructed the Polo Grounds was a four-story ball park,
with wood, concrete, and steel grandstands painted green. Home
plate was directly under the cliff of Coogan’s Bluff. The playing
field itself was almost two hundred yards long, featuring a cruel
expanse in center field that was mischievously designed to foil the
efforts of those hitters not inclined to pull the ball toward the
beckoning right-field stands (257 feet away and 10 feet, 7% inches
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high), or to left-field {279 feet away and 16 feet, 10 inches high).
Such asymmetrical dimensions, an absurdity to some, glorious to
others, might frustrate even the finest of batsmen.

There were tiny bleachers on the left and right side of the cen-
ter-field area, but, for these most fervent of Giant fans, there was
no individual seating. It was first come, first served. Those who
couldn’t raise the price of a bleacher seat were welcome to climb
to the top of Coogan’s Bluff, where it was possible to get a clear
view of second base and not much else, while perched on rocks,
dirt, and grass.

The upper left-field deck hung over the lower deck by some 30
feet, an unusual projection and one that would play a singular role
in the subsequent history of the team half a century later, when
Bobby Thomson hit his famous home run.

When first built the park had about 16,000 seats, not counting
the views of those who saw the proceedings from their horse-and-
carriages stationed behind ropes in center field. In a few years seat-
ing capacity was enlarged to 23,000, mainly by adding single-deck
bleachers in the outfield.

If one were up in a balloon looking down at the Polo Grounds,
as it sat on the west bank of the Harlem, the park had more the
appearance of an enormous outdoor green bathtub than a ballfield.
Certainly it looked a good deal less like a ball park than Yankee
Stadium, which, in 1923, became its rival in the Bronx, on the right
bank of the Harlem.
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THE RISE OF
THE GIANTS

N 1903 Matty won 30 games for the Giants, al-

most three times as many games as participated

in by McGraw during the year. Matty became the second major-

league pitcher—Cy Young did it first for the Red Sox in 1901—to

win 30 or more games. Included among the 30 wins were eight

straight victories over Pittsburgh, the team that won the National

League pennant in 1903, with a lineup that included the great Honus
Wagner at shortstop.

In accomplishing his feat Matty pitched 367 innings and walked
100 batters. The latter figure, good for most pitchers, but not that
good for a Christy Mathewson, was the last time he’d ever yield
anything close to that number. For it had become clear that among
all of his skills on the mound, precision control was Matty’s chief
asset, aside from the inscrutable fadeaway.

Curiously, even as a 30-game winner, Matty was still not yet
the dominant pitcher on the club. That distinction fell to Joseph
Jerome “Iron Man” McGinnity, who had come by his nickname
even before he pitched two double-headers in the uniform of the
Baltimore Orioles, winning one and splitting the other. Having
worked in an iron foundry where he grew up in Rock Island, 11li-
nois, McGinnity was tagged Iron Man early in his life.

Weighing over 210 pounds, McGinnity loved to pitch, whether
in starting roles or relief. McGraw lost no time prying McGinnity
loose from the Orioles. In August 1903, McGinnity pitched both

855
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ends of double-headers on three occasions, winning all six games.
When he licked the Phillies twice on the last day of August, the
New York Times reported that he did “the double job in three hours
and three minutes and at the end showed no signs of fatigue—in
fact he seemed fresh enough for a third contest if that were neces-
sary.”

If anything, McGinnity, with his 31-20 record in 1903, was
more durable than Matty, as he hurled 434 innings, a record that
remains to this day. (Matty worked almost as often as McGinnity,
but on one occasion during the year he protested to McGraw when
called on to pitch with only two days’ rest. Bowerman, his catcher,
supported him in his polite revolt—and McGraw gave in to him.)
Ten years older than Matty, McGinnity was in every way Mc-
Graw'’s kind of pitcher: tall, husky, willing, a workhorse. In the off-
season he ran a saloon, which didn’t lose him many points with
his manager, for McGraw didn’t mind his players hanging around
beer gardens, as long as it was confined to the winter months.

Of the 139 games that the Giants played in 1903, Matty and
McGinnity appeared in 100, winning 61 of them, a higher total by
13 than the team had won the previous year. Their pitching, along
with a more respectable lineup, including catcher Roger Bresnahan,
George Browne, an infielder purchased from Philadelphia, and a
bargain-basement second baseman Billy Gilbert, who had been re-
leased outright by Baltimore, rocketed the Giants into second place
behind the Pirates. The fact, too, that Andrew Freedman, having
sold the team to John T. Brush, was no longer a presence in the
front office also made the fans and players happier. This became
evident as the season progressed, for crowds flocked to the Polo
Grounds—sometimes as many as 30,000—to see McGraw’s revivi-
fied crew. On the road, too, the message of McGraw, Matty &
Company was getting through, as the club became a compelling
gate attraction. In no time at all, as the Giants started to win, and
as McGraw fumed and argued on the field, fans on foreign territory
came to boo and hiss the New York villains. Inevitably, as the years
went by, the Giants became the team to hate. Matty himself, how-
ever, was rarely the focus of such dislike.

Matty and McGinnity were on the mound so often that many
believed they were the only pitchers that McGraw had. That wasn’t
true, for the Giants also had the creditable Dummy Taylor, Jack
Cronin, and Roscoe Miller, even if those gentlemen contributed
little to the total picture. When fans arrived at the ball park they
expected to see either Matty or McGinnity on the mound. This
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one-two punch frustrated foes and delighted Giant rooters. Mc-
Ginnity’s presence also became doubly important to Matty, for as
much as he already knew about the art of pitching due to his own
work habits and intelligence, there were always other ideas to be
studied and adopted. Matty noticed, for example, how the Iron Man
was a master at conserving his strength during the course of a con-
test. Knowing he would never be able to survive the rugged sched-
ule that he maintained, McGinnity shrewdly paced himself. He al-
ways appeared to have something in reserve when a crucial inning
approached or a key out had to be obtained. Matty appreciated such
strategy and soon made it his own.

As Matty’s popularity grew along with his string of victories,
a nickname was bestowed on him. He’d been known as Husk in
his youth. Until now he was just Matty—but soon they began to
call him “Big Six,”” a name that had considerably more stature than
Doc, Pop, Rube, Muggsy, Wild Bill, or Babe. Those nicknames were
popular at the time, but somehow lacked the dignity that came
with the more arcane sobriquet of Big Six.

The origin of Big Six has long been in question, although var-
ious theories, fanciful and otherwise, have been advanced. Only
one thing is certain: it had nothing to do with his number, for in
Matty’s day ballplayers didn’t have names or numbers inscribed on
the backs of their shirts. That leaves us with several notions about
its derivation, one in particular having to do with Matty’s size.
Ballplayers who were six feet or over, in the early 1900’s, were a
rarity. Matty in the minds of many was a huge guy. “Hey, he’s a
big six, isn’t he, the biggest six you ever saw,” said one sports-
writer of the time. Thus “/Big Six.”

But another sportswriter named Samuel Newhall Crane, who
came out of Springfield, Massachusetts, to work for the Hearst pa-
pers, is generally given more credit in the matter. Sam Crane had
an unsuccessful career from 1880 to 1890 as a player with the Giants,
Detroit, and St. Louis. Finishing up with a lifetime batting average
of .203, it appeared that he might have been batting against Matty
most of the time. Crane noted that in New York there was an an-
tique horse-drawn engine called Big Six, used by the volunteer fire
department, that was effective in dousing out fires. Some said it
could pump more water than Niagara Falls. Since Crane often had
dubbed Matty as a “great flame-thrower,” he carricd the metaphor
a step further by naming him the ‘Big Six of all pitchers.”

However, even as Crane often received credit as a name-thrower,
still another theory suggested that Matty was named after a “‘peer-
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less car’” made by the Matheson Motor Company in Wilkes Barre.
The car went by the name of “/Big Six.”” What has never been too
clear is whether the car was named after Matty, or Matty after the
car.

With Big Six and McGinnity working at full throttle, McGraw
sensed that all that he had to do to make the Giants a winner in
1904 was to plug up a few glaring holes in the infield and outfield.
He acquired Harry “Moose” McCormick, an outfielder, from Phil-
adelphia, bought a third baseman, Art Devlin, like Matty a former
collegian, and gambled by acquiring ““Turkey Mike” Donlin, an
outfielder with a penchant for nightlife that caused his owner, Garry
Herrmann of Cincinnati, to despair of him, even as Donlin batted
.356. Thirty-three-year-old shortstop Bill Dahlen arrived in another
trade from Brooklyn, and Hooks Wiltse, a left-hander without a
single inning of big-league experience, also was signed by the ad-
venturous McGraw.

Having a roster complete to his satisfaction, McGraw, accom-
panied by his wife, Christy, and Jane Mathewson, plus a handful of
other Giants, set sail on The City of Memphis for the coastal voy-
age down to Savannah, again the spring training headquarters for
his team. After only a week in Savannah McGraw transferred his
team to Birmingham, Alabama, an industrial city full of dark clouds,
where the local athletic club had invited the New Yorkers to use
the facilities.

Birmingham was noted, among other things, for a large and
available community of prostitutes, causing Matty to remark that
““any man who would cheat on his wife, would also cheat in base-
ball . . . would such cheaters also betray their country?”” Such
moralizing oozing from another man probably would have whipped
half the club into gales of laughter. But Matty had earned too much
respect from his teammates, even if they managed to reject his ser-
monizing.

During that spring training, McGraw hired a black friend and
admirer, Andrew “Rube’” Foster, as a secret unofficial pitching coach
for Matty. McGraw once wanted to sign Foster, a capable pitcher,
for the Giants, but the suffocatingly bigoted mores of the time pre-
cluded such action. What Foster, only a few years older than Matty,
could have imparted to him in the way of pitching knowledge is
questionable—but several black historians have written that there
was such a relationship. Foster in later years became a prominent
executive in the Negro League.

Returning to New York in April, McGraw at once announced
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that he had ““the best team I've ever led in a pennant race.” The
club, behind Big Six, then lost precious little time persuading the
fans that McGraw was correct. On the April 15 opening day in
Brooklyn’s Washington Park, over 16,000 people, a record for that
park, jammed the stands, despite the fact that snow had been pelt-
ing down since early morning. Matty got off to a two-run lead, then
augmented it with his own run-scoring single. At the end he was a
3-1 victor, the first of 33 triumphs he’d register during 1904. Again
combining with the indefatigable McGinnity, Matty added consid-
erably to his reputation, even as the Iron Man won two more than
he did.

With such overwhelming pitching and a veteran club of 17
players, the Giants were in first place almost from the opening gun.
They had an 18-game winning streak during June and July, winning
53 of their first 71 games. By September they opened up a 15-game
lead, a remarkable turnaround for a team without a single .300 hit-
ter and a club that had been at the bottom of the league in 1902.

By season’s end the Giants captured 106 games, with Matty
and McGinnity responsible for over half that amount. McGraw was
the eternal goad that everyone expected he would be—abusing um-
pires, chastising foes, directing each play from the bench or the
coaching lines (though he did usually permit Matty to call his own
pitches), and keeping the fans in a perpetual state of half-controlled
dementia.

However, there was an episode in 1904 when one of Matty’s
self-prescribed pitches hurt the Giants. It caused McGraw to ob-
ject, despite their cordial relationship, to what Matty had done.

In an early-season game Chicago’s center-fielder, Jimmy Slagle,
a notoriously weak hitter, connected for a home run off Matty. The
blow stunned the pitcher, as well as his manager. The next day
when McGraw got Matty alone he asked what pitch he’d thrown
to Slagle.

““A fast ball,” said Matty.

“Don’t you know that Slagle murders fast balls?’’ asked Mc-
Graw.

“No, I didn’t know,” acknowledged Matty.

“Don’t ever throw one of those things to him again,” said
McGraw.

Presumably Matty never did.

When it was all over Matty was 33-12, with an earned run
average of 2.03. He walked only 78 men, much better than his 100
bases on balls in 1903. However, McGinnity was still the domi-
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nant pitcher of the club, appearing in 408 innings and hurling nine
shut-outs. However, it was the last time he’d ever show the way
to Big Six. As well, it marked the first time that McGinnity con-
fessed to McGraw that his arm felt tired. Coming from this un-
shirking pitcher, such a complaint had to be taken seriously.

Another supercharged episode, in a year full of conquest for
the Giants, was the seething hostility that cascaded from McGraw
and his club toward the Pittsburgh team. Several accusatory stories
appeared in the Pittsburgh press concerning the Giant manager.
““McGraw is loud-mouthed,” ran one newspaper article, ““and the
expressions he uses to occupants of the grandstand are not all within
the bounds of propriety . . . it’s a shame that patrons of the game
should be subjected to such talk.” What was truly surprising was
the scurrilous assault on Matty’s character. He was referred to as
“/Sis,” possibly because of his tenor voice. In addition, he was ac-
cused of using foul and vituperative language. The latter charge
was certainly not impossible. But Matty’s fellow players could have
testified that he rarely used profanity—at least he hadn’t been caught
at it very often.

McGraw threatened to sue, for there was a clause in his three-
year contract against foul language and rowdyism. But it wasn’t
certain who he would sue, for he had loudly blamed Barney Drey-
fuss, the Pirates’ owner, for putting the Pittsburgh writer up to it.
Would he sue Dreyfuss or the journalist? The problem was re-
solved when McGraw decided not to proceed with any litigation.

“T'll handle it myself,” he said. “The newspaper itself isn’t to
blame but some writer behind it, or some other person.”

The McGravian implication was that he’d take it out on Drey-
fuss and the Pirates on the diamond, where such battles could be
joined. In the next few tumultous years, as the Giants reduced the
Pirates to also-rans, he did exactly that.

The matter, which could have been serious, had been so exag-
gerated by the writer—including the uncalled-for attack on Ma-
thewson—that McGraw’s possible suspension or an abrogation of
his contract by Brush was never considered.

When Boston wound up as the winner of the American League
pennant that year, after having beaten the Pirates five games to
three in the World Series of 1903, there were great expectations
about a forthcoming Red Sox—Giants series.

Unfortunately, the intense hatred against the American League’s
Ban Johnson, on the part of both McGraw and Brush, destroyed any
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chances of such a World Series meeting in 1904. There was a sus-
picion that McGraw and his owner nursed fears that the Red Sox
might do to the Giants what they had done to Pittsburgh in 1903.
In addition, McGraw insisted that the Red Sox didn’t belong in the
same World Series ball park with his minions.

“That’s a minor league; why should we play them?”” he asked.
“The Giants would totally outclass them.”

Such McGraw protests were flawed because normally he would
have been pleased to knock the brains out of any other ball club. If
the Red Sox were as mediocre as he said they were, all the Giants
had to do to prove their case was to show up. Such a World Series
could also have provided a perfect showcase for those two sturdy
right-handers, Matty and McGinnity.

The fans wanted the games to go on; the press set up a din for
it; and the players, desiring to earn the extra Series cash, heartily
petitioned for it. Relenting somewhat, McGraw took the matter up
with Brush. But he discovered that his owner was “like a stone
wall.”

The players knew that the resuscitated Giants, drawing over
half a million to the Polo Grounds in 1904, had put a bundle of
money in Brush’s pockets. They wanted some of it back for them-
selves. But Brush’s resistance was based primarily on the fact that
Johnson had put the Highlanders {later to become the Yankees) into
New York as part of the American League. Thus, Brush had him-
self a new, stiff competitor. The Highlanders, ending up second
behind Boston that year, were already threatening to lure custom-
ers away from the Polo Grounds.

Thus, the World Series of 1904 was never played. It was the
last time in the game’s modern history that an owner of a pennant-
winning club could unilaterally kill off the World Series. It wouldn’t
happen again. Thereafter, the Series was played every year on
schedule, becoming the ultimate theatrical moment of every base-
ball season. No autocrat like Brush, no despot like McGraw would
be able to do a thing about it. Baseball’s National Commission
brought a modified peace to the game, outlawing such behavior in
the post-season of 1904.

In order to pick up the extra pocket money that they had lost,
some of the Giants, including Matty, played a barnstorming sched-
ule of exhibitions against a number of corporate and industrial teams.
One such occasion pitted Matty against a club representing the
Ingersoll-Sergeant Drill Company, in Easton, Pennsylvania. It was
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like returning to his home roots, and, though Matty overwhelmed
the Drill Company team, the fans who turned out at the field near
Northampton and 12th Street were impressed that such an icon
would come to visit them.

All of this turmoil meant that Big Six had to wait until 1905
to pitch in his first World Series.



BIG SIX
AT HIS PEAK

E(E many men of his baseball generation, McGraw
was superstitious. He regarded meeting up with
hunchbacks as a good luck omen and believed that passing empty
beer barrels on the way to the ball park was bound to produce div-
idends. (Naturally, on many occasions, he craftily arranged for his
players to encounter such barrels enroute to the Polo Grounds.)

Matty himself once wrote that many players, some on his own
club, would rub the head of ““colored kids for luck.” As barbaric as
such a practice was, ballplayers echoed many of the racial stereo-
types that convulsed the country. In such matters, Matty did not
appear to be an exception. His college education failed to deprive
him of such biases.

However, in most instances, Big Six was practical-minded. He
believed that his brains and preparation could accomplish more than
superstition. More often than not, he was right. But he had one
inhibition on the field: he refused to warm up with his third base-
man, as he waited for his catcher to strap on his paraphernalia. He
became prejudiced against the practice when he first broke in with
New York. “I threw the ball around with my third baseman, then
got knocked out of the box,” recalled Matty, “so I never did it again.”

At the start of the 1905 season Mathewson was forced to abide
by another of McGraw’s superstitions. For some inexplicable rea-
son, McGraw chose to hold Matty out of opening games. There
was little Matty could do about it, for in this case the manager
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could call on McGinnity, who had won more games over the past
two years than had Big Six. So Matty wasn’t on the mound when
a crowd of 25,000 gathered at the Polo Grounds in mid-April to
watch the opening game against Boston. Brush went all out, with
a parade of 16 automobiles carrying the players of both teams from
the Polo Grounds down to Washington Square and back. The Giants
hoisted their 1904 pennant, somewhat tainted by their failure to
play the World Series, and a United States Coast Guard patrol boat,
stationed in the Harlem River for the occasion, fired off a 21-gun
salute. The esteemed ““white hope,” Jim Jeffries, still the heavy-
weight champ, also was on hand to celebrate the event.

Suitably, the Giants romped to victory, 10-1. The season had
started just as McGraw felt it would, for before the campaign began
he brayed that this was probably the best ball club he’d ever man-
aged. At least it lived up to one requirement of McGraw’s: it was
smart, without any “‘slow-thinking players on the roster.”

If the crowds at home were behind McGraw’s scrappers 100
percent, on the road the Giants, with their reputation as bullies
and rowdies, caused enemy fans to be constantly on the edge of
physical retaliation.

McGraw had chosen in 1905 to adopt the full array of intimi-
dating tactics that the Orioles initiated in his days with Baltimore.
With few exceptions his Giants gleefully echoed his ruthless style
of play. There was hardly a pleasant summer afternoon at the ball
park that wasn’t rudely interrupted with fist-fights, threats against
umpires, and a torrent of verbal abuse.

If McGraw could have invented an alibi for stretching the
boundary lines of fair play, it was because he believed the destiny
of each game was in his own hands. Therefore, it was legitimate to
use any measures to win. With such a guiding scripture from the
bench, the gentlemen on the club often wound up on the same side
as the rowdies.

A week after the start of the season, Matty thrust himself into
the middle of an ugly brawl, “just to show that his association
with the old Baltimore crowd had also made a hoodlum out of him,”
taunted one Philadelphia reporter. It was one of the few instances
of Matty’s derelict behavior. But it did point up that he was capable
of losing his temper and that he was tougher than his widely ac-
cepted image.

The incident evolved when Dan McGann of the Giants tried
to score against the Phillies, as catcher Fred Abbott protected home
plate. As Abbott tagged out McGann, the latter emerged from the
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cloud of dust fighting mad. Umpire George Bausewine terminated
the exchange by throwing McGann out of the game, bringing the
red-faced McGraw storming out of the dugout, protesting the um-
pire’s edict. The Philadelphia crowd of 20,000 screamed bloody
vengeance at the hated manager. They demanded that he, too, be
thrown out of the game, if not off the earth. In the spirit of the
occasion, in full view of the spectators, Matty threw a punch that
leveled a lemonade boy who had run on the field during the tu-
mult.

“This brutal blow,”” as a Philadelphia writer described it, was
presumably struck because of a remark that the boy had uttered
about one of the Giant players. The boy’s lip was split, and several
of his teeth were loosened. When the game finally continued the
Giants won, 10-2, further enraging the Philadelphia constituency.
Mobbed in their carriage by several thousand people after the game,
the Giant players were targets of a variety of lethal objects, includ-
ing rocks and bricks. It was some time before the local gendarmes
managed to get the affair under control.

In May, against their now bitter rivals, the Pirates, McGraw
set off another brawl of majestic proportions by baiting a Pirate
pitcher, Mike Lynch, as Lynch ambled by him at the third-base
coaching box. So incensed was Pittsburgh manager Fred Clarke at
McGraw’s incendiary words that he offered on the spot to fight
him. As both clubs prepared for the donnybrook the umpire tried
to tamp down the situation by tossing McGraw out of the game.
Later Matty also got the thumb from umpire Jimmy Johnston after
he ran close to the Pirates bench and struck an orthodox fighting
posture, much like a Police Gazette photo. Supporting the home-
town Giants, the crowd wailed in protest, as Matty was forced to
leave the premises, along with McGraw’s assistant Noisy Bill Clarke,
a former Baltimore player.

One might ponder why McGraw found it necessary to stimu-
late controversy wherever he walked. After all, with Matty, backed
up by a quick-witted, first-rate club, there didn’t seem that much
need for such distractions. But some believed that McGraw’s quick
temper, often following moments of radiant sweetness, was ‘‘care-
fully plotted and perfectly timed, particularly true where the Pi-
rates were concerned,” wrote Frank Graham, who had trailed
McGraw around for years as a New York sports columnist.

Since McGraw regarded the Pirates as his most potent foe, he
chose to make life miserable for them by keeping them off-balance.
Facing this provocation, Fred Clarke had a hard time maintaining
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his equilibrium and was thus a vulnerable target. On the other hand,
the stoic Dutchman Honus Wagner stood up under the barrage nobly;
McGraw was like a fly speck on his itchy shirt. Barney Dreyfuss
was not as equable as Wagner. He could scarcely contain himself,
as McGraw filled the air with insults and mocked his thick accent.

While McGraw strutted around like a petulant peacock, defy-
ing the world, Matty continued to rack up victories, as the Giants
pulled away from the field. On June 13, in 2 mound duel with Mor-
decai ‘“Three-Fingered” Brown—one of many with Brown that Matty
would engage in during his career—Matty pitched his second no-
hitter. This game marked another milestone for him, as he became
the first to pitch two no-hitters in the modern era. The 1-0 perfor-
mance was particularly impressive, coming as it did against the
Cubs, at their home field in Chicago, with their storied infield of
Joe Tinker, Johnny Evers, and Frank Chance, as well as their all-
time catcher, Johnny Kling. In observing Matty, Brown had once
said of him: “I can see him making his lordly entrance onto the
field. He'd always wait until about ten minutes before game time,
then he’d come from the clubhouse across the field in a long linen
duster like auto drivers wore and at every step the crowd would
yell louder and louder.”

The New York Times exulted in Matty’s work that day: “‘He
did wonders with the ball, stopping Frank Selee’s breezy players to
a standstill. Neither run nor hit nor base on balls did he allow and
if his support would have been perfect (there were two Giant er-
rors) he would have tied Cy Young’s record of not permitting an
opponent to reach first base . . . Chicago’s recent successes, com-
bined with the possibility of a row, attracted a big weekly crowd
of 9,000, in spite of the weather, which promised to stop the game
before it had gone far . . . The spectators were obliged to see their
idols look like animated automats of putty, so completely did Ma-
thewson have them faded . . . just twenty-eight men, one more
than the necessary three an inning, faced Matty during the game

. only once did the Chicagoans even make a noise like a base
hit, that was when Evers hit a line drive straight into Mike Don-
lin’s hands in the third inning.”

The no-hitter was typical of Matty’s productivity in 1905. He
won 31 out of 39 decisions, the best percentage of his career, and
led the league with an ERA of 1.27. McGinnity’s record was “down”’
to 21 victories, but McGraw had been forewarned that his big pitcher
suffered from arm fatigue. Red Ames also won 22 games, while
Dummy Taylor and Hooks Wiltse each chipped in with 15 victo-
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ries. The Giants’ stolen bases accumulation of 291 reflected Mc-
Graw’s brand of baseball. Yet another story was their meager out-
put of 39 home runs, still high enough to lead the National League
and evidence that the ball, with its hard rubber core, was heavy as
well as dead.

It was ideal for Matty to pitch with such a ball, for there was
no sense throwing your arm out against every batter when it was
unlikely they would crush one out of the park. Base-hits could be
tolerated, as long as the proper strategic pitch could be unleashed
in a pinch. Even if the tiny, crudely made gloves that players wore
permitted more base-runners than a pitcher liked, skilled hurlers
like Matty were at their best when they were threatened.

Matty worked 339 innings in 1905 striking out 206 batters and
walking only 64, about one every five and a half innings. Typically,
few hitters facing Matty were ever rewarded by disputing the strike
zone with him.

The most trouble Matty experienced all year occurred not on
the pitching mound but on a country road in Westchester County.
Christy and Jane often enjoyed riding in their new car, an elegant
$1400 Cadillac featuring several polished brass kerosene lamps and
black leather upholstery. One day the McGraws accepted Matty’s
invitation to join them, after being reassured that a chauffeur would
be behind the wheel. (McGraw trusted Matty’s control as a pitcher
but not as a driver.)

As luck would have it, the chauffeur lost control of the big
touring car, causing the machine to plunge off the dirt road and
into a nearby sand bank. In describing the incident, Mrs. McGraw
said ““they all held their breaths, until Jane waved from a cramped
position in the front seat, informing all parties that she was all
right.” Pregnant at the time, Jane could have been seriously hurt.
The next day she reported that all was well, much to the relief of
all the parties—and certainly to prospective father Christy.

Now it remained for the runaway Giants to sew things up in
the National League, which they did by knocking the Pirates out
of contention in September. They clinched it by beating the Car-
dinals in St. Louis on the first day of October. At the end the Pi-
rates, hazed all summer by McGraw, trailed the Giants by nine
games, as the Giants captured 105 wins against 48 defeats.

For the second straight year the Giants had won the flag. This
time, they did not walk off in a pique over the prospect of having
to play an American League team in the World Series, in this case
Connie Mack’s Philadelphia Athletics. For one thing the Giants
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were eager to prove they were the best ball club in existence. For
another, all the players wanted the extra Series money that they
had missed in 1904. Last, but not less important, Brush himself
wanted to add to his exchequer after an already profitable season.
He was smart enough to appreciate that his Giants were now the
most dynamic sports attraction in New York, possibly the country,
and that the forthcoming World Series would underscore the enor-
mous popularity that the game was experiencing. He was confident
that Matty and the Giants would humble a team from a league at
which McGraw continued to scoff. “Just bushers, a bunch of white
elephants,” sniffed McGraw. Now his team would have to certify
that on the field.

This World Series would be the first to be played under Brush’s
rules governing such classics. Administered by a three-man com-
mission consisting of August Herrmann, president of the Cincin-
nati Reds, Harry Pulliam, president of the National League (a man
constantly denounced by McGraw as “Dreyfuss’ employee”’), and
Ban Johnson, president of the American League (still equally de-
spised by McGraw), the Series would be won in a best four-out-of-
seven format. Players on both clubs would share 60 percent of the
total proceeds of only the first four games, presumably to avoid any
disposition on the part of the athletes not to go all out in each
game. The winning team would receive 75 percent, with 25 per-
cent going to the losers.

The fans looked forward eagerly to a clash between the Giants
and the Athletics, even if the Athletics slumped badly in the latter
part of the season as they staggered to the American League pen-
nant. They won only 92 games, 13 less than the Giants, and had
also played four games fewer than the runner-up White Sox, How-
ever, Johnson declared them as champions of the American League.

New York and Philadelphia, two of the biggest cities in the
country, were close enough geographically, if not temperamentally,
for their passionate rooters to commute, as the Series migrated from
one locality to another. Two men, accepted as giants of the game,
McGraw and Mack, would direct the clubs, adding to the high drama.
If a poll had been taken most people probably would have ex-
pressed their sentimental preference for the Athletics.

In this confrontation between the gaunt, straw-hatted, starch-
collared Mack, with his reputation for reclusiveness and abhor-
rence of profanity, versus McGraw, regarded as nothing less than a
son of a bitch by most of the baseball world, many would have
come down hard on Philadelphia’s side. However, there were those
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who insisted that Mack was mistakenly regarded as a saint. He
reminded some people, instead, of a banker specializing in foreclo-
sures, even as others emphasized his wisdom and courtliness. Cer-
tainly Mack was vastly different from McGraw, as he steered his
Philadelphia team from a discreet corner of the dugout, inscrutably
wig-wagging a rolled-up program in the direction of his outfielders.
If McGraw needed any more negatives it was said that his players
were scarcely more than marionettes and that his gnarled fingers
had become calloused as he pulled all the strings.

Mack’s lineup for the Series was not exactly a powerhouse, but
it did include some capable players. Ossie Schreckengost, who had
once changed his name to Schreck to accommodate editors and
sportswriters, was a fine catcher. More than that, he took on the
burden of rooming with Rube Waddell, the pitcher whose name
was always preceded by the word “eccentric.” Schreck was no mean
oddball himself, for he had a clause inserted in his contract, at the
request of Waddell, that prohibited him from eating crackers in
bed. Waddell once threatened to leave the club and go into vaude-
ville if Mack refused to enforce the prohibition on Ossie’s eating
habits.

Harry Davis, at first base, had been a clerk before Mack en-
couraged him to sign with the A’s. His eight home runs led the
American League in 1905. The bow-legged Lave Cross played third
base and was the team captain. Socks Seybold, an outfielder with
some home-run power, had come over from Milwaukee, while an-
other outfielder, Topsy Hartsel, added more color to a team hardly
lacking in that quality.

However, it was Mack’s pitching staff that propelled his team
to the top. Under his wing were southpaw Eddie Plank, right-
handers Chief Bender and Andy Coakley, and, of course, Waddell,
as good an American League quartet as could be found. Waddell
was considered the best of them, for the free-spirited pitcher from
Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, had won 26 games, with four saves
during the year, as he compiled an ERA of 1.48. Unfortunately for
the Athletics, Rube would not be available for the World Series.

In a “playful” tussle with Coakley in September, Waddell had
supposedly injured his left arm. In his idea of a joke, Rube had
crushed Coakley’s straw boater over his head while the two were
standing on a Providence, Rhode Island, train platform. Coakley,
crafty enough years later as Columbia’s coach to develop a student
named Lou Gehrig, wasn’t smart enough in this instance to re-
strain himself from wrestling with Mack’s best pitcher. The result
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was that Waddell, often rated by Mack as the greatest pitcher he
ever managed, was forced to sit out the Series.

Rube’s presence was missed to such an extent by his team-
mates that some of them approached Giant players with a business
proposition. Would the Giants care to split 50-50 on the first four
games, they inquired, instead of the 75-25 split that was already
designated by the baseball satraps?

Some of the players actually paired off that way, but when
Coakley was paired off with Matty, Big Six did not find it the most
congenial deal. Let’s see how things go after the first game, Big Six
suggested. Matty was shrewd at more than just checkers and chess.

Meanwhile, rumors were rampant that Rube had been bribed
by gamblers to sit out the Series. In the last days of the season
Mack even accused Waddell of malingering. Rube’s response was
that he’d been pitching in pain for almost a month.

“Tt'd be worse for the team if I pitched,” he argued. ““That would
be better for the gamblers, wouldn’t it, I'm no crook.”

Most folks were inclined to believe Rube. Maybe he liked to
dive off ferry boats or squeeze behind saloon counters to serve beer
on days he was scheduled to pitch. He was a flake, yes. But that
didn’t make him dishonest.

The day before the Series was to start at Philadelphia’s Colum-
bia Park, the A’s showed their insouciance by scheduling an exhi-
bition game against St. John’s of Brooklyn. When Waddell suddenly
announced he might play right field in the exhibition, skeptics took
that to mean that he’d been playing possum all along. Was Mack
about to pull a fast one, despite all the talk about his wounded
southpaw, and start him the following afternoon?

The next day was October 9, and over 18,000 rabid fans squeezed
into a ball park that normally accommodated about 10,000, mostly
bleacher seats. The ground in the outfield was roped off, along with
the farther foul lines; standees paid an extra fifty cents to gain a
slightly better vantage point.

Among the 18,000 were over 500 entertainers, saloon-owners,
gamblers, restaurateurs, prizefighters (including Gentleman Jim
Corbett), and McGraw hangers-on who made the trip from New
York by special train to root for Little Napoleon’s proud boys. George
M. Cohan sang along with the 56-piece Giant band en route.
“Tammany, swamp ’em, swamp ‘em, got that wampum,”’ was the
refrain, connecting the political mahouts of the time with Mec-
Graw’s team.

Columbia Park, located at 29th Street and Columbus Avenue,
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was in a section of Philadelphia known as “Brewerytown.” An aroma
of fermented barley and hops filled the air, along with epithets
against the Giants.

Seeking a psychological advantage, McGraw outfitted his club
with special uniforms for the occasion—coal-black suits with spar-
kling white lettering, white stockings and white box-caps with black
ViSOors.

“I'll never forget the impression we created in Philadelphia,”
McGraw wrote, “and the thrill I got personally when the Giants
trotted out from their dugout in their new uniforms. I have heard
army men say that the snappiest looking outfit is usually made up
of the best fighters. I can well understand that. The effect of being
togged out in snappy uniforms was immediately noticeable among
the players. The Athletics, in their regular season uniforms, ap-
peared dull alongside our players.”

In his new uniform Matty, the starting pitcher in the first game,
looked calmly regal, a blond giant with his muscles taut and tense
under the billowing knickers and top shirt.

Before the game began at three in the afternoon a squadron of
photographers ran on the field, delaying the start of proceedings, in
order to snap pictures of Big Six as he warmed up. Matty was get-
ting accustomed to such attention and seemed to flourish under
such pre-game pressure. The Athletics’ starting pitcher, Eddie Plank,
went about his pre-game preparations with nary a photographer to
bother him.

Then Matty watched casually as McGraw strutted to home plate
to accept a small statue of a white elephant from Lave Cross, as a
rebuke to his remark about Mack having a “white elephant on his
hands.” Surprisingly, McGraw was gracious, as he took the statue,
doffed his cap, made a small bow to the jeering fans, and returned
to the Giants’ dugout. {The A’s already had adopted the white ele-
phant as their symbol.)

When the game began, Plank hit Bresnahan with the first pitch,
sending Giant supporters into a rage. On the other hand, Matty
threw exactly four pitches in the bottom of the inning, disposing
of the first three A’s batters—Hartsel on one pitch, Bristol Lord on
one pitch, and Harry Davis on two pitches. In the second inning it
took only six pitches for Matty to retire the side. Using his big
overhand curve, mixed in with an occasional fadcaway, fastball,
and spitter, Big Six was in complete control. Rarely did he fall be-
hind A’s batters. The worst damage he suffered through five in-
nings was when Seybold rocketed one off his stomach. Matty
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scrambled after the ball to throw Seybold out, then retired to the
bench for minor first aid.

The first Mackman to reach first base was Schreck, whose short
pop into center was dropped by Donlin after some confusion about
who was going to take the ball-—second baseman Billy Gilbert or
shortstop Bill Dahlen. But Matty quickly induced his rival hurler
Plank to bang into a double play. To open the fourth inning the
first legitimate hit off Matty was Hartsel’s liner over second base.
But Hartsel advanced no further, as Matty put the clamps on the
A’s.

With both sides scoreless going into the fifth, Matty, a batter
with more than the usual skills possessed by a pitcher, started things
off by singling into centerfield. After Bresnahan forced Matty at
second base, the catcher stole second and came home as Donlin
grounded one through the left side of the Athletics’ infield. A mighty
roar went up from the 500 Giant fans in Columbia Park and in all
of those taverns back in New York where, via tickers and black-
boards, thousands of viewers received notice of each play little more
than five seconds after it occurred.

The roar became even louder when Sandow Mertes, the left-
fielder, doubled Donlin home with the second run of the inning.
Having a two-run margin to work on, Matty gained confidence as
he rolled along. Schreck’s ground-rule double opened the sixth for
the Athletics, but he could advance only as far as third base, as Big
Six fanned Hartsel and retired Lord on an easy fly ball. Schreck, the
cracker-eater, was the only Athletic to reach third base on Matty
all day.

The Giants added a run in the ninth, helped along by a bunt
from Matty’s bat that advanced Gilbert to second base. Gilbert scored
from there on Bresnahan’s single. The final score of the game was
3-0. Matty’s docket read: no walks, six strikeouts, four hits allowed
(all ground-rule doubles), and, of course, no runs allowed.

The next day the Series traveled to the Polo Grounds. Charles
Albert “Chief’” Bender, Mack’s Chippewa Indian hurler who al-
ways signed his autograph as “Charley Bender’’ as a way of quietly
signaling the world how he felt about his nickname, duplicated
Matty’s 3-0 game. He gave up only four hits, beating McGinnity.

With the Series tied at one game each, it was obvious that,
regardless of how the cynics felt, Waddell would not get to take his
turn on the mound. Instead, Mack announced that Andy Coakley
would work the third game in Philadelphia. When it rained heavily
on the morning of October 11, the two clubs named McGraw and
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Mack’s captain, Lave Cross, to inspect the damp premises. By the
time they made a tour of the field, the sun emerged. But with only
4000 fans in the stands it was mutually decided to call off the game.
By agreement the third contest would still be played in Philadel-
phia, then the next two in New York. With the schedule reshuffled
and an extra day of rest, Matty received an opportunity to start the
third game. It would set up a mismatch, for by this time Matty’s
fadeaway was working as never before. The A’s, having never been
subjected to such a pitch before, were baffled and frustrated by it.

The Giants won, 9-0, as Matty’s teammates clubbed Coakley
for nine runs on nine hits, while taking advantage of four errors.
Under the circumstances, it was remarkable that Coakley pitched
all nine innings on a cold, raw afternoon. Throughout the proceed-
ings the benumbed Philadelphia fans, 11,000 of them, looked on
glumly as Matty pitched his second straight shutout. This time he
loosened up a bit with his bases on balls, finally yielding one, even
hitting one batter. But he struck out eight men. Not a single Ath-
letic reached third base.

Matty had now won two Giant victories on shutouts, both in
hostile Philadelphia territory. With the Series shifting to New York
on Friday and Saturday, the newspapers reported that the momen-
tum was now with the Giants. McGraw was prepared to pitch
McGinnity on Friday in the fourth game. Normally Matty would
pitch again on Sunday, giving him two full days of rest. However,
there would be no Sunday game in New York, due to the prohibi-
tive encyclical against Sunday baseball in both New York and Phil-
adelphia. The only question that remained was whether McGraw
would choose after the Friday game to come back with Matty on
Saturday, after only 24 hours. When McGinnity took a sizzling 1-0
game from Plank at the Polo Grounds on Friday the thirteenth, to
give the Giants a 3-1 edge in games, McGraw chose to go all out
to end it the next day. He might have elected to pitch Dummy
Taylor, thus providing Matty with three full days of rest if the Giants
lost on Saturday. Instead, Matty was McGraw’s choice. Although
he hadn’t worked with one day of rest as a regular habit, Matty had
done it before; McGraw was certain he could do it again.

An overflow crowd of 24,817 flooded the Polo Grounds on Sat-
urday, October 14. Many stood ten deep for hours in the roped-off
portion beneath the fence, along with horse-and-buggy parties parked
there. There was also a scattering of automobiles in the area, packed
with passengers. Fans hung on the fence or sat precariously on the
grandstand roof; some peered at the game through glasses from
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housetops and distant poles. These diehards were confirmed in their
belief that the Giants were the best team in creation. All that re-
mained was to codify the fact that Matty, too, was the best pitcher
in the universe.

As the Giants trotted onto the field, Matty, the last to arrive
(which was his studied practice), received a magnificent reception.
For over a minute the crowd applauded him, yelling for him to
acknowledge their tribute by doffing his cap. Instead, he walked
over to McGinnity and ostentatiously removed Joe’s headgear.
McGinnity returned the compliment. Then Matty waved his arm
at the crowd, as they implored him to “Go get ‘em!”

Up against Matty was Bender. For four innings both pitchers
shut out the opposition. In the fifth inning Bender suddenly lost
control, walking the first two Giant batters, Mertes and Dahlen,
on eight pitches. Devlin’s precise bunt moved them up on the bases.
Gilbert, a clutch hitter throughout this Series, flied deep to left, as
both runners again advanced, with Mertes scoring the first run of
the game.

The way Matty kept mowing down the Athletics, the one run
loomed larger each inning. But in the eighth Bender gave up an
insurance run, with a walk to Matty setting it up. {Matty batted
250 in the Series, better than his team’s batting average of .209.)
Bresnahan walloped one over the crowd in left field for a ground-
rule double, permitting Matty to go to third base. From there Matty
scored the second and final run of the game when Browne’s groun-
der caromed off Bender’s leg. It was only fitting that he should score
the run that placed the game beyond the Athletics’ reach, for he
had been more dominant than any pitcher ever had or ever would
be.

As the A’s came to bat for their final chance in the bottom of
the ninth inning, Matty had already retired the last seven batters
to face him. Now he disposed of Lord on a weak grounder back to
the box. Davis did the same, further dramatizing the futility of bat-
ting against Matty that afternoon. Cross ended it all by grounding
out to Dahlen at short. The last ten A’s had gone down in order. It
took Matty just 95 minutes to capture his third shutout in six days,
giving the Giants their first world title, four games to one.

Now the Polo Grounds rocked with noise, the crowd milling
around for an hour after the game. Hats, umbrellas, canes, and seat
cushions were flung into the air. Fans charged onto the diamond
to carry their heroes to the clubhouse in right center field. From
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their safe vantage point, several Giants appeared on the second floor
of the clubhouse to throw souvenir gloves and caps to fans waiting
below. The band struck up its “Tammany, Tammany’’ victory
march, as fans danced crazily to the song.

But the hero among all heroes—''the man who sparkled like a
diamond in a coal mine,” as Jonathan Yardley has written—was
Matty. He had pitched 27 straight scoreless innings in winning three
shutouts, walked only a single batter, struck out 18 and had a per-
fect 0.00 earned run average. Only one Philadelphian reached third
base over the three games, an astonishing feat of preventive pitch-
ing. Few of those in attendance could recall a difficult play that
Matty’s fielders had been pressed to make. (A jarring note were two
errors Matty himself made, fielding his position.)

The New York Times’s exultant description of the final game
tried to put the deed in perspective. Like everybody else, the jour-
nalist got carried away. Here is how it went:

Geological records show that Vesuvius disturbs the earth and that
seismic demonstrations are felt by the greater number. But if that
doctrine had been promulgated in the vicinity of the Polo Grounds
yesterday, as Christy Mathewson and Roger Bresnahan of the New
York Baseball Club unfurled their victorious yellow banner—The
GIANTS, WORLD’S CHAMPIONS, 1905"—it would have been mini-
mized. For, as volcanoes assert themselves upon the earth’s surface
surely must that deafening, reverberating roar have lifted Manhat-
tan’s soil from its base. . . .

Be it recorded here, New York possesses the pitching marvel of
the century, Christy Mathewson, the Giant slabman, who made the
world’s championship possible for New York . . . he may be legiti-
mately designated as the premier pitching wonder of all baseball rec-
ords. The diamond has known its Clarksons, its Keefes, its Caruth-
ers. Their records radiate. But to Mathewson belongs the palm, for
his almost superhuman accomplishment . . . which will stand for
all pitchers of the future as a mark . . . Baseball New York appreci-
ates this work. That fact was amply demonstrated yesterday when it
gave Mathewson a marvelous vocal panegyric and placed upon his
modest brow a bellowed wreath that evoked only a half-suppressed
smile and bow . . .

Such unstinted praise had rarely been bestowed on any base-
ball player, much less any other human being. Matty now stood
bestride the baseball world, a hero, role model, paragon of the mound,
presumably loved and respected by all those who came in contact
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with him (with the exception of the young lemonade vendor who
went down under his punch.) Even the evil-tempered McGraw was
an admirer of Big Six, wasn’t he?

What’s more, Matty had won money for McGraw, who bet a
cool $500 with those Philadelphia rooters foolish enough to wager
against the great Giant pitcher. Matty also helped each of his Giant
teammates to earn an extra $1,142 in winner’s shares, while the
Philadelphia players settled for the loser’s end of $382 each.

In 1905 Matty was the perfect pitching machine that McGraw
had long envisioned, a man with impeccable control on the mound
and in his private life. As baseball reigned without serious com-
petition from football or basketball, with no television or radio
to carry instant messages of ballplayer triumphs or failures, news-
papers were left with a monopoly on spreading the word of Mat-
ty’s magnificence. If there were warts and flaws in the makeup
of the pitcher, nobody heard about them, or reported their ex-
istence.

A young reporter named Grantland Rice, who would become
one of the most widely read and admired sportswriters of his day,
was 25 years old in 1905, exactly Matty’s age. Rice, covering the
World Series that year for the Atlanta Journal, openly expressed his
amazement at what he’d just witnessed.

“I marvel at what Matty has done,” he wrote. “In those few
days he was the greatest pitcher I've ever seen. I believe he could
have continued to pitch shutouts until Christmas!”’

Later the two men became fast friends, golfing together and
playing poker, checkers, and chess—usually with Matty ending up
on the winning side.

“T got to know him better than any of the other Giants,” said
Rice, the consort of many greats and near-greats of the sports world,
“and he turned out to be as fine a companion as I ever knew.” In
his autobiography Rice provided a revealing insight into the pitch-
ing psychology that helped to place Matty above all others.

“An alibi is sound and needed in all competition,” Matty told
Rice, “I mean in the high-up brackets. One of the foundations of
success in sport is confidence in yourself. So you can'’t afford to
admit that an opponent is better than you are. So, if you lose to
him, there must be a reason—a bad break; you must have an alibi
to show why you lost. If you haven’t one, you must fake one. Your
self-confidence must be maintained. But keep that alibi to yourself.
That’s where it belongs, don’t spread it around. Lose gracefully in
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the open. To yourself, lose bitterly, but learn. You can learn little
from victory. You can learn everything from defeat.”

It should come as no surprise that Matty always regarded his
work in the 1905 World Series as his greatest achievement. Yet,
oddly, he said that the Philadelphia team that he overwhelmed in
‘05 was not as good as other Athletic clubs that he would pitch
against in future years.
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F OLLOWING the canonization of Matty by an
adoring press and fans he looked forward eagerly
to the 1906 season. Jane had given birth during the off-season to
John Christopher Mathewson, bringing further joy to the Mathew-
son household and pleasure to McGraw, who was proud that Mat-
ty’s first-born was named for him.

However, the arrival of the blue-eyed, light-haired Christy Jr.
meant that the close, off-the-field social relationship between the
Mathewsons and McGraws would come temporarily to a halt. “We're
still on speaking terms,” Blanche McGraw said reassuringly. But
before the season began the McGraws moved into quarters at the
Washington Inn, a residential hotel near the Polo Grounds, while
the Mathewsons remained in the furnished apartment which they’d
previously shared with the McGraws. This arrangement permitted
Little Napoleon to engage in his heavy thinking undisturbed by the
caterwauling of Matty’s infant.

On the field, McGraw, with a new three-year contract worth
$15,000 a season under his belt, anticipated smooth sailing for his
team. Blessed with his “pitching machine’”” Matty, plus a truculent,
talented supporting cast—most of them Irish-Americans like him-
self—McGraw boasted that his tcam was too good to be headed off
by Chicago. McGraw'’s celebrity was such that he invested some of
his money in a pool hall on Herald Square with two partners, Jack
Doyle, a gambler, and the well-known jockey Tod Sloan. At the
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midwinter opening of the hall the brilliant young billiards champ
Willie Hoppe was a guest, along with several Giants players. But
Matty begged off on the grounds that he was needed more at home
with Christy Jr.

There were some problems in the Giants’ world. But they didn’t
loom large. Mike Donlin, for one thing, had been thrown into jail
in the off-season for disorderly conduct while under the influence
of alcohol, and for waving a pistol around on a train from New
York City to Troy. After cooling his heels in an Albany jail for a
night, Donlin coughed up the fine and was released in sufficient
time to join his teammates at their Memphis spring training head-
quarters. Other Giants, such as Bill Dahlen, were putting on age,
and McGinnity was showing further reluctance at this stage for
pitching both ends of double-headers. But, on the whole, McGraw
had reason to be hopeful.

As the club marched north from Memphis to start the new
season, McGraw added another touch: he instructed his tailors to
sew ‘“World’s Champions’”’ on the Giants’ shirt-fronts, instead of
“New York.” In case people hadn’t heard about it, of course.

However, the first sign that things were about to turn sour
occurred just as the season got under way. Although the Giants got
off to a good start, they did it without their star pitcher. Matty
came down with what he thought was a cold. Suffering from fever,
chills, and fatigue, he tried to fight it off. When his ailment was
finally diagnosed as diphtheria, it became necessary for him to be
quarantined from his family, as well as teammates.

For three weeks Matty’s health was the subject of constant
concern on the sports pages. After he was hospitalized crowds gath-
ered to hear reports on his progress. Some newspapers published
extras, going so far as to headline the news that: MATTY WALKS!
To appease the curious the hospital presented almost hourly bul-
letins, detailing how high or low Matty’s fever had fluctuated on
that particular day.

McGraw’s fears for his friend Matty were genuine, since he
had seen so many in his own family succumb to the dreadful dis-
ease. Knowing at first-hand that diphtheria could often be fatal, he
maintained daily contact with Jane and the people at the hospital
who were tending to Matty.

After Matty’s successful recovery he rejoined the team, some-
what weaker, and began to win games again. However, other mis-
haps were conspiring to ruin the Giants’ season. Always a source
of trouble for McGraw, Donlin broke his leg sliding against Cincin-
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nati. The injury was especially vexing, for Mike had been leading
the National League in hitting at the time. Making matters worse,
Bresnahan was beaned by a pitched ball, Dan McGann broke his
arm, and Gilbert, only 30, experienced a sharp decline in his bat-
ting. These misfortunes combined with the failure of pitchers
McGinnity, George Wiltse, Leon Ames, and Taylor to fully com-
pensate for Matty’s diminished output. Big Six worked only 266
innings, about 100 less than his norm, while his victory total was
down at 22, admittedly good for any normal pitcher—but not for a
Matty.

Considering the adverse circumstances, Matty’s performance
was heart-warming, for there were those who didn’t expect him to
return so quickly.

The low point in Matty’s year was reached in early June at the
Polo Grounds, when he was the starting pitcher in a 19-0 rout suf-
fered at the hands of the Cubs. He was pounded for nine runs in
the first inning before McGraw showed mercy and removed him.
By his own confession, Matty said, /I was hit as hard as any other
time in my life.” However, he was not the only guilty party in this
massacre, for two other Giant pitchers followed him to the mound,
each with little success.

In musing about his dismal showing that afternoon, Matty said:
““After a disastrous inning of this kind, a pitcher, if left in the box,
is often as good, just as invincible as he was before. I cite this as
one of the most curious phenomena of baseball. Possibly it is only
a sample of the mathematics of the game.”

More curious was the appearance with the Giants of Henry,
Matty’s younger brother by six years. Taller than Christy, at 6’3",
somewhat less bulky but also right-handed, Henry had also done
some pitching in Pennsylvania, in and around Factoryville. Christy
recommended Henry to McGraw for a tryout at a time when the
Cubs were so far in front that it made scarce difference who pitched
for the Giants.

Henry made his ill-fated start in September, as the Giants ended
the season at the Polo Grounds. He pitched a full nine innings,
gave up seven runs, while walking 14 and hitting one batter. Before
the season was over Henry got into one more game, fared little
better and managed to convince McGraw that pitching talent was
hardly an inherited Mathewson characteristic. Although Henry re-
ported to the Giants’ spring training camp in Los Angeles the next
year and appeared in one game during the regular season of 1907,
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he obviously didn’t have the ability to help his brother. However,
he became part of an eternal baseball trivia question: “Which two
pitching brothers won more games than any other brother combi-
nation?”” Henry, of course, contributed a zero to Christy’s 373 vic-
tories.

So the 1906 season came down to a grindingly disappointing
conclusion for the Giants. Under “The Peerless Leader,” Frank
Chance, also their first baseman, the Cubs galloped off with the
National League flag. They took 116 games in a 152-game season,
a major league record to this day. Chance, like his counterpart
McGraw, was a savage driver of men, relentless in pursuit of vic-
tory. Unlike McGraw, Chance was noted for playing ““clean ball,”
although both men inspired great loyalty from their janissaries.

More important, Chance was at the helm of a wonderfully tal-
ented group of ballplayers. The Cubs’ infield of lyric fame—Tinker
to Evers to Chance—was rounded out by a virtually anonymous
third baseman, Harry Steinfeldt. Ironically, Steinfeldt batted .327,
higher than all the others in that storied infield. Chance also had a
first-rate outfield of Frank Schulte, Rabbit Slagle, and Jimmy
Sheckard, plus an all-time catcher in Johnny Kling. The most dom-
inant factor, however, was a pitching staff headed by Ed Reulbach,
Orval Overall, Jack Pfeister, and Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown,
that allowed less than two runs per nine innings.

The most constructive note for the Giants in an otherwise dis-
appointing year was that Bresnahan, still Matty’s catcher, invented
shin guards for catchers, an innovation that caused some of the
more macho players to blush with shame. But others, like Bresna-
han, who had to get behind the bat, welcomed such thoughtful-
ness.

The defeat in 1906, after such rousing success in 1905, made
it apparent to McGraw that he had to make changes on his roster,
replacing several of his aging heroes with fresh talent. True, Matty,
now off the diphtheria anti-toxin that occasionally had caused him
to go weak-kneed the previous year, was still there to be counted
on. But Matty could not do it alone, even if at times it looked like
he might do just that.

One of the changes turned out to be voluntary. Convinced that
he had a budding acting career, Donlin, also newly married to ac-
tress Mabel Hite, threw down the gauntlet to McGraw: for a $600
raise he would consent to a non-alcoholic clause in his contract.
McGraw grouchily refused, contending that his outfielder was trying
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to blackmail him. Turkey Mike proceeded to walk out on the club,
depriving the Giants of a superb batter, when he wasn’t putting in
time at the corner saloon.

“Donlin was born on Memorial Day and has been parading
around ever since,” was how McGraw dismissively summed up his
recalcitrant player.

McGraw called on Dick Kinsella, his one-man scouting staff,
to come up with new faces for the Giants. Kinsella ordinarily made
a living by running a thriving paint shop in Springfield, Illinois. But
he reaped more enjoyment scouring the countryside, in his derby
and high stiff collar, for raw talent on the hoof. One of his recruits
was second baseman Larry Doyle, a gangly, ingenuous 20-year-old
out of the mines of Caseyville, Illinois. The young man had been
playing for Springfield, Illinois, in the Three-I League when Kin-
sella spotted him and passed the word along to McGraw. On Kin-
sella’s say-so the Giants paid $4500 to Springfield for Doyle, an
unheard-of sum for a minor leaguer.

When Doyle reported to the Giants in the midsummer of 1907,
the purchase paid immediate reverse dividends, as Larry commit-
ted five errors in his first game. Oddly, McGraw felt compassion
for Doyle, for he remembered his own faulty play when he first
landed with Baltimore in 1891.

Another Kinsella nominee was 18-year-old Fred Merkle from
Watertown, Wisconsin. McGraw put Merkle at second base late in
the season but then decided the lad was cut out to be a first base-
man. Both Merkle and Doyle, despite their rough indoctrination
period, remained around long enough at the Polo Grounds to be-
come immensely productive and famous.

There were others that McGraw called up: Otis “Doc¢” Cran-
dall came from Cedar Rapids, a club that McGraw had played for
at the start of his career. Doc would become a fine relief pitcher,
often hustling to the rescue of anyone other than Matty, who gen-
erally finished what he started. Buck Herzog, an infielder, was also
added to the Giants’ roster from a Pennsylvania league.

Despite the incipient youth movement and a fast start in 1907,
the Giants failed to be a contending team. By mid-season some
even suspected that McGraw had gotten so tired of losing that he
preferred journeying to the race tracks, where he bet heavily and
often. For a man like McGraw to be accused of losing his ardor for
baseball and his Giants, at the age of 34, was heresy. Yet, there was
some reason to think that he was annoyed by the constant second-
guessing of writers, the mercurial emotions of the fans, and the
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night-crawling of many of his players. They couldn’t all be like
Matty and McGraw knew it. But there were rumors that Roger
Bresnahan was in line to succeed him as manager. That didn't sit
well with McGraw, either.

However, McGraw appreciated that his team, losers of the last
seven games of the season and mired in a fourth-place finish at 82-
71, were better than they appeared to be. He chose to face down
his detractors in 1908. Even if McGinnity was fading and others
were growing older, there was still Matty to lead the way and the
promising youngsters who he knew had the makings of excellent
players.

There was no way that McGraw, under pressure from Brush to
quit looking at horse flesh and get down to business, would back
down from the job at hand.
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N 1908 the search for redemption by McGraw be-

gan by his selection of the little town of Marlin,

Texas, as the Giants’ spring training site. He had soured on Los

Angeles as a training headquarters because he wanted a more spar-

tan environment in which he could supervise his men without dis-
traction.

One of the most literate of sportswriters during Matty’s time,
John Kieran, had described life in spring training camps as a series
of practical jokes. “The camps are crowded with ducks left swim-
ming in bathtubs, young alligators tucked under pillows of unsus-
pecting sleepers and snipe hunts all night long in the hills with
starry-eyed rookies left holding the bag,” Kieran wrote.

But McGraw did not envision Marlin as a stomping grounds
for gags. To begin with, on each training day his players walked
from their hotel to the ball park along railroad tracks that were
nearby. Then they walked back to the Arlington Hotel, which was
about half a mile away. McGraw didn’t care to encourage mineral
baths, which is what Marlin was known for, if known at all. In
fact, he had chosen Marlin, a town of 4000 in north-central Texas,
100 miles south of Dallas, because it was ““out of the way.” A per-
fect place, he figured, to impose stern discipline on the players.
“I'm going to put my heel down good and hard,”” he promised. No-
body had a reason to doubt him.

Also, Texas was far enough away from Manhattan and the rest

84
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of the big-league map for the Giants to be regarded more kindly
there than elsewhere. They were not yet pariahs in that vast cow
country. The proximity of Marlin to larger Texas cities such as
Houston and Fort Worth also assured that on weekends, at least,
crowds would come out to see the Giants play their exhibition
games.

As a youth Matty had viewed spring training as a pleasurable
ritual: “T’d read about the big league clubs going south and used to
think what a grand life it must be. Riding in Pullmans, some pleas-
ant exercise which did not entail the responsibility of a ball game,
and plenty of food, with a little social recreation, were all parts of
my dream. A young ballplayer looks on his first spring training trip
as a stage-struck young woman regards the theatre . . . She thinks
only of the lobster suppers, the applause and the lights and the life,
but nowhere in her dream is there a place for the raucous voice of
the stage manager . . . As actors begin to dread the drudgery of
rehearsing, so do baseball men detest the drill of spring training
. . . What makes me maddest is that the fans up north imagine
that we are having some kind of picnic in Marlin. But my idea of
no setting for a pleasure party is Marlin!”’

Of all the players, added Matty, the pitchers “‘have the hardest
time of any specialists who go into a spring training camp. His
work is of a more routine nature than that which attaches to any
of the other branches of the baseball art . . . it’s nothing but a
steady grind.” Marlin, in particular, complained Matty, had a skinned
diamond, made of dirt, “where the ball gets wingy.”” Little pieces
of the baseball, he continued, were torn loose by contact with the
rough dirt, not at all like the smooth, grass-stained ball prevalent
around the circuit in mid-season,

Even the Southern hospitality of Marlin Springs’ merchants in
setting up barbecues and fish fries for the players at the Falls of the
Brazos, a lovely resort four miles away, didn’t change Matty’s per-
spective about the training ordeal. Furthermore, when Matty dared
to straddle a bronco, he had difficulty sitting down afterward.

The only thing that stood up under the strain was his fade-
away. “He fairly made the ball talk down there,” wrote Sam Crane.
"He had perfect control all spring.”

Regardless of what Matty may have thought about the rigors
of Marlin near the over-heated Gulf of Mexico, McGraw seemed to
have guessed right about the place. For within a couple of months
after the season got under way the Giants found themselves in one
of the most unusual four-team races anyone had ever seen. The
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young fellows on the club—McGraw’s “Kiddie Corps’’ of Crandall,
Merkle, Doyle, Herzog, and Al Bridwell, the shortstop obtained in
an off-season deal with the Boston Braves—were doing splendidly.
Obviously, they hadn’t perished under the withering regimen at
Marlin. The veterans, like Fred Tenney, the 13-year first baseman,
another expatriate from the Braves in the deal involving Bridwell,
were doing well, too. That also included Donlin, back again in the
Giants’ lineup, after his aborted dramatic career. Cy Seymour in
the outfield, Devlin at third, and Bresnahan behind the plate thrived
after the “deprivations’’ of Marlin.

As far as the pitchers were concerned, Ames, McGinnity, Wiltse,
and Taylor, once considered to be declining, began to provide solid
support for Matty.

Big Six knew in 1908 that teams that had once been tempted
to throw away their bats when he strode to the mound had con-
nected more regularly with his pitches in 1907. Now he was out to
prove again that his mere presence could inspire the same fear among
batters as it had earlier in his career. Reports of his pitching death,
he argued, with merit, were grossly exaggerated.

Before the season began Matty experimented with still another
pitch to add to his repertoire. This one was called a “‘dry spitter”
because there simply wasn’t any spit or other foreign substance on
it. Nonetheless, it broke like a spitter, managing to fool several
batters in spring training. The ball floated up to the plate without
much force behind it. Just as the batter prepared to take a healthy
swipe at it, the ball would suddenly waver, then drop dead in the
catcher’s mitt.

“Tt was just like a piece of paper fluttering along and encoun-
tering a puff of wind from the opposite direction,” wrote Sid Mer-
cer in the New York Globe.

The new freak pitch accented the fact that, in an era when the
ball generally acted as if it was water-logged, something could be
done to make it even deader.

Of all the various pitches that Matty had learned to master by
1908, there was his fastball, which sometimes finished with an in-
ward shoot or upward shoot; the slowball, which did not curve or
revolve; the drop curve, often his most successful pitch that could
break abruptly or gradually; the out-curve; the under-hand curve;
the celebrated fadeaway, which Matty preferred to call the falla-
way; and the spitball, a damp pitch used infrequently.

As the National League race got ready for its April opening,
three managers—McGraw, Chance of the Cubs, and Fred Clarke of
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the Pirates—shepherding teams that were expected to be in the
running, issued their predictions.

“We have only one team to beat this year,” said McGraw, “that’s
the Cubs. If we beat that outfit, with our changes in personnel, and
I'm confident we will, New York will get another pennant.”

Chance didn’t even consider the Giants in his pronouncement.
“There’s only one thing for the world’s champs to do this year, and
that’s repeat. We've taken two pennants in a row and there’s noth-
ing to indicate we will not make it three in a row.”

Clarke’s chief concern was that his as yet unsigned shortstop,
Honus Wagner, was still not with the club. “I must admit I'm wor-
ried without Wagner,” said Clarke. “The Dutchman’s decision to
leave may have a very bad effect on the team. Pittsburgh’s team
seems good enough to finish in the first division. As for reaching
the top, I would have hopes if Wagner was with us.” (Several days
later, Wagner got Clarke’s heart pumping regularly again when he
attached his signature to a Pirates contract, assuring the baseball
world that its premier shortstop would be around to have an im-
pact on the pennant struggle. Matty had always found Wagner a
difficult hitter to deal with, one of the few who caused him consis-
tent trouble. The news of Wagner’s return to duty was received
non-committally.)

When the Giants opened their year in Philadelphia on a wind-
blown April 14 before a throaty crowd of 17,000, Matty was on the
mound. The Phillies couldn’t touch him. Until the final inning of
the 3-1 Giant victory, Matty had them buffaloed, fanning some of
the more potent Phillies like Harvard Eddie Grant, Sherry Magee,
and John Titus with ease.

So overwhelming was Matty’s performance that the New York
papers solemnly proclaimed that “this greatest pitcher in the land”
was no longer ““decadent.” The New York Evening Mail suggested
that ““all the medical juice from antitoxing”’ that had been pumped
into Matty to fight diphtheria had gone at last.

Four days later, working on three days of rest, Matty went all
the way to shut out Brooklyn, despite the fact that he badly strained
his ankle covering first base. It had become habitual by now for the
more imaginative writers to invent new metaphors that described
Matty in action. Hype Igoe’s latest, in honor of the win over the
Dodgers, declarcd that Matty stood out “like a crane on an ant
hill.” That was more picturesque than another encomium, at a later
date, that declared that Matty “toyed with the sphere as a cat would
with a ball of yarn.”
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In the Giants’ home opener on April 22 Matty beat Brooklyn
3-2, as 25,000 fans worked themselves into a frenzy over a ball club
that showed signs of being revivified. Public officials estimated that
the crowd was the biggest ever to attend a game at the Polo Grounds.
Long before the game’s start hundreds of fans formed a crescent
around the front of the grandstand, gradually working their way
toward home plate. As a result, many of those sitting in the stands
in the lower section rarely got more than a glimpse of the game.

Brooklyn scored single runs in the fourth and eighth innings,
despite Matty’s brilliance, leaving the Giants one run behind in the
last of the ninth. McGraw sent up Merkle to bat for Matty, with
the pitcher’s acquiescence, for Matty didn’t take kindly to being
removed either for relief pitchers or pinch-hitters. Merkle there-
upon doubled into the crowd in right field, confirming McGraw’s
genius as a manager. With one out and two strikes against him,
Donlin followed with a game-winning home run into the hands of
the bleacherites in right field. The crowd set up such a tumult that
reporters remarked that they’d rarely seen anything like it.

It was often said that Chicago was a city that had gone com-
pletely mad over its baseball club. Nothing else much mattered—
not business, home, or family—when it came to the city’s beloved
Cubs. At downtown bulletin boards, where the games at Chicago’s
West Side Grounds were reproduced in miniature, often as many
as 40,000 people gathered to watch the progress of their Cubs. New
Yorkers hadn’t yet been carried away to this extent by the Giants.
But their enthusiasm was growing daily; it was only a matter of
time before McGraw’s boys would rouse the same kind of support
in their home town.

After a month of the season had gone by, five teams, including
Boston, were bunched together in the National League; Matty hadn’t
yet lost a game; and, as always, McGraw’s temper was rarely under
control. Following a Giants loss to Boston, 7-6, Dan McGann, a
Braves infielder who had been tossed overboard by McGraw after
the 1907 season, searched the lobby of Boston’s Copley Square Ho-
tel for the Giants’ manager. McGann had rammed into a double
play against the Giants that afternoon, causing McGraw to reward
him publicly with the slurring remark that he was ““a damned ice
wagon.”” In baseball language that meant a painfully slow runner.

When McGann finally located his tormentor in the hotel’s bil-
liard room, he threw a punch at him. Within seconds the two flailed
at each other. Happening to be at McGraw’s side, Matty tried to
put a quick halt to the fisticuffs. But before he could separate the
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six-foot, 195-pound McGann from his smaller antagonist, blood was
spilled, both the Kentucky variety (McGann’s) and the New York
variety (McGraw’s). Still fuming, McGraw retreated to his hotel
room, locking the door behind him.

The next day McGraw repaid Matty for his timely interven-
tion. When pitcher Wiltse was yanked out of a game against Bos-
ton, Matty was not sufficiently warmed up in the bullpen to re-
lieve him. So McGraw, announcing himself as the successor to
Wiltse, claimed the customary privilege of five warmup pitches.
After the manager threw one pitch, Matty came jogging onto the
scene, presumably ready to work. (In today’s game McGraw could
not have pulled off such a delaying tactic, for he would have had
to pitch to one batter.) When it came to employing his wits, McGraw
was incomparable. “He should have figured in the tabulated box
score as one of the Giants pitchers,” wrote Sid Mercer of the New
York Globe.

It wasn’t until May 13, in Pittsburgh, that Matty lost his first
game, 5-1, to the Pirates. In what was the fastest game of the sea-
son (85 minutes), Matty was knocked out in the fifth inning.

In the next series, played at Cincinnati, Matty started twice in
three days, and was clobbered each time by the Reds batters. In the
first game the Reds flattened him in two innings. Trying to explain
how such a great hurler could have suffered such a manhandling,
Jack Ryder of the Cincinnati Enguirer facetiously suggested that
Matty’s pre-game checkers playing might have deprived Matty of
his concentration. As the best checkers player in the big leagues,
Matty was occasionally the butt of such silly logic. Imagine, it was
offered, how many games he could win if he didn’t waste his time
and energy on checkers!

Even those New York sportswriters who were hardly detrac-
tors of Matty speculated that over-indulgence in checkers might
account for the downfall of their pitcher. Agonizing about Matty’s
recent losses, McGraw grumbled that “these checkers players come
from near and far at all hours of the day and night and Matty ac-
commodates them all. If he doesn’t cut it out, he’ll go to pieces as
a pitcher.”

Matty didn’t cut it out. Neither did he go to pieces, although
he did lose his next start to Three-Fingered Brown. With this latest
defeat the mourner’s bench was out in full cry. “Poor McGraw,”’
they wailed. “McGinnity is washed up, Wiltse isn’t more than fair,
Ames is too wild, Taylor is too mediocre. Now Matty’s blowing
up, so what’s going to happen to the Giants?”
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On May 29 Matty put their minds at ease with a dazzling 1-0
victory over the Dodgers at Ebbets Field. The “soft mark’’ had been
rejuvenated. McGraw’s pals from Tammany, the boxing world, and
the theatre, the usual suspects such as George M. Cohan, Gentle-
man Jim Corbett, and the rope-swinging Will Rogers, all expressed
relief.

“They say those things about every great man,” said Corbett,
the former heavyweight champion. “They said them about me. They
should learn to lay off Matty.”

There was more ammunition for the nay-sayers when in an
early June game at the Polo Grounds Matty walked two Cards in
succession, an event that occurred as rarely as McGraw tipping his
cap to an umpire. Matty won the game anyway, by 3-2, but the
win didn’t help too much, for the Giants by that time had fallen
behind Chicago, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia. They were
barely ahead of Boston. “The Giants have no chance to finish near
the top,” was Joe Vila’s glum assessment in the New York Sun.
Another writer sadly suggested that Christy had thrown his arm
out in 1905 when he had mystified the Athletics for a week. ““Now
he’s just a poor fellow depending on his fielders,” said this disaf-
fected reporter.

Befitting the mood around the Giants’ clubhouse, McGraw drew
a three-day suspension from National League president Harry Pul-
liam for calling umpire Jimmy Johnston a “piece of cheese.” That
seemed mild to most who had followed McGraw’s verbalizing—
but not to Pulliam. When McGraw’s suspension ended and he was
back in uniform, the Giants met the Cubs in three games in New
York, with the Manager Chance of Chicago sniffing a ripe oppor-
tunity to put his club in front for good. But the Giants suddenly
came to life, taking all three games, one a shutout by Matty. This
feat restored some dignity to the Giants’ cause, as well as launch-
ing them back into a race that had appeared to be settling into a
two-way battle between the Cubs and Pirates.

Continuing their steady advance, the Giants journeyed across
the Brooklyn Bridge to Ebbets Field for a double-header with the
Dodgers. The largest crowd, including a contingent of diehards from
Manbhattan, ever to bulge the confines of the ballpark watched the
New Yorkers walk off with both games. After rescuing Wiltse in
the ninth inning of the first game, Matty went the route in the
second game. “He just breezed along,” wrote the New York Press,
emphasizing that after the first game was over Matty continued to
warm up with Bresnahan between games. Then he took the mound
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again, without a breather, and picked up where he left off in the
first game.

Suspecting that additional transfusions were needed to keep
the Giants in the race, McGraw pried loose a young left-hander
named Richard “Rube” Marquard from the Indianapolis club of the
American Association for $11,000. It was said to be the largest price
ever paid for a minor-league player. Rube Marquard had been nick-
named after Rube Waddell—but was thought to be considerably
more moderate in his habits.

Inevitably, Marquard was tagged as “The $11,000 Beauty.” But,
shortly, he also earned the less affectionate nickname of “$11,000
Lemon,” following several failed starts for the Giants. In time,
however, he became a steady winner for the Giants, strongly com-
plementing Matty.

The other purchase made by McGraw was a catcher, John Tortes
“Chief” Meyers, a Cahuilla Indian who had briefly attended Dart-
mouth College. With St. Paul, in the American Association, Mey-
ers was highly touted, and McGraw dug deep again for $6000 to
add the youngster to the New York roster. A man of dignity and
intelligence, Meyers, like his fellow Indian Albert Bender of the
A’s, loathed the nickname of “Chief,” which was automatically
affixed in the baseball world to people of his heritage. It didn’t take
long for Meyers to become not only an appendage on the field to
Matty but a firm admirer.

In Lawrence Ritter’s book, The Glory of Their Times, Meyers
spoke with great warmth of his pitcher:

What a pitcher he was! The greatest that ever lived. I don’t think he
ever walked a man in his life because of wildness. The only time he
might walk a man was because he was pitching too fine to him, not
letting him get a good ball to hit. But there was never a time he
couldn’t throw the ball over the plate if he wanted to. How we loved
to play for him. We’d break our necks for the guy. If you made an
error behind him or anything of that sort, he’d never get mad or sulk.
He’'d come over and pat you on the back. He had the sweetest, most
gentle nature. Gentle in every way. He was a great checkers player
and could play several men at once. Actually, that’s what made him
a great pitcher—his wonderful retentive memory. Any time you hit
a ball hard off him, you never got a pitch in the same spot again.

From July on the National League race evolved into a three-
club brawl between the Cubs, Giants, and Pirates, even as the
American League chase boiled down to Cleveland, Chicago, and
Detroit. In such a close competition it was not unusual for Matty
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to work on a steady diet of two days’ rest. For example, he beat
Cincinnati 2-1 on July 6 and won by the same score on July 9, with
both games taking place in Cincinnati. Never questioning Mc-
Graw’s use of his right arm, Matty started games and finished them.

On July 7, playing at Chicago, the Giants went ahead 4-1 in
the last of the ninth, with Otis Crandall holding the Cubs at bay.
Then the roof collapsed on the rookie right-hander, as the Cubs
walked three men on base after one out. Matty had been warming
up during the early part of the game. But, feeling that Crandall had
matters under control, he decided to go in to shower and dress.
While he was under the water, the call went out from McGraw for
Matty to rush to the mound. Wet as he was, Matty grabbed some-
body else’s baseball trousers, shirt and stockings. He couldn’t squeeze
his spikes over his wet feet, so he reached for a pair of street shoes.
Forgetting his cap, he sloshed across the field to the mound. By
that time, frantically stalling for Matty’s arrival, McGraw had sent
in McGinnity, who walked in a run, making the score 4-2.

After taking only two warmup pitches and nodding that he
was ready—"Everybody who saw that nod knew that the stuff was
off for Chicago’”—Matty got the second out on a “love tap” to the
infield, as a run scored. With the game in the balance, he fanned
the last Cub batter, cementing a 4-3 Giants victory.

““The next time, damn it,”’ shouted McGraw, “Don’t take your
shower in the middle of a pennant race!”

Two days later, playing before the usual noisy crowd in Chi-
cago, Matty lost a brilliant pitcher’s duel, 1-0, to his nemesis, Three-
Fingered Brown. Brown’s curve balls jerked like a trapped trout on
a hook—but Charles Dryden of the Chicago Tribune insisted that
the defeat for Matty was due to his staying up late the night before
playing checkers. By this time, Matty was getting tired of respond-
ing to such assertions.

Each game in the National League now took on the aspect of
a crisis. On August 4, the Giants swept the Reds at the Polo Grounds
in both games of a doubleheader. The first one went twelve in-
nings, before the Giants pushed a run across to win, 4-3. They won
the second, 4-1. Both victories went to Matty, and nobody regis-
tered any remarks about checkers-playing.

When McGinnity weakened in the ninth inning of the opener,
there was Matty, who had been cooling his heels waiting to start
the second game, trudging in to the mound again to save the game—
which he did. After the Reds tied the score, they never had a chance.
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In the second game Matty showed no sign of the physical strain of
having worked the last three innings of the first game.

Asked a few days later by the New York American how he
thought this hectic race was going to end, Matty said: “I think the
Giants will outgame the Cubs, even if the Cubs are a fast-fielding,
heady, aggressive team . . . the Pirates must be reckoned with, but
they are more or less a one-man organization—without Wagner
they’d have a hard time getting into the first division. Our greatest
chance, I believe, lies in the fact that we’ll finish the season at
home. The encouragement of a big, friendly city is no small factor
in a team’s success.”

On August 10 the largest crowd ever to watch a Monday after-
noon ball game in America—some 20,000—trekked to the Polo
Grounds to watch Matty beat Orval Overall of the Cubs, 3-2. Mon-
day traditionally was recognized as a poor baseball day. Blue Mon-
day, working people called it. But they came to this one, knowing
that Matty would be pitching and the Giants would be very much
in the contest.

But when the Giants lost a doubleheader at St. Louis in mid-
August, with McGinnity and Ames suffering the defeats, McGraw
expressed his frustration. This was no way to challenge the Pirates
and Cubs. However, the next day Matty made things right again,
with a shutout victory over the Cards. With a storm threatening to
curtail the game, and the Giants at bat in the fifth inning, McGraw
encouraged Cy Seymour, who was perched on third base, to steal
home—even though the Card catcher, Bill Ludwig, had the ball in
his hands. Jack Barry, next up, was instructed to strike out as quickly
as possible, in order to complete the half-inning.

“The team is filled with confidence with Matty in the box,”
said the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. The writer, Jim Crusinberry, might
have added that McGraw was also filled with underhanded tricks.
But nobody on the Giants bench was heard to complain, not even
Matty.

The recent double loss to the Cards on a Sunday in St. Louis
once again put in focus the subject of Matty’s scruples about Sun-
day baseball. The “contract” that Matty had made with his mother
before he entered professional baseball still held: he would play
ball for money—but never on Sunday.

Some writers, such as Sam Crane, openly suggested that the
Giants would have a much better chance to win the race if Matty
decided to break his word. “Matty is loyal to the Giants,” wrote
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Crane, "‘but all of his fellow players—and I—wish he would step
into the breach and help out on Sundays. Rivals take advantage of
Matty’s refusal to play on Sunday and crowd in double-headers at
every opportunity. It places McGraw and his team at a disadvan-
tage. If he is thoroughly conscientious, he deserves credit. But is
he?”

Matty was aware of the rumblings about his intransigent stand
on Sunday baseball. He’d also read some of the pot-shots that had
been taken at him about his checkers-playing, as he went from city
to city. When the club reached Cincinnati in late August, several
champion checkers players from the state of Ohio threw out chal-
lenges to him. Invariably, he would accept such proposals, for he
loved such competition, especially against the best. But now he
refused. He agreed that everything should be strictly business on
this trip; too much was at stake.

This switch of position pleased McGraw no end. But the man-
ager was even more delighted when Matty came to him in Chicago
and promised that, if double-headers started to pile up, with one
possibly scheduled for that Sunday, he’d be willing to start in
one of those games. Matty knew that the Giants’ pitching was
thinner than a pencil, and the whispering about McGinnity hinted
that the Iron Man was drained. Except for Matty, there was
no pitcher on the staff who would be able to carry the team
through the last desperate month of the campaign. In the name
of team spirit, he was now willing to abrogate his long-held prin-
ciples.

As the summer wound down, it was impossible to predict how
this most improbable of all pennant disputes would end up. The
Giants found themselves on top on September 1, with a 69-45 re-
cord; Chicago was next with 70-47; and Pittsburgh was third with
69-47. For almost five months the teams had played hopscotch,
causing jubilation, then despair among their supporters. But there
still wasn’t a clue as to who would emerge from all this fighting,
clawing, and fuming,.

Only one fact seemed apparent: without Matty the Giants’
chances would long since have evaporated. He was experiencing
the kind of year that made New York into one vast rooting section
for him—he’d appeared in more than a third of his team’s games,
as a starter or finisher; struck out almost one in five batters; walked
barely more than one hitter a game; threw shutouts in one of every
three victories; and completed over two-thirds of his starts. When
the game was in the balance, he wanted the ball, and McGraw was
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only too eager for him to have it. In 1908 there was only one ap-
propriate word for his work: he was totally dominant.

There were a series of climaxes to this season, the first occur-
ring in a hotly disputed game in Pittsburgh between the Pirates and
Cubs. What happened on that September 4 afternoon was a harbin-
ger of an event that would turn the Giants’ season around, only in
the wrong direction.

In the Pittsburgh home half of the tenth inning, with the score
tied at 0-0 and two out, Manager Clarke of Pittsburgh reached third
base after a single by Warren Gill. Three-Fingered Brown worked
carefully on Honus Wagner, but the shortstop plunked a single into
center field. Clarke came home on the blow, scoring the only run
of the game. But instead of running down to second base and
touching the bag, Gill ran just a few feet toward second, then headed
gleefully for the clubhouse. He figured the game was over.

However, the alert Cub center-fielder, Artie Hofman, picked
up the ball, as it bounced around in the grass, and tossed it quickly
to second baseman Evers, who stepped on second base. Turning to
umpire Hank O’Day, Evers loudly demanded that he declare Gill
out for his failure to touch second base. In Evers’s mind it was a
simple forceout and the “winning run’ was, therefore, nullified.
The besieged O’Day, working alone that day, told Evers he hadn’t
seen the play. Whereupon the scrawny Cub threw a fit that would
have made McGraw jealous. Other Cubs joined in the protest. But
all to no avail. O’Day stood his shaky ground, refusing to invoke
baseball rule 59, which called for a forceout in such a situation.
Embarrassedly acknowledging that Evers’s interpretation of the rule
was correct, O’Day informed him that he was so occupied with the
runner on third and the batter that he failed to note if Gill had
gone into second base. If the play ever came up again, O’Day in-
formed Evers, he’d be aware of it and call it. (When Matty first
came into the league, only one umpire worked the games. Often
when the ump, in this case O’Day, was out of position or blocked
off from a play, Matty was actually asked by umpires for help in
calling the play, for he had a widespread reputation for integrity
and probity.)

An official protest was filed by Cubs owner Charles Murphy
with National League president Pulliam, but the latter refused to
honor the complaint. “I think the public prefers to see games set-
tled on the field and not in this office,”” said Pulliam. The game
went into the record books as a 1-0 Pirates victory, with the Cubs,
at the time, falling unceremoniously into third place.
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As a former pitcher who would spend 35 years as a major-league
umpire listening to the bleats of players and managers, O’Day had
received a jolting wake-up call. The next time, if, indeed, there was
a next time, he’d be sure to be on the alert for negligent base-
runners. That state of mind would come back to haunt the Giants
before the season was over.

After the smoke had cleared from the incident in Pittsburgh,
Matty kept the Giants on the right road with a 1-0 triumph over
the Dodgers at the Polo Grounds. Al Bridwell sent the worried fans—
worried because they feared the game might be called on account
of darkness—home with a single that hurried Seymour across the
plate with the winning run.

“Seldom have two hurlers, Matty and Nap Rucker of the
Dodgers, fought such a gruelling fight,” wrote Bill Kirk in the New
York American. “Rucker pitched a masterly game and only caved
in in the eleventh hour because he was pitted against the greatest
twirler that ever threw a ball.”

A week later Matty beat Brooklyn again, setting up the Na-
tional League standings in this way: New York, 81-46; Chicago,
83-51; Pittsburgh, 82-51. Some clairvoyants already were conced-
ing the flag to the Giants, even as others were sorely disappointed
that McGraw and his hoodlums seemed about to win.

On September 18 in New York, the Giants bowled over the
Pirates in two games, with Matty winning the opener, reinforcing
the observation that he was as safe as the Bank of England. Tension
permeated the atmosphere around New York, even as the sweet
news of the double victory was carried over the bulletins. It was as
if Giant rooters were waiting for painful messages from the bloody
Civil War battlefields of Gettysburg and Antietam.

Neither was the continuing event local, for the World insisted
that “the nation quivered and shook as 18 young men, most of
whom will soon be quietly farming or running a cafe, played two
games of baseball before the greatest throng (40,000) of humanity
ever attracted to a baseball park . . . men talked and gibbered to
themselves, women, forgetting all feminine reserve, leaped up to
cry as tears rolled down their cheeks. ‘Hit the ball, kill it, run,’
they cried, ‘for heaven’s sakes, run!’ "’

But even ““as the nation shook’” the Giants’ momentum stalled
in the next ten days. Matty lost a 2-1 game to Pittsburgh and, in
the process, even lost his temper momentarily when O'Day—al-
ways it was that man O’Day!—called a Pittsburgh player safe at
first on a play that led to the winning run. Matty rushed O’Day,



A Memorable Year 97

voiced his disbelief in the umpire’s judgment, then nearly fell over
in a swoon when he realized O’Day wasn’t kidding.

When the Giants dropped a double-header on September 22 to
the Cubs, 4-3, 2-1, in two fierce games, the Polo Grounds was en-
gulfed in gloom. There were still two more games to be played in
this series with the Cubs. And New Yorkers now dreaded the pros-
pect, even if the contests would be played at home.

Each time in the last two years that the Giants had built new
extensions to the Polo Grounds in order to provide more seating
space, people quickly snapped up tickets. Those who couldn’t
squeeze into the ball park rushed to the city’s newsstands to buy
the latest editions of newspapers that carried the daily running story
of this tense pennant race.

By the afternoon of Wednesday, September 23, the Giants still
led the Cubs by six percentage points. Their chart read 87-50, with
the Cubs at 90-53. The Pirates trailed both with 88-54. The stage
had carefully been set for a game between the Cubs and Giants at
the Polo Grounds that evolved into one of the most controversial
episodes in the sport’s history. Many considered it the most “fa-
mous’’ baseball game ever played. Depending on one’s rooting in-
clinations, it could also have been rated infamous.

Long lines formed at the general admissions gate hours before
the game began. Stores in the great city looked as if they’d been
abandoned due to some freak of nature. Wherever people assem-
bled at taverns, saloons, or barber shops, there was only a single
subject of discussion. Didn’t anyone work in this town?

Everywhere else in the country, in other big-league cities and,
of course, in Chicago, and wherever the wires and papers carried
the baseball message, minds and hearts focused on the event about
to unfold at the Polo Grounds.

As the two teams completed their pre-game practice sessions,
the crowd of over 30,000 stirred impatiently. Now they waited for
McGraw, swelling at the belt line and paying the price for too many
evenings at Dinty Moore’s and Diamond Jim Brady’s, to lead his
charges onto the diamond. As was his calculated custom, Matty
was the last to put in an appearance, fully aware that much of the
drama of the day centered around his own presence. As cheers for
him rumbled from the fans, Matty grinned broadly and removed
his cap, waving it back and forth in semaphore.

Matty’s mound foe was the left-hander Jack Pfiester {real name,
Pfiestenberger), two years older than the Giant pitcher and scarcely
as talented. Yet, since coming to the Cubs in 1906, Pfiester had
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been alarmingly successful against the Giants. So much so that he
became known as “Jack the Giant-Killer.”

Behind the plate was Hank O’Day. But this time he would have
umpiring help from Bob Emslie, assigned to work the bases. When
O’Day took up his position, McGraw snapped at him under his
breath, as he headed for the Giants’ dugout. All umpires were his
natural enemies, even on a day when he could ill afford to antago-
nize those who controlled the drift of a ball game.

Evers opened the contest with a single. But Matty fanned Schulte
to assure there’d be no early damage. Again in the fourth inning,
Evers was a nuisance, as he rapped Matty for another base hit. But
the other Cubs could add little to Evers’s offense. “Players to whom
the Cubs pay all sorts of fancy prices to knock the delivery of most
pitchers,” said the New York World, “where the fielders cannot
get the ball, looked like 30 cents when Matty got through with
them.”

Through four innings, the Giants didn’t fare very well with
Pfiester either. So the score stood at zero for both sides in the fifth
inning when Joe Tinker hit a fadeaway on a line into right center
field. Donlin rushed for the ball, but when he grabbed for it it eluded
his glove. Before Cy Seymour, playing center field, could retrieve
the ball, Tinker sped around third base and headed for home. The
play was close but Tinker slid in safely for the first Cub run. Credited
with a home run, Tinker should have had no more than a double
had the ball been played properly. “This boy—Donlin—should have
been sent home without his supper, if this boy was our boy,” said
the New York Times caustically.

With the crowd restlessly urging their Giants on, the New
Yorkers finally retaliated in the sixth inning. Steinfeldt, ordinarily
a superb third baseman, took Herzog’s bouncer and threw it past
Chance at first base. As Buck chugged into second on the over-
throw, the Polo Grounds came alive. Bresnahan bunted Herzog deftly
over to third base, a tactic that McGraw taught his men until they
almost hated him for it. Then the guilt-ridden Donlin cracked one
through the middle, sending Herzog home with the tying run. Be-
fore the Giants could put together a big inning, Pfiester regained
control of the situation, retiring the next two batters.

As the sixth, seventh, and eighth innings rolled by, Matty was
masterful. The Cubs couldn’t touch him, not even the pesty Evers,
who flailed away at three pitches leading off the ninth. Schulte
struck out, and Chance grounded out. As the Giants came to bat
for their last licks, the crowd begged them to reward Matty with a
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run. All the while, McGraw, from the coacher’s roost outside of
third base, kept up a steady stream of exhortations for his men and
abuse against the enemy.

It was now up to the Giants’ offense to get something going
before darkness could close down the affair. To start the last inning
for the Giants Seymour hit one down to Evers, who made the play
on it for the first out. Devlin, previously foiled by Pfiester’s tosses,
hit one into center field for a single, causing the large crowd to stir.
Moose McCormick tried to bunt twice but hadn’t learned his les-
sons properly from McGraw. He fouled off the ball each time. When
he finally swung away with two strikes on him, McCormick hit a
sharp ground ball to Evers, who threw to Tinker, forcing Devlin.
The return throw to first by Tinker missed nailing McCormick by
a whisker. Chance roared his disapproval of Emslie’s decision, much
as McGraw would have if such a verdict had gone against him. But
Emslie stood his ground.

It was Fred Merkle’s turn to bat. Although he’d played a hand-
ful of games in 1907, when he was just 18, he was still regarded as
an untried kid. He was playing because necessity had forced Mc-
Graw’s hand. Fred Tenney, the Giants’ regular first baseman, had
gotten out of bed that fateful morning with a painful backache and
had trouble picking up his glove. So McGraw inserted Merkle into
the lineup in his first starting assignment of the year. Previously,
Merkle had been used as a fill-in at first, second, and in the out-
field.

The first three times Merkle came to bat that day against
Pfiester he was victimized by the pitcher’s wicked curve balls. Now,
after taking two strikes, Merkle ripped one over Chance’s out-
stretched glove at first base. The ball sliced along the right-field
foul line, an unlikely place for a right-handed batter such as Merkle
to hit. As the crowd screamed in delight, McCormick tore around
second and sped for third. The fans were unprepared for such pro-
duction from Merkle and rewarded him with their screams.

With runners on first and third, the Giants needed only to ad-
vance McCormick 90 feet to present Matty with his victory. Sens-
ing the kill, the crowd urged Bridwell, the next batter, to hit one
safely. A skinny, left-handed batter from Friendship, Ohio, Brid-
well dug in at home plate. Pfiester went into his set position. Then
Bridwell’s bat came around quickly on Pfiester’s low pitch and the
ball skipped right past the pitcher’s box. Pfiester made a game but
futile attempt to halt the ball’s progress into the outfield. At sec-
ond base, umpire Emslie almost somersaulted to avoid getting hit
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by the ball. He never even saw the ball hit the grass beyond the
infield. But McCormick saw it as clearly as he’d ever seen anything
in his baseball life, and he blazed home to score, followed all the
way by McGraw, dancing crazily alongside him every step of the
way.

Merkle had seen the flight of the ball, too. Running several
feet toward second base, he looked across at McCormick halfway
home, then headed for the Giants’ clubhouse behind the bleachers
in right center field. He had instinctively done what almost every
other ballplayer of his time would have done: he didn’t bother
touching second base. In the excitement of the moment, as the
fans flooded the field in their ecstasy, he didn’t recall what had
happened in Pittsburgh 19 days before.

Unfortunately for the Giants, the heads-up Evers, a party to
the brouhaha in Pittsburgh, did. The baseball rule that hadn’t been
enforced against the Pirates was the same one he wanted enforced
now. He knew that if he got the ball that Bridwell had hit he could
make a forceout at second and invalidate the winning run. Spotting
Merkle’s failure to touch second, he raced out to center field and
gestured to Art Hofman to return the ball to him. Hofman chased
after it, then tossed it quickly back to Evers. But his throw went
wild and past Evers toward first base. Iron Man Mc¢Ginnity may or
may not have been a conscientious student of the rule book, but
he had the presence of mind to scoop up the ball. As he did, Tinker
leaped on his back, challenging Iron Man for possession of the prize.
Wrestling loose from Tinker’s grip, McGinnity unleashed a throw
that carried the ball toward the left-field grandstand.

At precisely that moment Matty, unaware of the mad scram-
ble for the ball, was being carried off the field on the shoulders of
the half-crazed crowd. But if someone had chanced to look out at
second base, there was Evers, with a ball in his hands {(where had
he gotten it?), talking and gesticulating, first with Emslie, then
O’Day. Emslie informed Evers he couldn’t possibly have noticed
what Merkle did or did not do at second base because he’d been
too occupied in getting back on his feet and brushing himself off.
However, O’Day, again in the eye of the storm, even if his vantage
point had been from home plate, agreed with Evers that Merkle
had not touched second base. This time O’Day made the call as he
said he’d seen it. Thus, there was a forceout at second and the
winning run didn’t count.

The game should have continued from that point as a 1-1 tie.



Matty, as a little boy, in Factory-
ville. {National Baseball
Library, Cooperstown)

Growing up in the 1880s.
{National Baseball Library,
Cooperstown)




With Bucknell’s football team, Matty (middle row, far left) was an expert
at drop-kicking. (Bucknell University Archives)



One of three sports Matty played at Bucknell was basketball. He’s in the
first row (far left). (Bucknell University Archives)



At the turn of the century Matty (second row, second from right) was a
star pitcher for Bucknell. {(Bucknell University Archives)



Always impeccably tailored,
Matty was handsome enough to
be on the stage. (National Base-
ball Library, Cooperstown]|



Before Jane Stoughton married
Matty in 1903 she was part of
Lewisburg  “high  society.”
(Bucknell University Archives)



The Mathewsons and the McGraws became inseparable friends, even shar-
ing an apartment in New York together. (National Baseball Library,
Cooperstown)



Matty {on right) went to Cuba for spring training with McGraw (far left)
in the early 1900s. (National Baseball Library, Cooperstown]|



During the 1912 Giants—Red Sox World Series Matty posed with his bril-
liant mound rival Smoky Joe Wood (left). (National Baseball Library,
Cooperstown|
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Big Six, in his early years as the Giants’ pitching mainstay. (National
Baseball Library, Cooperstown)
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Christy, Jr. (left) grew up in a world that idolized his father. {National
Baseball Library, Cooperstown)



iy Cobb and Christy Mathewson, Taken at Third World's Sories Game in j Yor)
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Though he never faced Ty Cobb (left) on the diamond, Matty got a chance
at the 1911 World Series to chat with him. {National Baseball Library,
Cooperstown]}



Matty, at the height of his pitching career with the New York Giants.
{Bucknell University Archives)



In 1916 Matty finally won his chance to manage the Cincinnati Reds, after
he left New York. (National Baseball Library, Cooperstown]
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The final mound duel in 1916 between Matty and Three-Finger Brown was
heralded by a poster. [National Baseball Library, Cooperstown)
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Matty served as a Chemical Warfare officer in World War 1. (Note the
misspelling of his last name.) (National Baseball Library, Cooperstown)



111 with tuberculosis, Matty supported himself with a cane in front of his
home in Saranac Lake, New York. (National Baseball Library, Cooperstown)
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But with the crowd celebrating what they thought was a sure Giant
victory—with thousands milling on the field and others heading
joyously for the exits—O’Day realized the game couldn’t possibly
go on. Peremptorily, he ruled that the contest should be called on
account of darkness. Then he made his hasty retreat to remove
himself from sight.

“A flying squadron of police, reinforced by special men,” wrote
the New York Herald, “‘rushed O’Day under the grandstand and
Chance was escorted off the field. Then the mob ran about the
grounds throwing cushions and preparing for O’Day’s reappear-
ance, when it was known that the game might not be given to the
Giants.”

In the next few hours accounts of a Giants’ 2-1 triumph over
the Cubs actually hummed along the telegraph wires and circu-
lated around the country. Indeed, some rumors spread that O’'Day
and Evers had departed from the Polo Grounds still in hot dispute
over the game’s outcome. But few of those present in the Polo
Grounds were aware of exactly what had transpired. What’s more,
they didn’t know what O’Day had purportedly said—or what he
had ruled. Even many of the Giants themselves, who were raising
pleasant hell inside their locker room, with its besmudged win-
dows, unsteady milk stools, and nails that served as uniform-hang-
ers, didn’t know what had happened. Yelling and screaming, a
steaming cauldron of naked young men, they flung good-natured
insults at each other in the time-honored tradition of a team that
has just won itself a close ball game.

In a corner of the rabbit warren sat McGraw, red-faced and
sweaty, his stubby feet plunked across a desktop. Only seconds be-
fore he thought he had owned a victory over the Cubs. Now he
knew better, for one of his loyal front-office aides had just finished
whispering to him that the game had been ruled a tie because Mer-
kle had failed to touch second base. The manager bolted from his
position behind the desk. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“That dirty son of a bitch!” he screamed. “O’Day is trying to
rob us of a game. How the hell did he know Merkle didn’t touch
second? He was at home plate and never saw a damn thing. The
fucking ball was out in center field.”

Little Napoleon’s mouth was an active cannon of obscenities
and threats. If he could have gotten his hands on O’Day at that
moment, he probably would have choked the life out of him. The
irony here was that McGraw, a man who often introduced techni-



102 MATTY

calities and rule books to scheme his way to victory, was now
wailing to the heavens about others who used legalisms to win an
advantage.

There were many who agreed with McGraw. They said that if
Merkle was out at second, it was O’Day’s duty to clear the field
and get on with the tie game. “But Merkle wasn’t out,” McGraw
kept repeating. ““They’re just trying to take a ball game away from
us. There’s no set of fair-minded men in this land who would de-
cide this game against us.” When it came to the fate of his team,
McGraw was always handy with broad generalizations. In this in-
stance, however, he had gotten Matty to support him. “If this game
goes to Chicago, by any trick or argument,” Matty said, with un-
characteristic bitterness, “you can take it from me that if we lose
the pennant thereby, I'll never play pro ball again!”

Matty’s comment recalled to mind the general feeling he had
about umpires. “Many fans look upon umpires,” he said, “as a sort
of necessary evil to the luxury of baseball, like the odor that fol-
lows an automobile.” (A few days later when the tempest had cleared
to a degree, Matty reflected more calmly on the issue. “I don’t be-
lieve Merkle touched second base,” he said, simply. “It could hap-
pen to anyone. There’s no sense eating our hearts out. We'll just
have to beat them again.”)

On the night of the disputed game Pulliam asked O’Day to
meet him at the New York Athletic Club, at Sixth Avenue and
59th Street, where the National League president lived. The um-
pire was assigned the chore of producing a coherent version of what
had occurred. Before midnight O’'Day made the official pronounce-
ment: Merkle was out at second base; the game was thus a tie.

Meanwhile, Pulliam did not issue any further judgment on the
matter. There was no indication from him whether or not the game
should be replayed. He was following the least constructive course
of action, leaving McGraw flirting with apoplexy and putting the
pennant race on hold.

Since the two clubs were scheduled to play again the next day,
Pulliam could have ruled that a double-header was in order. But he
didn’t. Some newspapers actually added a victory to the Giants in
the standings of the teams, while others acknowledged the tie.
Confusion was rampant.

Chance brought his Cubs to the Polo Grounds on September
24 before one o’clock, prepared to resume the previous day’s game.
When the Giants didn’t show up, he crowed that his team should
be awarded a forfeit. But no umpires were around to present the
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Cubs with a triumph. Chance hadn’t really expected to pull off his
gambit. But it was so typical of him, as it was of McGraw, that he
would utilize any trick to help his team win.

By four o’clock that afternoon, when the teams took the field,
the Polo Grounds was aswarm with gnats, which seemed an appro-
priate prop to the madness of the past 24 hours. The 25,000 fans
on hand jangled cow bells, blew horns, and screeched their disdain
for the Cubs and the umpires. In general, they behaved disreputa-
bly enough to warrant the attention of 100 blue-coated policemen,
who were called on to prevent mayhem. ““Seldom has such partisan
feeling been evidenced on a ball field,” declared the New York World.

As for the game, which began in near darkness, the Giants
banged out five runs early to please their vengeful supporters. But
suddenly the Chicagoans pounced on Wiltse in the seventh in-
ning—and again the call went out to Matty, even though he had
pitched those fateful nine innings only the day before. With three
runs already across, Kling prancing off third base, and a descending
mist settling over the field that almost obscured the Giant out-
fielders, Matty went calmly to work. It got so dark that he had to
walk close to the plate to study catcher Bresnahan’s signals. At one
point, a gnat lodged in Matty’s eye, delaying the game. But over-
looking such obstacles, including the failure of Emslie to call the
game on account of darkness, Matty managed to save the day. The
Giants won 5-4 to remain in first place.

Had the Giants continued to play winning baseball, the dis-
puted game would have remained little more than a moot ques-
tion; McGraw’s tantrums also would have ceased.

But heading into the last weeks of the season the New Yorkers
dropped a double-header to the Reds, with Marquard and Mc-
Ginnity the losers on the mound. At this point only Matty and
Ames were able to keep the Giants on an even keel. The schedule
now seemed to look with favor on the Giants’ chances, for they
had eight games left with the Phillies, a team that finished fourth
that year and was out of contention at this point, and three games
with the sixth-place Braves.

The pennant race had grouped the Cubs, Giants, and Pirates
like a tangled ball of yarn. But the Giants could have won without
the Merkle indiscretion had they not fallen under the late-season
spell of the Phillies’ rookie left-hander Harry Coveleski. Three times
in the final week of the season the Giants lost to this young man
out of the coal mine area of Shamokin, Pennsylvania.

The final straw was Coveleski’s win over Matty on October 3.
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With this 3-2 victory over the Giants in the fading days of the cam-
paign, Coveleski dropped McGraw’s men into third place. Was there
a limit, after all, to Matty’s endurance? Had he been called on once
too often by McGraw in this scorching pennant race?

“’No one can stand such constant use and Matty has worked
more than his share,” sadly noted the New York American. “'For
half of the game with the Phillies Matty was the same cool, delib-
erate and unsolvable mystery of yore. Then the great strain told.”

The previous summer Coveleski ({the older brother of Stan
Coveleski, a spitball pitcher who arrived in pro baseball a few years
later) had been hurling for an amateur team in Wildwood, Pennsyl-
vania. When he was brought up early in the 1908 season he’d been
drubbed by the Giants, 14-2. But somehow, in those final days of
the year, he’d learned to master the Giants—after winning only
one other game that season.

On October 4 the Cubs beat the Pirates in Chicago, eliminat-
ing Pittsburgh from the race, before 31,000 wildly cheering Chi-
cago fans. After dumping the Pirates into their coffin, Three-Fingered
Brown was mobbed trying to leave the field. Back in New York
with three less victories than the Cubs, but with 55 losses, the
same number as the Cubs, the Giants faced the need to win their
last three games against Boston, if they expected to tie Chicago.

Now regarded as stronger than Matty, Ames beat the Braves
on October 5. With two games to go, would McGraw fall back on
an exhausted Matty in the next game, or the last one? Or would he
go with Wiltse, who had been shelled in the last two weeks of the
season, but who was now reasonably well rested? He decided on
Wiltse, who managed to turn back the Braves, 4-1, on the sixth,
keeping the Giants’ hopes alive.

But overriding this development at the Polo Grounds was the
news emerging from the deliberations of the National League Board
of Directors, composed of Charles Ebbets of Brooklyn, Garry Herr-
mann of Cincinnati, and George Dovey of Boston. This group, after
much heat, decided to uphold the judgment of Pulliam and O’Day
that the September 23 game was a tie. Thus, they ordered that game
to be replayed on October 8, one day after the Giants were sched-
uled to close the season with the Braves. A coin flip put the playoff
game into the Polo Grounds.

Nobody was pleased with this judgment. The Giants, led by
McGraw, felt that they had been cheated, while the Cubs, antici-
pating a three-game series with the Giants, were incensed at the
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idea of having to play a single crucial game for the flag on the
home territory of the Giants.

McGraw informed Matty that he didn’t give a damn whether
the Giants played the game or not. His own preference was to stay
away. But he said that the players should get together and mull it
over. When a vote was taken among the Giants several of them
voted against participating—and in no mild terms. However, as the
club’s nominal leader, Matty headed up a small player committee
to sound out the Giants’ president on the matter. John Brush, ill at
the time, told his players that they’d have to decide by themselves,
although he underlined that it looked foolish for them to pull out
of the replay after they’d played their hearts out all year. Matty and
the others listened patiently to Brush and concluded that he made
sense. They then persuaded the others that the Giants should play
the game.

Ames pitched on one day of rest on October 7, as the Giants
beat the Braves, 7-2, to clinch the tie with Chicago. Matty had
been held out again by McGraw. Thus, this most bitterly contested
of pennant chases would, indeed, come down to a replay of the
September 23 game. The next day, with the nation’s eyes fixed on
the great outdoor bathtub in upper Manhattan, it would all start at
three o’clock.

There was little doubt who would pitch this game for New
York, for McGraw, despite his chip-on-the-shoulder grievances, was
eager to face the Detroit Tigers, led by the fiery Ty Cobb, in the
World Series. It was inevitable that Matty would be handed the
ball. Manager Chance already had nominated Pfiester to oppose
Matty, holding Brown in reserve should the left-hander show any
signs of faltering.

New York’s baseball fans were at fever pitch for the show-
down. Baseball, the pastoral game, had now become an obsession
for the big-city hicks. But it was no different among the players,
whose own pre-game disposition was at an explosive level.

Adding to the emotions of the moment were rumors swirling
around that attempts had been made to fix the outcome of the game.
The press box buzzed with such tales, and reporters scurried to
track them down. When the grapevine reached McGraw’s ears, he
flew into a rage. (A month later, after an investigation had been
conducted in the National Leaguc offices, it was revealed that
umpire-in-chief Bill Klem, a hard-nosed Gibraltar of rectitude in
his strange trade, had, indeed, been approached by someone in the
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hours before the game. The “someone” turned out to be Dr. Wil-
liam Creamer, an unofficial physician for the Giants during the
season. Klem said that Creamer had tried to put money into his
hands, while hissing at him that “you needn’t be afraid of any-
thing.”” The umpire shoved Creamer out of the way. That, accord-
ing to Klem, was the end of it. Considering Klem'’s reputation, no-
body questioned that he was telling the whole truth.)

On the night before the game word leaked out where the Cubs
were staying and crowds of ruffians gathered outside the hotel’s
windows. The unceasing noise made with horns and noisemakers
was designed to deprive the enemy of sleep. Long before the ball
park opened on October 8, thousands of unruly fans lined up out-
side. Some slept there until the early hours of the morning. Esti-
mates of the number who actually viewed the game have ranged
from 26,000 to 40,000, but that didn’t include the hundreds who
watched from the cliff overlooking the Manhattan field.

There was such a mad scramble to enter the Polo Grounds that
many simply forced their way in by smashing down sections of the
fence. At one stage it was necessary for fire hoses to be sprayed on
fans in order to keep them from intruding onto the playing field.

An overflow in the press box caused some writers to cover the
game while sitting in the laps of outsiders who had no legitimate
reason for being there, other than the fact they were insane Giant
fans. As a result, within the next year the Baseball Writers’ Asso-
ciation of America was formed so as to properly police the press
boxes in all of the major-league parks.

Two men were accidentally pushed—at least it was thought
accidental—off the elevated structure beyond center field and died,
while two others slid more than 75 feet off the grandstand roof and
miraculously survived. In the crush, Jane Mathewson, carrying her
two-year-old Christy Jr., escaped serious injury, only due to the at-
tention of several policemen. Umpires Klem and Jimmy Johnston
were late getting to the park. Though they were in civilian clothes,
they were recognized and booed unmercifully, such was the mood
of the occasion.

The Cubs contingent had to shove their way into the Polo
Grounds. When they got inside they found there wasn’t much time
for batting practice. After an abbreviated session, the Cubs were
brusquely informed that the Giants wanted the diamond to con-
duct a few minutes of their own infield drill. Chance refused to
heed such orders, causing McGinnity to throw a punch at his jaw;
Chance retumed the compliment. As players from both teams milled
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around the combatants, angry epithets were exchanged, with many
fans joining in the cheerless dialogue.

As things settled down to a mild tumult, the game was about
to start. It was then that Matty, looking every inch the great bull-
fighter, entered the arena wearing the familiar long linen duster
over his uniform. Slowly he walked toward the Giants’ dugout from
the clubhouse in center field. Only a few moments before he began
his promenade, McGraw had told him that he knew he was tired—
close to 400 innings of pitching had taken their toll—but there was
no one else he would dare trust with this mission. “I'll go as far as
I can,” Matty answered. As he took the mound to warm up, cries
of affection from the fans echoed throughout the Polo Grounds.
None of them knew that before Matty had left his home that
morning he had told Jane that he wasn’t “fit to pitch today.”

When Matty fanned the first two Cubs and got Evers to ground
out in the first inning, any fears that he might not be up to the
task seemed put to rest. The excitement increased in the bottom
of the inning when Pfiester’s first pitch hit Tenney in the leg. The
injured veteran almost crawled to first base; he was starting at first
base that day only because poor Merkle’s butterflies made him un-
fit to play. Herzog walked, putting two runners on base with no-
body out. But when Bresnahan was fooled on a third strike, Herzog
was fooled, too, as Kling’s arm rifled a throw to first to nail him as
he roamed off the base.

The base-running blunder by Herzog would come back to haunt
the Giants, for Donlin smashed one down the right-field line for a
double. One run was across the plate, and a walk followed to Sey-
mour. At this early moment, Chance walked to the mound to in-
form Pfiester that he’d had enough. As the dispirited Pfiester shuf-
fled off the mound, to be replaced by Three-Fingered Brown, the
crowd booed lustily. Instead, they should have cheered Pfiester, for
he was the best thing to happen to the Giants that afternoon. From
here on, they would be at the mercy of Brown’s darting curves. The
indomitable Brown was fresher than Matty, too, for he’d pitched in
some 80 fewer innings than the Giant, while winning 27 games.

That summer Matty had often made one run stand up. But this
was the end of a long season for him, with his 37 victories and 10
losses. In the third inning Tinker, one of the few batters reputed to
“own’’ Matty, hammered a long fly to center. Disregarding Matty’s
wig-wagging instructions from the mound to play deep on Tinker,
Seymour was playing too shallow. The ball fell for a triple behind
him. Kling singled, scoring Tinker. On Brown’s bunt, Kling went
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to second. When Sheckard followed with a fly out, it appeared the
assault had ended.

Unfortunately for Matty and the Giants, that was not the case.
He walked Evers—his only pass of the day—and Schulte, who had
fanned three times against Matty in their last game, doubled. Chance
did the same thing, netting the Cubs four runs.

The silence in the Polo Grounds was like death. There was an
ominous feeling that those runs would be unassailable; they were,
though the Giants made one last-gasp try at getting to Brown in
the seventh.

Devlin smacked a leadoff hit, McCormick followed with a sin-
gle, and Bridwell, who got the hit that earned Merkle his reverse
reputation, walked. The Polo Grounds came bursting alive, as Matty
rose from the dugout to take his place at the plate. With the bases
loaded and nobody out, Matty fully expected to be allowed to hit.
But in one of the rare instances in all of his years with the Giants,
Matty was removed for a pinch-hitter. Matty hardly ever disputed
McGraw’s decisions. When he was taken out of games with a big
lead, he appreciated that McGraw’s strategy was to preserve his
energy for close contests. That was understandable, even if at times
it deprived him of getting credit for victories.

But to be jettisoned now for a pinch-hitter didn’t make too
much sense to him, for he was rated as a respectable hitter in his
own right (in 1908 he batted only .155 but in earlier seasons he’d
hit well over .200). McGraw nominated Larry Doyle, who hadn’t
started at second base because his leg was bothering him, to hit for
him. Matty turned to McGraw, quietly taking exception to the move.
The manager listened, but wasn’t sympathetic. Already a victim of
the strange sorcery that Brown exercised over the Giants, Matty
felt he was also being victimized by McGraw’s judgment in favor
of Larry Doyle.

Doyle fouled out to Kling behind the plate. Tenney connected
for a long fly to score Devlin. But Herzog grounded out to short-
stop. The rally was over, and for all intents and purposes, so was
the game. In the last of the ninth, as the curtain came down on the
controversial season for the Giants, Brown was magnificent. He
retired the last three Giants on four pitches. The Cubs had won, 4-
2, for their third consecutive National League pennant. The final
standings showed Chicago at 99-55, New York at 98-56, Pittsburgh
at 98-56, and Philadelphia at 83-71.

On leaving the field, Chance and his unpopular Cubs {unpop-
ular in the Polo Grounds, that is) were lucky to escape serious in-
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jury at the hands of a sullen crowd. Some police drew their revolv-
ers as they escorted the vilified athletes to safety. Brown was hardly
exaggerating when he said that the Polo Grounds was "“as close to
a lunatic asylum as any place I've ever seen.”

Although he generally accepted defeat with grace and calm,
Matty was almost inconsolable. No member of the club, with the
exception of McGraw, took the setback as keenly as he did. Hours
later, after the clubhouse had emptied out and most Giants had
departed for home, Matty sat on his stool, staring at the wet ce-
ment. The few players who remained tried to cheer him up but he
didn’t respond. At last, fully dressed, he walked slowly out of the
park through the Eighth Avenue exit. When his familiar face was
spotted by those who remained to applaud him, a cheer went up.
He waved, bowed his head and smiled weakly. “I did the best I
could,” he told them, “but I guess fate was against me.”

Several years later he supplied additional evidence as to why
the Cubs beat him that afternoon. “I never had less on the ball in
my life,”” he said. “What I can’t understand to this day is why it
took so long for them to hit me.”

McGraw was bitter, yet somewhat philosophical. “My team
lost something it should have won three weeks before,” he said.
“This cannot be put too strongly. It’s criminal to say that Merkle
is stupid and to blame the loss of the pennant on him. He didn’t
cost us the pennant—we lost a dozen games we should have won.
We were robbed of it and you can’t say that Merkle did that.”

As far as Pulliam was concerned, McGraw was unforgiving.
Shortly after the end of the season Pulliam was re-elected president
of the National League, although the Giants cast the single vote
against him. During the winter of 1909 Pulliam became emotion-
ally ill and was granted a leave of absence from his job. He returned
to his post in early summer but shortly after that shot himself,
ending his life at the age of 40. Even at such a tragic moment,
McGraw was unrelenting. “I didn't think a bullet to his head could
hurt him,” he growled.

Perhaps more unseemly was the post-mortem remark of Larry
Doyle, who had failed as a pinch-hitter in that last game. In ensu-
ing years Doyle evolved into an archetypical pepperpot second
baseman. But in the winter of 1908 he was harsh about Merkle.

““He made a stupid play, a bonehead play,” said Doyle about
Merkle. Most surprising about this utterance was that Doyle had
been Merkle’s roommate and close friend. They often played pool
together after games.
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For the rest of a long and distinguished career (he was still
playing in 1926), Merkle was the butt of derisive jokes and bench
jockeying. Inevitably, fans and players tried to wound him by call-
ing him “Bonehead.” For a while ““to merkle”-—meaning to not ar-
rive—was an expression that became part of the language wherever
fans gathered to mourn the Giants. It took time for Merkle, who
became a fine first baseman, to regain his shattered confidence. He
lost weight over the incident and at one time pleaded with Mc-
Graw to get rid of him. Later, he felt, as did many others, that it
was unfair that he had been defined by this ridiculous episode.
Sensing Merkle’s potential, McGraw shrewdly raised his salary by
$500 for the 1909 season.

When questioned, Matty continued to acknowledge that he
didn’t think Merkle had touched second base. But he was insistent
about putting the matter into a rational perspective. “It was just
one of those things,” he said. “It could have happened to anyone.”
He understood Merkle’s anguish, just as McGraw did, and knew
that he’d be pitching for many years with Merkle behind him in
the infield.

Despite its sad conclusion, 1908 in every respect was Matty’s
greatest single year. What he accomplished was challenged by only
one other pitcher in history. (Curiously, it was also in 1908 that Ed
Walsh, the big spitballer for the Chicago White Sox, recorded 40
wins and 15 losses with a 1.42 ERA and 11 shutouts. He pitched
an astounding 465 innings, which was truly Herculean. But his arm
soon went dead.) Matty finished with a record of 37-11, an ERA of
1.43, and 12 shutouts. Working in 56 games in a total of 390.2
innings, he completed 34 of his 44 starts. He yielded a measly 42
walks, less than one a game, and struck out 259 batters, although
the latter statistic was never something he emphasized. He gave
up 285 hits, few of them for distance. In his eight years with the
Giants Matty had won 200 games, an average of 25 a year. Yet,
with all of these striking achievements, defeat had been his reward
in 1908.

It also meant that Matty would never confront Cobb in a World
Series or in any ball game. That two such transcendent performers
of their era would never get to match their talents or test one an-
other was baseball’s loss.

Sharing Matty’s disappointment, McGraw was eager to get away
from it all at the season’s end. Since he was an enthusiastic boxing
fan, McGraw suggested to Matty that they travel to Australia at
Christmas time to watch Canadian Tommy Burns, the shortest of
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all heavyweight champs at 5’7", 175 pounds, defend his title against
the powerful black “‘tiger,” Jack Johnson. The fight was scheduled
for December 26, 1908, at Rushcutter’s Bay outside of Sydney, about
as far away from the Polo Grounds as one could get. Burns had
been goaded into the fight by the author and reporter Jack London,
who despised Johnson and was an advocate of white supremacy.

At the last minute, McGraw altered his plans. Instead, the two
men and their wives settled for an evening at the theatre, in this
instance Florenz Ziegfeld’s Follies, with Irving Berlin’s ragtime music
and Fanny Brice’s dialect jokes. They did not get to see Johnson
knock out Burns in the fourteenth round, thus igniting the parade
of “White Hopes’’ meant to unseat the dastardly ‘nigra.”

With a black ““too uppity’’ for the taste of a white man’s coun-
try now the heavyweight champion, America also elected another
heavyweight, William Howard Taft, president in 1908, an echo of
the conservative instinct of the nation.
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DEATH IN
THE FAMILY
/

O F the three Mathewson brothers—Christy,
Henry, and Nicholas—the youngest was Ni-
cholas, born in October 1889. According to family remembrance,
Nicholas was also the best athlete of the three boys, and like his
brothers, was tall, broad-shouldered, thick-bodied, and strikingly
handsome.

Nicholas Wellington Mathewson was also a pitcher, just as
Christy and Henry were. “Christy was a very good pitcher in his
younger days,” recalled Mathewson Senior, “but Nicholas had
everything. He had a fast ball with a jump on it and had much
greater speed than Christy could muster. I'm not the only one who
has said this about Nicholas, either. All over our region he was
recognized as a coming star.”’

A favorite of McGraw, Nick was often sent baskets of used
Giants uniforms and other equipment. Nick then sold much of the
stuff to kids in Factoryville, for the magnificent sum of 25 or 30
cents.

When he was in his late teens, Nicholas faced and defeated a
crackerjack Scranton team. Hughey Jennings, manager of the De-
troit club, and constantly on the lookout for talent, was so im-
pressed with Nicholas’s work that he offered Mathewson Senior
three thousand dollars a year if he’d permit Nicholas to sign with
the Tigers.

112
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Mathewson Senior thought that Nicholas, not yet 18, was too
young for such a commitment (though Christy had hardly been
much older when he made his entry into the big leagues) and sug-
gested that the Tigers might “spoil him.”

“T won’t work him hard,” Jennings tried to assure Mr. Ma-
thewson. “I'll let him sit on the bench for a year and give him his
salary, while he’s learning the fine points of pitching.”

But Jennings’s proposal failed to convince Mathewson Senior.
At the time Nicholas was attending school, and his family thought
there was no immediate need to rush him off to work. They felt he
would be much better off delaying his entrance into baseball.

Instead, Mathewson Senior encouraged Nicholas to enroll in
September 1908 at Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania, even
though Nicholas originally had intended to follow in his brother’s
footsteps at Bucknell. The decision to go to Lafayette, where the
authorities were as familiar with his athletic abilities as they were
with Christy’s, suggests that Nicholas was not prepared to com-
pete with Christy in every level of their lives. Did Nicholas also
conclude that he would be under less pressure and would be able
to establish his own identity at Lafayette?

As a member of the class of 1912, Nicholas joined the Phi Delta
Theta fraternity, another break from Christy’s tradition, since his
brother was a member of Phi Gamma Delta at Bucknell. However,
after a few months at Lafayette, in the fall and winter of 1908,
during which time he didn’t compete in any athletics, Nicholas
returned home to Factoryville. At the time he complained that he
felt ill. When the family encouraged him to visit a doctor, he didn’t
appear to be suffering any more serious ailment than a liver com-
plication. But Nicholas continued to tell everyone that he felt run
down.

While at home Nicholas began brooding over the classwork
that he was missing. The fear of falling behind his classmates seemed
to prey on his mind.

“We never realized just how much he was worried,” said Ma-
thewson Senior, “‘and we didn’t appreciate that his mind was be-
coming so unsettled.”

On January 15, 1909, Nick stopped by an elderly friend’s house
and presented him with two sizable pickerels he’d just caught. “You
were always good to me when 1 cut your lawn and you paid me
well,”” Nick said to his friend. With that, he went down the road
to the Mathewson house. Walking into the back of the barn, he
scrawled a few incoherent lines onto a sheet of note paper, climbed



114 MATTY

up onto the hayloft, and shot a bullet into his brain. He was not
yet 20 years old.

Spending a few days with his family after the finish of the ill-
fated 1908 season, Christy was the one who discovered his broth-
er’s body. He broke the heartbreaking message to his parents, who
remained in a state of shock for months afterward. “I have awful
news,” Matty told them. “But all of us have to remain calm.”

It was whispered before the 1909 baseball year began that the
melancholy events of the preceding months had taken an emo-
tional toll on Matty. That he might consider leaving the Giants,
who now paid him $10,000 a year, was not given much credence.
Yet, in weighing such a possibility, it was important to realize that
he was intelligent and mature enough to enter the world of com-
merce. He had already been involved with McGraw in several busi-
ness enterprises and had established an insurance business at 20
Vesey Street in downtown Manhattan. There were also rumors that
he had been approached by some entrepreneurs who manufactured
railroad ties. “When you see Christy Mathewson behind a desk,”
wrote Homer Croy, “it is hard to remember he is a baseball player
. . . he dresses well and his voice is low and melodious . . . There
is a note of honest clearness in the tone that makes a man feel
comfortable . . . he talks like a Harvard graduate, looks like an
actor, acts like a businessman and impresses you as an all-around
gentleman.”’

Certainly these were credentials for business success. But Matty
still was too young, at 29, and too much in love with baseball and
athletic competition to retreat from the heat of the arena. If he had
ever given thought to saying farewell to McGraw, there was no
way of proving it.

So 1909 once again found Matty pitching in the Polo Grounds,
satisfying those whose battle cry was “Let’s go see Matty today!”
But there were others from that embattled group from 1908 who
were gone from the scene. McGinnity, one-half of the Matty—Iron
Man tandem that was probably as potent a pitching force as was
ever assembled in the big leagues, had pitched too much and too
often. He was allowed to go to Newark, where he managed that
club. Amazingly, he also began to pitch well again. For years he
stayed in the minors—until he was 52 years old—thus confounding
the experts. McGinnity attributed his longevity to the fact that he
never warmed up for more than a few minutes.

Bresnahan, who always wanted to be a manager, was traded to
the Cards in order to realize that ambition. In return the Giants
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received outfielder Red Murray, catcher Admiral Schlei, and right-
hander Arthur “Bugs”’ Raymond, who had labored mightily in his
young years to acquire his nickname. His boozy reputation pre-
ceded him; but McGraw’s ego was such that he was convinced he
could control Bugs’s waywardness, just as he imagined that he had
kept Mike Donlin under control. Donlin, the team’s captain, also
left the premises in 1909 in favor of a full-time career in vaudeville
with his wife.

After an 8-5 season, Dummy Taylor, at 33, was given his re-
lease by McGraw, who was never a prisoner of sentiment. Others
added to the cast in Marlin, where the Giants still trained, were
shortstop Art Fletcher, Tillie Shafer, an infielder from the West
Coast, and “Chief”” Meyers, brought along, of course, to replace
Bresnahan.

It wasn’t long before Matty and Meyers worked so well to-
gether as a battery that Bresnahan was scarcely missed. But Meyers
never claimed credit for such a welcome development. “Anybody
in the world can catch Matty,” he said. ““You could catch him sit-
ting in a rocking chair.”

Matty’s fly-speck control was such that even umpires became
believers. When Matty pitched, their task, if it could be called that,
was simple. Even when they called a pitch wrong, which they did
on occasion, Matty never threw them a dirty glance or a harsh word.

Problems surfaced immediately with Raymond in spring train-
ing, forcing McGraw to make Bugs pitch the full nine innings of
an exhibition game because of his ““undue liberties with liquids.”
The experiment with the alcoholic pitcher failed to work out sat-
isfactorily, despite the fact that Bugs ended the 1909 season with
an 18-12 record, not bad for someone who haunted saloons. Ray-
mond remained with the Giants for the next two years, often under
surveillance of McGraw’s private detectives. But he had little more
than nuisance value for his manager. Not long after Bugs left the
Giants, McGraw grumbled that the man “took five years off my
life.”

With a new look on the field, some repairs and additions were
also made to the Polo Grounds. After bleachers were constructed
to enclose the outfield, the capacity of the park went to 30,000.
The grandstand was given a coat of roaring yellow, part of a scheme,
some hinted, to give enemy outfielders trouble in picking up the
ball; it was never clear why this didn’t also bother the Giants’ out-
fielders.

None of these alterations proved of much help in the 1909 race.
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McGraw missed most of April and May due to an infected finger,
giving Blanche McGraw her share of nursing chores at home. On
the ballfield the Giants fell behind the Pirates and Cubs early and
never were much of a threat. They finished in third place, 18%
games behind the Pirates, who beat the Cubs for the pennant by
winning 110 games.

The Giants’ failures were no distraction for Matty, who went
along, as usual, winning ball games and pitching shutouts. He had
eight of the latter, while winning 25, down from his 37 in 1908.
But his ERA was at 1.14, his lowest ever and the third lowest posted
in National League history. {Brown carved a 1.04 in 1906 and Bob
Gibson of St. Louis ended with 1.12 in 1968.) His control was as
precise as ever, with only 36 passes issued in 275 innings.

But the rumors that had aired during the pre-season suddenly
emerged again as September rolled around. New York’s newspapers
headlined a story that said Matty was sure to quit baseball after
the 1909 season, due to the call of business and money. It didn’t
sound like Matty, and there wasn’t a single word of confirmation
from either himself or McGraw. But there it was. People often be-
lieve what they read in the press, so they were tempted to give
credibility to these gossamer yams. When, a few weeks later, Matty
assured his fans that he would certainly be back with the Giants
in 1910, one could almost hear a sigh of relief from Coogan’s Bluff
to Madison Square Garden.

With Matty’s certain return for his eleventh year, McGraw was
convinced that his club was on the verge of revival. It had been
five years since the glory days of the 1905 World Series, and he was
eager to direct his team to the top again.

He now had Merkle, Doyle, Bridwell, and Herzog in the in-
field; Murray, Fred Snodgrass, and the diminutive Josh Devore in
the outfield, with Meyers as the receiver. If only the “$11,000
Lemon,” Marquard, could come into his own, McGraw felt the
pitching, headed by Matty, would be enough to give his foes fits.
Crandall, Ames, and Wiltse were there to round out the mound
corps.

That spring McGraw worked his men harder than ever at Mar-
lin. He split his team into A and B squads, an innovation, and played
simultaneous exhibition games. He became more engaged than be-
fore in the conditioning process, pitching batting practice almost
daily. He insisted that all hands had to participate in sliding prac-
tice, always feet first, for that was the best way to maneuver around
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a tag. He often demonstrated how it should be done, even if at 37,
he was old in baseball terms.

Striving to obtain first-class accommodations for his players,
who previously had to settle for cheap, flea-bag hotels, McGraw
was determined to lift his players’ self-regard, as well as their mo-
rale.

“To a man with daughters, ballplayers were dangerous,” Eric
Rolfe Greenberg wrote. It was exactly that image of his men that
McGraw was trying to change. The behavior of many players in
1910 was still execrable. There were many practical jokesters,
drunkards (McGraw always had his share of them), firecracker-
tossers, and ill-educated hooligans. McGraw’s own predilection for
bridge and poker, pastimes that Matty enthusiastically shared with
him, and his fondness for Broadway shows and ragtime music were
not universally appreciated by ballplayers. The number of college
men coming into the game was indeed growing, but they were still
an invisible minority in a world that was dedicated to knocking an
opponents’ brains out. McGraw himself, coming from the old Ori-
ole tradition, believed a man should rub his wound and get right
back in there. Could that be expected from the more genteel col-
lege men?

Ever the psychologist, McGraw hired Arlie Latham, a third
baseman from the 1880s, as a combination coach and court jester.
Devoted to spreading good cheer, Latham was something of a coun-
terpoint to McGraw, who was nothing if not sober and grumpy.
Another old pal from Baltimore days, Wilbert Robinson, was also
made a coach. Some 18 years before, as an Oriole, Robinson had
delivered seven hits in seven times at bat, a feat now rarely asso-
ciated with him. With his protruding belly, forgetfulness for play-
ers’ names, and a more relaxed attitude toward the game than
McGraw, Robbie was also supposed to be knowledgeable about the
pitching trade. There was little, of course, that he could confide to
Matty but McGraw had reason to think he could be helpful with
Marquard. Between seasons Robbie had worked for 2 meat market,
but he preferred the smell of green grass to raw beef. As different
from McGraw as McGraw was from Matty, Robbie shared one trait
with the manager—he loved a good pennant fight.

Operating with such a refurbished alignment, McGraw’s Giants
stayed in the pennant race for a healthy spell, until Chicago dashed
past them for another pennant. Pittsburgh failed to repeat, falling
into third place, behind the Giants. Matty was again brilliant with
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27 victories and just nine losses. He worked 318 innings, more than
he’d posted in 1909. If his skills were waning, he didn’t show it,
unless his total of two shutouts was a sign that he wasn’t quite as
overpowering as he’d been in the past.

But even if the Giants failed to win, a new spirit permeated
the air. Broadway’s luminaries still flocked to the Polo Grounds to
see Matty pitch, and to watch McGraw’s collection of the old and
new play rousing baseball. Everyone, from New York’s reform Mayor
William James Gaynor, who had survived a bullet in his head fired
by a disgruntled city worker, to George M. Cohan to former heavy-
weight champ Corbett to John McCormack (the world-famed tenor
who sang of the Irish countryside, much to the pleasure of Mc-
Graw) to the gum-chewing Will Rogers to DeWolf Hopper, survivor
of a thousand recitations of “Casey at the Bat,” to the heavy-bosomed
Lillian Russell, one of the first sex symbols, to stockbroker “Bet a
Million”” Gates, filled the pews at the Giants’ ball park.

When the season ended it was generally conceded that things
were on the rise at the Polo Grounds. What McGraw and Brush
hadn’t anticipated, however, was a shrill outcry for a post-season
intra-city series between the Giants and the Highlanders of the
American League. Up until now the Giants had chosen to ignore
their upstart, parvenu baseball cousins at Hilltop Park, on a prom-
ontory overlooking the Hudson River and New Jersey’s Palisades.

Traditionally, the World Series had become the competition
with the most crowd appeal. Yet, starting in 1882, when the Cleve-
land Blues of the National League faced the