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Chapter 1
 Opening Day



Chicago, Tuesday, October 9, 1906. From the standpoint of baseball weather, the outlook was rotten. Frigid blasts that gave Chicago its unflattering “Windy City” nickname whipped through the streets. A pale sun fought a losing battle with clouds that now and then spat snow flurries. If quality play was expected, the day almost shouted for a postponement.

But nothing short of a blizzard, or an earthquake like the one that had destroyed San Francisco that spring, or a renewal of the Great Fire that had left Chicago a pile of smoking ashes just thirty-five years earlier to the day was going to postpone the big event. Chicago, rebuilt and renowned, was going to strut. It was opening day of the World Series, and both contending teams, champions of the thirty-year-old National League and its five-year-old American League rival, were from Chicago. And so, in the plummy prose of Chicago Tribune sportswriter Hugh Fullerton a few days earlier, “Since last night a combination pennant pole marking the site of Chicago has served as the earth’s axis, and around it something less than 2,000,000 maddened baseball fans are dancing a carmagnole of victory.”1

The earth on the whole was unaware of the relocation of its axis. World Series? Probably 99 percent of the earth’s peoples at that time had never seen, heard of, or cared about the game of baseball. But in Chicagoan eyes, baseball was the national pastime of the United States of America, and by definition a contest for its professional championship had to be earth altering. So Chicago was collectively excited, even if not every one of its slightly fewer than 2 million inhabitants could tell a carmagnole (a dance popular during the French Revolution) from a catcher’s mitt.

The anticipation had been building for the six days since it became certain that both of Chicago’s teams were pennant winners. The town’s major daily newspapers (in those preconsolidation days of 1906, there were some nine in English and an equal number in German, Yiddish, Czech, Norwegian, and one or two other languages) gave baseball front-page coverage, beginning on Thursday and with the volume increasing over the weekend.2 The Tribune devoted most of its Sunday sporting section to a long review of the championship seasons of both White Sox and Cubs. It shared space with coverage of Saturday’s Big Ten college football matchups—baseball’s only serious rival for attention back then. But college football appealed mostly to college graduates, an influential but still miniature slice of the population. Americans without higher education, however, had taken the diamond game to heart by the millions. They wanted a steady and generous diet of baseball scores, standings, and gossip in the daily papers that plugged them into the world (at 2 cents a copy), and publishers fed it to them willingly and profitably.

Front-page editorial cartoons, usually political, were temporarily shelved in favor of baseball gags: baseballs with smiley faces, deliriously happy fans and families, the latter including pets and babies. Two in particular carried implicit social messages. One, a story in four panels appearing in the Tribune, introduced a pair of characters already familiar from the comic strips: the boss and the office boy. The boss corners the reluctant youngster, who is planning to sneak away, and demands that the boy “do something” for him that afternoon, which happily turns out to be to “go to the ball game with me and explain the finer points.” The lesson was that first, there were “fine points” to the game that made it a craft worth studying and not an idle pastime, and second, that mutual delight in Chicago’s baseball prowess bound together generations and classes—benign old employer and lowly kid jobholder. In that simple form the text was clear even to the barely literate reader.

Compared to that theme of harmony, one of the Daily News’s pregame cartoons radiates realism. The image of Mrs. O’Leary’s angry cow starting the Great Fire of 1871, as legend had it, by kicking a lighted lantern into a pile of straw is succeeded by the “Mild and Gentle Animal of Today” wearing a contented grin as uniformed Cubs and Sox players cheerfully milk her into a bucket stamped with a large, eye-catching dollar sign. Whatever else professional baseball bestowed on society at large, it was a business whose chief end and aim was to generate cash.

That contradiction between baseball’s public face as the simon-pure recreational expression of the American spirit and the reality of big-league, big-city baseball as a market enterprise (and a monopoly at that) anchored in a growing commercial entertainment industry and culture—that discord between image and reality—is clear in any hard-eyed look at that 1906 crosstown series in a Chicago banging and barging its metropolitan way into a new century. It’s a sports story that helps to explain how we American urbanites have come to be who we are and how we see ourselves.

But songs of social significance aren’t the only music of baseball history. The Series itself was wonderfully exciting, an electric week of surprises, thrills, exploits and errors, hopes roused and hopes dashed. For those who were there, time was suspended, the world outside the playing field faded into the background, and individual problems were forgotten in the single, roaring life of the crowd riding the same emotional roller coaster with every swing and every pitch. That is what any popular spectator sport still does for its fans. In America, baseball did it first.

It was a different world then. But a lover of baseball in 2006 isn’t all that estranged from the grandstand throngs caught in those grainy black-and-white news photos of a century ago. We know more than we want to now about the private sins of the players, about multimillion-dollar payrolls and agents and unions and TV revenue shares—sometimes it’s hard to tell the sports pages from the business news. We follow our game through a welter of background noise from other athletic goings-on that now have equal or better claims to be the national pastime.

But we stay tuned and, when we have the chance, spend an extravagant afternoon or evening at the new stadiums built especially to cater to the luxury-box crowd, because we find the game between the foul lines beautiful. It wasn’t any less so then. So in the pages that follow, the contests themselves are always the place to which the story returns after digressions and excursions into history. The narrator hopes that his readers will be a little wiser and sadder, perhaps, but still eager for the on-field action to start—just like those crowds heading for Game One, one hundred years ago, via four converging streetcar lines and two elevateds. Two hours before the entry gates opened at noon they were already shivering and stamping in line before the ticket windows. Who were they, and what was the Chicago of their day like? And what form would the first-ever intracity World Series take?

The opener would be at the Cubs’ park, as determined by a coin toss at a meeting the day before. In attendance were both teams, their owners, and the three-man National Commission that then ruled organized baseball. It consisted of the presidents of both leagues and a third member chosen by them. The games would alternate between the two contestants’ parks until one of them had won four. No final decision was made that day as to who would be home team for the deciding game if the Series reached a 3–3 tie. There was a possibility of moving it to a neutral site, and bids were actually made by at least two other cities, but relieved Chicago fans saw that idea shot down early. Other points that were settled raised ticket prices to double the regular season rates—Series seats would cost 50 cents for the bleachers, $1 or $1.50 for the grandstand and “pavilion” and $2 for boxes. These hikes were imposed over the objection of White Sox owner Charles Comiskey, who argued that they were hard on his regular patrons with small incomes. His complaints do not seem groundless considering that thanks to inflation, a 1906 dollar’s purchasing power in 2006 would range somewhere between $14 and $20. That was the “real” price of a $1 grandstand seat back then. And since blue-collar Chicagoans of 1906 worked an average ten-hour day to earn just $2 or $3, a 100 percent hike in admission fees was no light matter.3

There would also be a pool of four umpires, two from each league, one pair to work each game, one in reserve.

It was all more or less virgin territory because this was only the third World Series to be played since a late-1902 peace treaty between the American and National Leagues had ended a war for dominance. The first, in 1903, had matched Boston and Pittsburgh in a best-of-nine set, won by Boston in a thrilling comeback. There had been none in 1904, when the New York Giants, National League winners, still held out against dignifying the AL champions—Boston once more—with major-league status. But the Giants came into the fold at last in 1905, and beat Philadelphia in a brilliantly pitched set, 4–1, every victory a shutout.

The best-of-seven formula decreed for 1905 would also govern the 1906 Series, but no precedent was entirely solid yet, and that seven-game format would change briefly back to best-of-nine before solidifying. Even the teams’ names were not yet firmed up. A modern reader of sports pages in the very early 1900s would easily be confused by references to the Pilgrims (today’s Red Sox,) Highlanders (Yankees), Spiders (Indians), and Spuds (Cubs), the last named in recognition of owner Charles Murphy’s Irish roots. A Chicagoan of today might be more startled to find that the Cubs’ home field then was not in its current ninety-year-old location in Wrigley Field on the city’s North Side, but on its West Side. It was in fact called simply West Side Park. Thereby hangs a tale of urban geography and baseball economics.

Physically, Chicago is divided into northern and southern sections by the Chicago River, a somewhat pretentious name for a very short stretch of water. The river is formed by the junction of two other streams (unpoetically named the North and South Branches), and ran eastward for a mile into Lake Michigan at the time of the city’s settlement. Its banks were wilderness then and later became part of the heart of downtown Chicago. The river’s current was reversed around 1900 by an engineering feat, when the Sanitary Canal was created to divert sewage from Lake Michigan’s waters and ultimately into the drainage basin of the Mississippi River. In the Chicago of 1906 the West Side was roughly whatever lay west of the South Branch. There was not much of a North Side at the time; its residential boom would come later.

West Side Park filled most of a block bounded by Polk, Taylor, Wood, and present-day Wolcott (then named Lincoln) streets now occupied by part of the Medical Center of the University of Illinois at Chicago. It was well west of Lake Michigan and south of the Chicago River; but apparently the South Side, which was White Sox territory, did not begin until present-day 35th Street, some three miles farther south, so far as organized baseball was concerned.

West Side Park’s location was not random. The lots on which big-league stadiums stood were often picked as a result of cozy relationships among team owners, real estate speculators, and local politicians.4 But they also needed to be in neighborhoods where land was cheap and plenty of public transportation was available, which explains why West Side Park was in what city planners labeled the Central Manufacturing District. And if there had been no manufacturing district, it is unlikely that there would have been a major-league baseball team (let alone two) in Chicago. The sixteen teams of the National and American Leagues that topped the pyramid of organized baseball were concentrated in the well-populated commercial, financial, and industrial centers of the Northeast or the smoky workshop cities of the Midwest. Four cities—St. Louis, Chicago, Boston, and Philadelphia—had two teams each; New York had three, counting Brooklyn, which had been an independent city until absorbed into Greater New York in 1898. Four others were in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Cincinnati, and Detroit. Only factory-free and smallish Washington, D.C., was an exception, for reasons of state.

Of those ten major-league towns, Chicago’s manufacturing credentials were the most impeccable. Carl Sandburg had yet to call the city hog butcher to the world, but both the Cubs’ and Sox’ parks were only minutes away by streetcar from the Union Stockyards and associated packinghouses, where, as of 1901, some 25,000 workers were daily slaughtering and processing 13,000 porkers per day and about 60 cattle per hour.5 When the wind was right, the sounds and especially the smells of those penned creatures waiting their turn to die pervaded the vicinity. Miles of piping spewed their offal into the South Branch of the river, creating the water-pollution problem that the Sanitary Canal was built to correct.

Chicago’s southern outskirts were already noted for turning out steel and railroad cars, especially the celebrated Pullman sleepers, in workshops where an 1894 walkout had triggered a devastating nationwide sympathy strike of railworkers’ unions. And in block after block of the West Side, ready-made garments poured out of sweatshops and lofts like the one in which Dreiser’s “Sister Carrie” Meeber briefly and unhappily punched eyelets for shoelaces. Chicago workers also produced books, glassware, and furniture, and were found by the thousands in foundries and breweries, machine shops and printing plants, sawmills and distilleries. The city had the third highest number of manufacturing employees in the nation.6

At the Lake Michigan and Chicago River docks more vessels tied up annually than in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Mobile, and San Francisco combined.7 They were freighters unloading timber and the iron and copper ores of the Great Lakes region. In the nearby freight yards, boxcars clashed and banged, incoming ones loaded with the wheat, corn, and cattle of the Great Plains, empties ready to carry finished products from warehouses and storage bins to every part of America. Chicago, “Nature’s Metropolis,” as historian William Cronon calls it, sat in the middle of all of this bounty and the transportation network that moved it, and thousands more Chicagoans were part of the small army of employees, white collar and blue, required to keep the wheels turning. The city was part of a great industrial surge.

So was modern baseball. It fed off the mass production of wood, leather, and textiles that went into bats and gloves and uniforms. It reached its followers through newspapers that, thanks to high-powered presses, could run off hundreds of thousands of copies in a few hours. It depended on railroads that allowed big-market cities to schedule each other regularly—none of the ten big-league towns was more than an overnight jump from any other. It existed by the grace of electric streetcars and elevated or underground trains that could move thousands to and from the parks quickly, and of technology that supplied them there with necessities like plumbing and amenities like thousands of bottled drinks and bags and boxes of peanuts and Cracker Jack. Big-league baseball needed all that as much as it needed the urban throngs who provided enough customers to make it a paying proposition. Not for nothing does its now-traditional anthem (not yet written in 1906, however) demand: “Take me out to the crowd.”

No one could doubt that a major crowd was forming outside West Side Park hours before the 2:30 start of the game, thirty minutes earlier than usual in order to allow more daylight if the game should go into extra innings. The waiting thousands stamping and shivering looked like a late-season football audience despite the calendar that showed Indian summer. Men wore overcoats and gloves, women furs and muffs, and here and there someone flashed a pocket flask brought to provide internal warmth. Reserved seats were sold out, and the lines to buy tickets at the grandstand and bleacher entrances stretched for a block and a half in two directions, jamming the streets so thoroughly that it was impossible for horse-drawn traffic to pass, and teamsters needed help from the crowd to turn their animals’ heads around in order to retreat. There is no record of automobiles trying to make it through. They were still a rarity, operating at less than 10 miles per hour. The 77,000 horses remaining in the city still played a sizable part in moving goods and people around town. But most of the milling throng had gotten there on solidly packed public transportation. Two branches of the Metropolitan Elevated had nearby stations, and no fewer than six streetcar lines had stops, in the words of the Tribune, “fairly close to the park.” Fares were in pennies.8

Considering the discomforts of the weather there were few outbreaks of quarreling or episodes that required crowd control, though some 500 of Chicago’s 2,600 police were on hand, probably including a detachment of the small mounted patrol that had been activated only a month earlier.9 Arrests were made, but not for rowdyism. The miscreants were scalpers who were hovering near the entrances and hawking seats at up to $20 apiece. Eight of them were caught and booked. How many escaped detection is unrecorded.

The fans were too happy to be troublesome. As the Daily News’s late-afternoon “Sporting Extra” put it:


FANS ARE IN FULL BLAST. THRONG STREETS, CROWD STANDS, CHEER CHICAGO AND HER DAY AND MIGHTY BASEBALL TEAMS IMPARTIALLY. ROOTING IS INTENSE AND NOISE RULES EVERY NOOK IN BIG WEST SIDE PARK. FLASHES OF SNOW FAIL TO MAR GOOD HUMOR SEEN ON FACES. Bleachers Are a Howling, Joyous Mob.10



They were all in a holiday mood, and for some it was literally a holiday. The city council, in a Monday-night session filled with laughter and cheering (COUNCIL CHAMBER IN SESSION RESEMBLES COLLEGE CAMPUS ran the headline), had passed a resolution freighted with no fewer than seven “Whereases” and a carload of platitudes that gave municipal workers the day off. The Board of Trade closed as well, and some of the city’s banks planned to release parts of their workforce on a rotating schedule throughout the Series. The Daily News, which saw chicago seized by a baseball frnzy, was of the opinion that “until the world’s championship in baseball is decided commerce is threatened with paralysis.”

The term “hype” was not yet invented, but no current sports promotion could exceed the efforts of the local press to make the Series a historic event only slightly rivaled by the American Revolution and the Second Coming combined. The Record-Herald’s headline ran: WORLD’S CHAMPIONSHIP SERIES WILL OPEN BEFORE ARMY OF WILD ROOTERS. HUNDREDS OF ENTHUSIASTS FROM OTHER CITIES ARE HERE FOR THE STRUGGLE. And there were inevitable references to the coincidence of Chicago’s darkest moment having fallen precisely three and a half decades earlier. The Tribune proclaimed on the morning of the opener that “ ‘Chicago Day’ will be celebrated this afternoon by the most historic event that has occurred on Oct. 9 since the year 1871. Today is the day set for the beginning of the greatest struggle in baseball’s history, the series for the world’s championship between two of the grandest ball clubs ever in knickerbockers, both belong-ing to Chicago.... The city was swept by a destructive fire.... Today a fire is raging through the city that... will burst into its full fury at 2:30 o’clock this afternoon.... But it will be a harmless fire of loyalty to one team or the other.”

The Inter-Ocean’s editorial page used the occasion to repeat a cherished Chicago theme, the city’s miraculous comeback: “In education, in art, in custom... we have made colossal progress within the last three and a half decades... for a community... which received in middle life a shock that seemed calculated to stupefy and stunt it.”

As a result of all that media churning and bubbling the original crowd expectations were in the range of 25,000, which would have exceeded the capacity of both ballparks. Both team presidents, the White Sox’ Charles Comiskey and Charles Murphy of the Cubs, had immediately set contractors to work adding extra seats, and Murphy confidently told the world that he would be ready to handle up to 26,000, of which only 2,000 would have to be standees.

As it happened, the seating limits of West Side Park were not tested in that initial game, probably because of the brutal weather conditions. The announced paid attendance came to 12,693. That was still more than the entire population of thousands of America’s rural hamlets, and sufficient to generate enough noise to be heard by the indigent patients and hardworking doctors of Cook County Hospital, which was located in the block immediately north of the stadium. Since reporters later described the park as nearly full, Murphy’s promise of more than 25,000 seats was undoubtedly exaggerated in hopes of swelling the gate receipts, but he was lucky not to have drawn such a crowd.

Many potential spectators frightened off by the chilly day chose to “view” the games in indoor comfort provided courtesy of the Tribune. As a circulation-boosting public service, the paper had leased the great downtown Auditorium Theater and the First Regiment Armory on South Michigan Avenue, with a combined seating capacity of 9,000, and arranged for a huge bulletin board to be displayed containing a reproduction of the diamond. Telegraphers would receive instantaneous information from the park and move counters with the players’ names around the bases as indicated. Likewise, the number of balls, strikes, and outs would be posted, so that the audience would know who was at bat, how many men on base, and, as the Tribune put it, “everything that a real fan wants to know about a ball game.” Seating would be free, and first-come first-served.11 So at least a quarter of a century before baseball broadcasts became available, and almost half a century prior to regular telecasts from the stadiums, the concept of being able to “watch” the games in seated indoor comfort was implemented.

Organized baseball’s public relations flourished on this merger of its game with civic festival. That marriage deflected attention from the sport’s actual history as a business and how its existing 1906 structure had emerged only after a long period of teams raiding one another’s turf and rosters; of bankruptcies, broken contracts, and lawsuits; of ugly confrontations among owners and between owners and their employee-players—a kind of capitalist guerrilla warfare on the road to economic stability through concentration of ownership. There had also been cheating scandals, drunkenness, and on-the-field violence against umpires and players. It was better to paint the owners as the guardians of a pure and purely American game, played by virtuous heroes, while ignoring such inconvenient dissonances as the fact that few of those hundreds of thousands of industrial workers who contributed to Chicago’s glory would or could be on hand to see the games, all played in the afternoon. The average industrial workweek was six ten-hour days.

Nor could hundreds of thousands of Chicago workers understand the “national pastime,” either as played or as reported by the press. In 1906, the entire country was at the midpoint of an enormous transatlantic migration that brought some 13 million Europeans to the United States between 1890 and 1920. Chicago was one of the great magnet cities of this ingathering that built the infrastructure of industrial America. Chicago’s population in 1890 was slightly over 1 million, and approximately double that by 1910. A large share of that expansion came from overseas arrivals; by one estimate, almost three-quarters of all Chicagoans in 1900 were either born abroad or were children of foreign-born parents. The sources of immigration were new too. The early waves of Irish, German, and Scandinavian newcomers were now outnumbered by a so-called new immigration from southern and eastern Europe. The year 1910 would find, for example, 210,000 Poles, 100,000 Russian and Polish Jews, and 110,000 Bohemians (to list only the most numerous nationalities) crowding the row houses and tenements within a short distance of the Cubs’ and Sox’ ballparks.12 Barriers of language and culture alone kept first-generation immigrants from following the game. It was their children who would become fans by the millions, and to that extent baseball was the “Americanizing” influence it was claimed to be, fitting neatly into a period that gave the nation the Pledge of Allegiance(1892), “America the Beautiful” (1893), Flag Day (1914), and assorted patriotic exercises in the public schools. But baseball’s big tent was not all-encompassing. The several thousand African Americans in the city in 1906 were neither encouraged nor likely to attend the Series, because by mutual agreement among owners dating back to the 1880s, black players had been banned from sharing the diamonds with whites. The national pastime was nowhere more national at that moment in history than in its unapologetic racism. African Americans were in fact attracted to the game, but they played and watched it in segregated leagues.

Baseball was not unique in accentuating its positive image, a habit shared by humanity at large but raised to a special art form labeled “boosterism” in America. Chicago, too, put its best face forward. Visitors to the Series who stayed in the hotels of the city’s business and civic center, fifteen minutes from West Side Park, were urged to admire the sights of the city that had rebounded so magnificently from disaster: the bold new high-rise architecture of office buildings designed by Sullivan and Adler, or Burnham and Root, or William Le Baron Jenney; the Symphony Hall and Art Institute virtually opposite each other on wide and handsome Michigan Avenue; Marshall Field’s elegant department store, and some of the fine new homes along the near-north lakefront being built for the millionaire entrepreneurs who owned the factories and mills and packinghouses; or the new University of Chicago campus that had risen near the grounds of the great World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893. They were not encouraged to look around, en route to the games, at nearby blocks of slums where crowded and unsanitary conditions bred typhoid and tuberculosis (3,679 deaths from the latter in 1905), and where the nearest thing to a tourist attraction was Jane Addams’s celebrated settlement, Hull House, ten blocks from the Cubs’ park, which struggled to help the immigrant poor to cope through its adult-education classes, free clinics, home nursing, and other services.

The celebrants of Chicago’s glory also skated past other evidence of unlovely life among the lowly, like the still-existing miles of unpaved streets; the unprotected railroad grade crossings at street level that killed hundreds each year (one of them on the very day before the opening game); the Municipal Lodging Houses opened in 1902 for the overflow of unemployed and homeless men previously allowed to sleep in police stations; the thousand-odd Loop buildings that had only a single stairway, often locked, that could be used as a fire exit; the coal smoke; the gambling dens and whorehouses of the vice district on the West Side that made a disdainful editor of the Tribune in 1907 describe the area as a place where “murderers, robbers and thieves of the worst kind are born and reared to maturity.”13 Chicago was no alabaster city undimmed by human tears.

Who, then, made up the stadium crowd during the week? A large share came from a swelling white-collar cohort like the thousands of clerical workers in government and private offices, which, unlike factories, were willing to release workers in time for a first pitch at 2:30 or 3:00 p.m. That left patrons of the game in those happier days plenty of time to get home for dinner, since contests rarely took more than two hours.14

Other spectators could have included students, owners of retail businesses, independent craftsmen with their own shops, traveling salesmen, lawyers, doctors and dentists, nighttime employees—people, in short, who still exercised some control over their hours of work. Women, preferably accompanied, were included because the leagues were already bidding for their patronage (which conferred a respectability that they wanted to cultivate) with Ladies’ Day promotions and other enticements like elective separate seating and well-appointed restrooms. The box seats harbored sports-minded members of the elite, but the bulk of the paying audience came from that part of the population defined by the elastic and politically confusing term “middle class.” And in 1906 they showed it by wearing their Sunday best to the park.15

But awareness of the left-outs among those in the stands that delirious autumn week shouldn’t erase the fact that there was genuine citywide excitement. The contagion of enthusiasm spread by the headlines did make the judge and the janitor, the tycoon and his tailor, the school chums whose fathers came from Rome, New York, and Rome, Italy, feel like fellow members of one community for at least a few days. Still, it was an artificial, rather than a face-to-face, community like those in the dwindling number of 1906 America’s small and middling-sized towns or in distinctive urban neighborhoods. None of the players on either team was native to Chicago, and large numbers of the onlookers in a constantly moving population had probably not been born and raised there.

That pretense that cities are actually represented in professional sports leagues goes on still, and is part of a larger reality about the social organization of huge metropolitan areas. Neither necessarily good nor bad in itself, it’s simply part of the way we Americans live now. It’s the way Americans were just getting used to living a century ago.

At noon the gates were finally opened, and a wave of people poured in past street vendors proffering pennants, seat cushions, megaphones, horns, team pictures, and other souvenirs. As they seated themselves they looked out on a setting still recognizable. The stands and bleachers were festively draped in red-white-and-blue bunting for the great occasion. The diamond itself was laid out according to dimensions that had finally stabilized (like almost all the rules) in the form that they still keep: 90 feet between bases set in circular patches of bare earth, the marked base paths themselves, an unsodded alley covering the 60½ feet between pitcher’s mound and home plate (not there in most modern parks), and the batter’s boxes. All the rest of the infield and outfield was covered in the green of a natural-grass park. The left- and right-field dimensions were familiar too—340 feet down the left-field foul line, 316 down the right, but an impossibly deep 560 to the center-field fence covered with ads.

That depth was sharply reduced, however, by a 1906 practice that allowed overflow crowds to stand along the foul lines and in the outfield, separated from the players by a rope or wire cable located at the home team’s discretion. That called for ground rules about balls that fell among the standees. Those agreed on for Game One of this World Series were that a ball that landed amid spectators on fair ground, either on the bounce or the fly, was unretrievable and would count as a double. There would be no pop-fly home runs into that shrunken center field.16 A fielder’s overthrow into the mob allowed a one-base advance. Spectators were supposed to return balls that fell among them, and if they did not, players or umpires went out to retrieve them. Recovery efforts weren’t always successful, but the expectation was that an entire game should be played with one ball, no matter how scuffed, battered, and stained with dirt or the substances that still-legal spitball pitchers chewing tobacco, licorice, or slippery elm daubed on it before delivery.

Behind home plate benches and tables were set up for some three hundred reporters, photographers, and telegraphers poised to relay the action to the waiting nation. The sportswriters were especially important in a time when radio and television were nonexistent, serving as the eyes and ears of the millions of Americans who were followers of big-league ball but were not among the lucky thousands who filled the grandstands of small parks on any given game afternoon. How the absent multitudes of fans experienced the contests depended on a handul of men (and in 1906 men only) who could convey what they saw on the field realistically and excitingly in concise, understandable stories hammered out under heavy time pressure, stories that turned box scores into live drama.

But there was no specially located press section in or on the wooden stands, which had been expanded by the addition of extra front rows and field boxes, further reducing the room available to catch foul flies. There were no dugouts, either. The players, with bats, gloves, and other gear scattered at their feet, sat on field-level benches in what were more or less open sheds that on this day were flag draped for the occasion,

By a little before 1:00 p.m., with an hour and a half still to wait, the noise was enough to make life hard for the telegraphers tapping away at their keys. Rooters were waving pennants and team totems, including a two-foot-long bear-cub doll that someone was dangling over the upper grandstand railing and jiggling into occasional dances by means of a string. A party of Sox rooters from city hall, led by Chicago’s official restaurant inspector, had brought a six-foot-long string of cowbells to jangle. Boasts and insults, good-natured and otherwise, were exchanged at high volume, amplified by tooting horns. PARTISAN FEELINGS RUN HIGH IN VAST THRONG OF EXULTANT FANS WHOSE HEATED ARGUMENTS COUNTERACT ICY BLASTS, ran one next-day headline. Amid all that din, bets were openly being laid, with those taking the Cubs obliged to offer odds of 2 to 1 or even 3 to 1 because, for all the excitement, the Series looked as if it would be a runaway for the Nationals, a David-and-Goliath rematch, this time without divine assistance on David’s side.

* * *

The 1906 Chicago Cubs were one of the greatest teams of the twentieth century. That season they won 116 games, a record never surpassed, and not even equaled until 2001 by the Seattle Mariners, who did it in a 162-game season instead of the 154-game format in use when each league had only eight teams playing seven rivals twenty-two times apiece. The Cubs had lost only 36 games in the entire year. (Two meaningless ties were not made up.) In their own park they were 56–21, and on the road they reeled off 60 victories against a mere 15 losses. In the early part of the season the experts had predicted a tough battle between the Cubs and the New York Giants, the preceding year’s world champions. But after an opening series in which the New York team took three games out of four, it was all Cubs. They wound up winning 14 of the next 18 games against John McGraw’s team, including a monumental 19–0 shellacking at New York’s Polo Grounds in June. It gave them an additional nickname in Chicago sport pages: “Giant-Killers.” Never looking back after grabbing first place on May 28, they vaulted from strength to strength, with a 26–3 record in August, and victories in 50 of their final 57 games.17 They led the league in batting with a team average of .262 and clouted 20 home runs, a high total then, but second in 1906 to the Brooklyn Dodgers’ 25. In fielding they were the first modern team to post fewer than 200 errors (194 to be exact). Their double-play combination of shortstop Joe Tinker, second baseman Johnny Evers, and first baseman (and manager) Frank Chance was deadly, though not celebrated in Giant rooter Franklin P Adams’s poem beginning “These are the saddest of possible words, Tinker to Evers to Chance” until 1910. (Actually, the trio made only 17 double plays in 1906, eight started by Tinker, but it was a goodly total and harder to reach when a deader ball got out to the infielders more slowly.)

In addition to almost flawless fielding and slugging power they had speed, a gigantic asset in a low-scoring era when a stolen base that helped build a run could decide a game. The Cubs had pilfered 283, with Chance alone taking 57.

The pitching was beyond expressions like “eye-popping.” The combined staff’s earned run average was 1.76. Its ace, Mordecai Brown, had posted a 26–6 record during the season and his ERA was 1.04. Behind him came left-hander Jack Pfiester, with 20 wins against eight losses. Ed Reulbach, 19–4, allowed opponents only 1.65 earned runs in every nine innings. Carl Lundgren was fourth in wins with 17, against six losses, but in contrast to the other mound misers seemed virtually generous in allowing runs: his ERA was 2.21. Jack Taylor, obtained from the St. Louis National League team in a midseason trade, was a Cub from only July 1 onward, but he won 12 games for the Chicagoans while losing three and had an ERA of 1.84 as a Cub. Orval Overall had an identical won-and-lost record, with a 1.88 ERA. Twenty-eight times, or every five and a half games on average, the Cubs had won by a shutout—and Brown alone had 10 of those.

In contrast, the White Sox had undergone a brutal season-long struggle. The midpoint of July 1 found them in the second division, and they’d barely been above the .500 mark two weeks earlier. But the pack leaders, New York, Philadelphia, and Cleveland, were tightly bunched, so when the Sox broke through with a record-setting 19-game
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