
  Acknowledgments


  THE STORY OF THE DETROIT TIGERS and the magnificent ballpark they have called “home” for more than a century is not the work of just one person. Many gave of their time and expertise to turn this dream of a project into reality.


  Deserving special praise are Tyler Barnes, Director of Media Relations for the Tigers and Melanie Waters, Public Relations Coordinator. David Matheson, Giovanni Loria and Christina Branham, also from the Office of Public Relations, were extremely helpful.


  Todd Miller, Editor of Tiger Stripes, newsletter for the Mayo Smith Society, provided valuable editorial and research assistance for this project. Revelations by Charlie Cobb have gone a long way to set the record straight about his grandfather, “The Georgia Peach.” Likewise, the eagle eye of editor John Lofflin demonstrated why he is a valued associate professor of journalism at Park College in Kansas City.


  The author treasures the support and encouragement of announcers Ernie Harwell and Jim Price throughout the writing of this book.


  Al Kaline, a Hall-of-Famer both on and off the field, became a role model even before the phrase was coined. Thank you for your willingness to write the foreword and to show class no matter where you go.


  Sharon Arend, Company Historian for Little Caesars Enterprises, Inc., was instrumental in securing photographs. Photographer Mark Cunningham, too, provided photos. Your cooperation and assistance were extremely helpful.


  Special thanks to Michael Ilitch, owner of the Tigers, and to John McHale”, Jr., president and CEO of the club. Your encouragement and support are appreciated, indeed. Thank you, also, for your vision for the future and your willingness to make tough decisions.


  Finally, the author joins the entire Detroit Tiger organization in giving a standing ovation to you loyal fans who have made baseball at Michigan and Trumbull a part of your fabric. May this book bring back for you those wonderful memories of Tigers baseball.


  -J.M.


  Chapter 1

  The Beginnings


  
    “Professional baseball is on the wane. Salaries must come down, or the interest of the public must be increased in some way. If one or the other does not happen, bankruptcy stares every team in the face.”


    - Albert Spalding 1881
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  Players demand more money.


  Owners refuse to budge from their offers.


  Sportswriters predict high salaries will kill the game.


  Fans grow disgusted with the whole mess.


  No, these are not headlines from a current newspaper. They were controversies that dominated baseball reporting more than 120 years ago.


  The National Baseball League was not yet three years old when it had its first significant conflict between players and owners. At impasse were players’ salaries.


  Club owners attempted to curb escalating salaries among players (the average was $200 a month) by playing another kind of hardball. On September 29, 1879, they secretly agreed to a “reserve clause” through which five players (normally the five best players) would be named by a club owner as “reserved.” No other club would be allowed to approach these designated players or to sign them without consent of their current owner. This meant that a top player had little if any say in the amount of money he was paid. He had two choices: accept his owner’s offer or leave baseball.


  Even if the player chose to retire from baseball, he was still property of the team that reserved him and could not sign with any other National League club.


  News of this secret agreement was leaked to the press. One of the first reporters to challenge the issue was O. P. Caylor, sports editor of the Cincinnati Enquirer. Players for the Cincinnati Reds, baseball’s first professional team, rebelled against this clause. “It looks like they want to make slaves of us all,” said pitcher Will Wright, who had posted a 43-31 record that season.


  Cincinnati had objected to earlier high-handed decisions by the National League. The final blow came at the end of the 1880 season when the league, in an attempt to give the game a better image, banned Sunday baseball and the sale of beer at games. In contrast to the practice that year initiated by President Rutherford B. Hayes and First Lady “Lemonade Lucy,” who refused to serve alcohol in the White House, attending Sunday afternoon games while sipping a local brew was one of the few joys left for citizens of a blue-collar town such as Cincinnati. Consequently, the team voted to leave the National League and made plans to play elsewhere.


  Cincinnati’s decision to walk left a void in the league. Filling that slot was a team from Detroit called by two names: the “Wolverines” and the “Detroits.”


  Many people were instrumental in bringing Major League Baseball to Detroit. The most influential was Detroit Mayor William G. Thompson. Thompson, also president of the Detroit Baseball Club, used his persuasive powers and political muscle to generate interest by the citizens.


  Some of his colleagues silently wondered if Detroit could compete with major markets. After all, Detroit had yet to identify itself. Since French explorers first settled there in 1648, and 15 years before Henry Ford completed his first automobile, the city had no major industry. Instead, it had slowly grown from a predominantly farming community to a center for exporting of produce to Canada and the East via the Detroit River, Lake St. Clair and Lake Erie.


  Lack of industry didn’t phase Mayor Thompson. He reminded anyone who would listen that America was also in a stage of transition. He was right. The nation was licking the wounds of the Civil War which had ended only 16 years earlier. Voters had just elected James A. Garfield president of these United States. He would serve only four months before being assassinated.


  Baseball was also emerging. The earliest rules established by Alexander Cartwright were quite different from those of today. Pitchers, for example, could toss underhanded only. Instead of throwing from a mound, they were stationed in a chalk-marked box just 50 feet from home plate. If a pitcher was ineffective and had to be removed, he was “knocked out of the box”—a designation that still applies. A batter received an intentional pass after eight balls.


  As a way of publicizing his major league city of 116,340 residents, Mayor Thompson preferred to call his team the “Detroits”; newspaper reporters adopted the name “Wolverines.”


  The team played its home games at Recreation Park near Brush and Brady—the far northeast corner of the city at that time. The field had just a few bleachers along the first and third-base lines. Spectators, many of whom rode to the games in horse-drawn buggies, placed themselves behind the outfielders, thereby determining the outfield “fence.” Visiting teams sometimes complained that when Detroit batters came to the plate the fans moved in closer; when the opposing team was at bat, they moved several feet back.


  Detroit prepared for an 84-game schedule with the Chicago Colts (with Adrian “Cap” Anson and Michael “King” Kelly of “Slide, Kelly, Slide” fame), the Providence (RI) Grays, the Buffalo Bisons, Troy (NY) Trojans, Boston Red Caps, Cleveland Blues and Worcester Ruby Legs.


  On May 2, 1881, more than 1,200 fans paid between 15 and 65 cents each to see their team beaten by Buffalo, 6-4.


  The National League’s newest entry, managed by Frank Bancroft, had three star players: rookie first baseman Martin Powell, who led the club with a .338 average; outfielder Ned Hanlon, one of the league’s best defensive players; and catcher Charlie Bennett, a three-year veteran of the league who hit .301 and led the team with seven homers. Bennett is said to be the first catcher who got into a crouch position behind batters; others merely placed themselves several feet behind the batter and caught a pitched ball on the first bounce.


  The Wolverines carried only two pitchers. Both performed magnificently. George Derby (29-26) was the “ace,” but George “Stump” Weidman (8-5) topped the National League with a 1.80 ERA.


  Solid hitting and pitching earned the surprising Wolverines a fourth-place finish in their freshman year in the National League.


  The next year, 1882, produced the National League’s first rival. Led by the departed Cincinnati squad, a new league—the American Association—was born. For all intents and purposes, however, this league was looked upon by the nation as a minor league.


  Detroit slipped to sixth place in 1882, even though it posted a winning record of 42-41. Leading the Wolverines in hitting and in fan popularity was catcher Charlie Bennett. His .301 mark was the only one to crack the .300 barrier. Once again, Derby and Weidman handled the starting mound chores.


  Also in 1882, Detroit crowned its first home run champion. Outfielder George Wood led the National League with seven circuit blows.


  Individual statistics meant little to the fans; of greater importance was sponsoring a championship team. The team was just two years old, but Detroit fans already displayed little patience with mediocrity. They clamored for a “winner.”


  The team’s most unusual victory of the ‘82 season occurred off the field. Following a 1-O loss for Detroit, Owner Thompson discovered that second-year umpire Richard Higham had met with some gamblers in a Detroit pool hall prior to the game. He complained to the National League. Upon further investigation, the league expelled Higham from its roster of arbiters.


  Fan discontent and fights with umpires took their toll on Owner-Mayor Thompson. Following the 1882 season, he chose to focus on civic matters and sold his club to businessman Charles H. Marsh.


  The National League attempted to enhance its overall appearance in 1883 by regulating the color of team socks. The color of the uniforms and design of the logos were left to the individual owners. The league was concerned only with the stockings worn by each player. The Detroit “Wolverines” were assigned the color brown.


  In ‘83, the New York Gothams and the Philadelphia Quakers replaced the struggling teams of Troy and Worcester. Even with two new entries, the Wolverines could not improve on the previous year’s record. A disappointing 40-58 season behind new manager Jack Chapman resulted in a seventh-place finish.


  Bennett (.305) and Wood (.302) were the sole consistent hitters. The only one to top the league in any category was Martin Powell, who had the dubious honor of leading all first basemen with 54 errors.


  Beginning with the 1884 season, the scope of baseball changed radically when, for the first time, pitchers were permitted to throw overhand.


  Had they been allowed to face only underhand tosses by opposing pitchers, the 1884 Wolverines would probably still have fielded a sorry team. With only 28 wins all season, they finished in last place on merit. In one game, James “Pud” Galvin led Buffalo to an 18-0, no-hit thumping of Detroit as the Wolverines were able to get only one batter to first on an error. Catcher Bennett (.264) was the closest regular to hitting .300, and no pitcher enjoyed a winning record. It was a year management and fans would rather forget.


  Two managers, Charlie Morton and Bill “Wattie” Watkins tried to rejuvenate the club in 1885, to no avail. All they produced was a sixth-place finish.


  Now the fans really showed their anger. Many openly rebelled by boycotting games. Wolverine management suffered severe losses in gate receipts. To save the club from bankruptcy, Frederick K. Stearns, a wholesale druggist who captained the University of Michigan 1877 baseball team, invested a lot of cash into the operation. He became majority stockholder and president of the club.


  Buffalo and Providence were not so blessed with local investors. Red ink forced both franchises out of the league following the ‘85 campaign. Replacing these teams were the Washington Statesmen and the Kansas City Cowboys. Players from departed Buffalo and Providence teams became free agents. Detroit took advantage, and purchased for a grand sum of $8,000, four established stars who had formed the Buffalo infield: first baseman Dennis “Dan” Brouthers (pronounced “Broo-thers”), second baseman Hardy Richardson, shortstop Jack Rowe and third baseman “Deacon” James White. The investment paid off handsomely.


  Brouthers (.370) and Richardson (.351) led the club in hitting. They also tied for the league lead in homers with 11. Rowe (.303) was sensational at short, and White (.289), a master at third.


  Southpaw Charles “Lady” Baldwin dominated hitters as demonstrated by his league-leading 42 wins against 13 losses.


  This roster gained for Detroit not only respect, but also a second-place finish, just 2 ½ games behind first-place Chicago.


  Wattie Watkins and his Wolverines knew they had a contender. Financial woes forced Kansas City and St. Louis out of the National League in 1887. Replacing them were the Pittsburgh Alleghenys and Indianapolis Hoosiers.


  From Opening Day of 1887, Detroit left no doubt they were the team to beat. Right fielder Samuel “Big Sam” Thompson had a banner year, leading the league in hitting with a blistering .372 and 166 RBI. For the record, baseball rules in 1887 allowed bases on balls to be counted as hits. In spite of the inflated averages, Brouthers (.338), Rowe (.318), Richardson (.328) and White (.303) made that $8,000 purchase price look like the greatest bargain in sports history.


  By season’s end, Detroit had won its first National League pennant, beating out second-place Philadelphia by 3 ½ games.


  A first-place finish alone was not good enough for Owner Stearns. In a letter dated September 23, 1887, Steams challenged Chris Von Der Ahe, president of the St. Louis Browns—winners of the American Association pennant—to a series of 15 games that would be played in a variety of cities. Each player for the winning team would collect $100. Von Der Ahe accepted. Detroit won its eighth and deciding contest by the 11th game, but the players continued with the schedule. By the end of the round robin, Detroit had won 11 games and the Browns only 4.


  Detroit had many years of practice on how to be a good loser; none, however, on how to be a good winner. Momentum from the previous season failed to carry over to the next. Plagued with injuries and sub-standard performances, Wattie Watkins’ team struggled to a fifth-place finish. With 38 games remaining in the season, Bob Leadley replaced Manager Watkins. Even the fact that Detroit became the first team ever to issue rain checks could salvage fan support.


  Before the season ended, Frederick Stearns sold most of his interest in the club to Charles W. Smith. Both Smith and Stearns grew weary of baseball in a very short period of time. High salaries for star players made it impossible for them to foresee any genuine possibility of profits. They had to make bold, quick moves in order to survive. That included unloading some high-priced employees. Walking the plank were Brouthers, Richardson and Bennett, sold to Boston; White, Rowe and Hanlon were shipped off to Pittsburgh; Thompson went to Philadelphia. Quietly, the remainder of the team was sent off to Cleveland. When no players were purchased to replace them, Detroit fans soon realized that the eight-year history of the Wolverines in the National League was just that—history.


  On Opening Day, 1889, Detroit was no longer a major league city.


  Chapter 2

  Big League Baseball Returns to Detroit


  
    “Pop Dillon for President.”


    - Slogan chanted by Detroit fans following the opening day win, April 25, 1901
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  Bennett Park, where the Tigers played their first American League games.


  BY 1889, BASEBALL HAD LARGELY DEVELOPED into the game we see today. Three strikes and you were out; four balls and you got a free pass to first base.


  Rules changes notwithstanding, Detroit fans grew restless. They missed big league baseball. Some pastors, priests and rabbis even urged their flocks to pray for a team. Their prayers were answered, but not until 1901.


  Owner George Arthur Vanderbeck, a native Californian, ensured that Detroit would have a professional team, even though it might not be in the “Show”—the term used to designate the major league. As a result, from 1889 to 1900, Detroit was host to several minor league teams, including one in the Western League.


  If the city had any hope of returning to the National League, Pittsburgh Pirate owner William W. “Captain” Kerr, who served on the league’s membership committee, smothered it. “Detroit has not the remotest chance of getting back into the league,” he wrote in the October 14, 1893, edition of The Sporting News. “It was no stayer when it was a member of the league and sold out.”


  On January 9, 1894, Detroit fans were shocked to learn that one of their all-time favorites, catcher Charlie Bennett, was the victim of a tragic accident. While on a hunting trip with friends, Bennett slipped attempting to re-board a moving train. He lost his footing, and fell under the wheels. He lost his left foot; his right leg was cut off at the knee.
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  Charlie Bennett, the reliable and plucky catcher whose career was cut short due to a freak accident.


  Following the 1895 season, Owner Vanderbeck hired George “Tweedy” Stallings as manager for the 1896 campaign. During that year, Stallings attempted to add a dash of flash to the team by replacing the mundane brown uniform socks with black and yellow striped stockings. He told author Frederick Lieb: “I didn’t think of their resemblance to a tiger’s stripes at the time, but the fans and some of our early writers noticed it and soon started calling the club the ‘Tigers.’ ”


  Another version of the origin of the team’s name says that a year earlier, an unidentified headline writer wrote in the April 16, 1895, edition of the Detroit Free Press, the following: “Tigers Showed Up Very Nicely.” Throughout the year, a column of statistics appeared in the paper labeled as follows: “Notes of the Detroit Tigers.”


  A new team name was not the only change in Detroit baseball. Owner Vanderbeck invested $10,000 to construct a hastily built stadium on the corner of Michigan and Trumbull Avenues for Opening Day, 1896. It was the start of a new location for the Tigers—one that would serve as their home for more than 100 years.


  Of particular delight to the 8,000 fans who squeezed into the 5,000-seat stadium on that brisk afternoon of April 28, 1896, was the ceremonial opening pitch. Hobbling to home plate to catch the toss was none other than Charlie Bennett. As soon as Bennett caught the pitch and the crowd finished its roar of approval, Mr. Vanderbeck announced that, beginning this day, the new home of the Tigers would be named “Bennett Park.”


  Tears fell at home plate, in the ballpark and throughout the city of Detroit.


  Detroit won the first contest played at Bennett Park when it defeated the “Athletics,” a local semi-pro team, 30-3. The game was never in doubt when Detroit sent six runners across the plate in the top of the first. The home team in that day enjoyed the option of starting the game in the field or at bat.


  Despite watching such overpowering victories, Detroit fans were not satisfied with anything short of big league baseball.


  Growing fan discontent with the current status of Detroit baseball coupled with problems in Arthur Vanderbeck’s personal life, including a divorce and pending lawsuits, led Vanderbeck to sell the club on March 6, 1900, to James D. Burns and other investors.


  Burns, a quick-tempered Detroit saloon owner and former Wayne County Sheriff, was more accustomed to settling arguments with swinging fists while working in his Irish pub, or with a billy club when wearing a badge, than with sophisticated negotiations and diplomacy required of big business. Later that year, Ban Johnson, president of the Western League, another flamboyant leader, led a group of club owners in forming the American League. Insiders felt the quick-triggered personalities of Burns and Johnson would never allow a meeting of the minds. The 42-year-old Johnson, former sports editor for the Cincinnati Commercial-Gazette, regarded Burns and his Detroit organization as threats to his strong rule. Few, therefore, gave Detroit much chance to gain admission to the new league.


  In addition, with a population of fewer than 296,000 citizens, Detroit was the smallest city among prospective franchises.


  Burns, however, proved equal to the challenge. In 1901, his Tigers were invited to join the Milwaukee Brewers, Chicago White Stockings, Boston Somersets, Philadelphia Athletics, Baltimore Orioles, Washington Nationals and Cleveland Blues in the formation of the American League.


  Following a 12-year hiatus, Major League Baseball finally returned to Detroit.


  On Thursday afternoon, April 25, 1901, 10,023 fans not only saw their first American League game, they also witnessed one of baseball’s most amazing come-from-behind victories.


  The Tigers fielded a rather solid line up that first game:


  Frank “Pop” Dillon - first base


  William “Kid” Gleason - second base


  Norman “Kid” Elberfeld - shortstop


  James “Doc” Casey - third base


  William “Kid” Nance - left field


  Jimmy Barrett - center field


  James “Ducky” Holmes - right field


  Frederick “Fritz” Buelow - catcher


  Emil Frisk - pitcher


  Aided by seven Detroit errors, pitcher Pete Downing and his Milwaukee Brewers led the upstart Tigers 13-4 after eight innings. Many of the hometown fans groaned as they left the park to get ahead of the crowd that would follow after the last out. Everyone knew the game was lost... except the Detroit players.


  Leadoff hitter in the bottom of the ninth was James Patrick “Doc” Casey. The tiny (5' 6", 150-pound) third baseman lined a ground-rule double into the crowd of faithful fans standing in left field. That began a barrage of hits—nine of them—mixed with a walk and a Milwaukee error. The Tigers were down by only one run. With two outs and two runners on the sacks, first baseman Dillon blasted a line drive toward the overflow crowd standing in left field. A partisan Detroit fan, said one reporter, reached out and batted the bouncing ball away from the Brewers’ left fielder. Both runners scored easily on Dillon’s fourth double of the afternoon. The Tigers won 14-13.


  Cheering fans raced onto the field, lifted Dillon on their shoulders and gave him a hero’s ride to the center-field clubhouse.


  The Tigers, in their debut season in the American League, made a solid impression. Elberfeld (.310) led the club in hitting. Roscoe Miller, in his only full season with Detroit, led the Bengals with a 23-13 mark on the mound. Utility man Lewis “Sport” McAllister filled in as a catcher, infielder and outfielder whenever necessary and hit an impressive .301. The heretofore-untested Tigers compiled a 74-61 record and a third-place finish.


  The team worked well together. Management did not. Field manager and minority owner George Stallings constantly bickered with majority owner Burns. They accused each other of less-than-ethical handling of gate receipts. One insider commented: “Stallings and Burns had a simple system of bookkeeping. Whichever one got to the cash box first got the money.”


  As a remedy for this embarrassing situation, League President Ban Johnson forced both Stallings and Burns to sell their interests in the club. Railroad tycoon Samuel F. Angus headed the new owners.


  If any of the Tiger hopefuls were ready to celebrate a league championship in 1902 based on the bright promise offered by the previous year’s squad, they soon would be disappointed. Led by new manager Frank Dwyer, the Tigers languished near the bottom of the league, ending the season 52-83 and in seventh place.


  Jimmy Barrett (.303) was the only one to crack the .300 mark in hitting. No pitcher had a winning record, although Ed Siever (8-11) led the league with a 1.91 ERA.


  Attendance dropped 28 percent that year. As a means of reaching more people, Owner Burns authorized the playing of Sunday games. Games on church days were forbid, den if not by law, certainly by so-called “community standards.” However, the rules were much more relaxed in farming areas. Burns, therefore, moved the Sunday games three miles west of Bennett Park to a place he dubbed “Burns Park,” on Dix, between Livernois and Waterman.


  One would think that fans watching a game on a Sunday afternoon would be quite subdued. Not so. Fights aplenty broke out during these contests. Future owner Walter O. Briggs attended most of these games. “You used to see more fights there on a Sunday afternoon than you see now in the big leagues in five years,” he recalled. “The players fought each other and the fans; the fans fought the gate tenders; and the tenders fought the groundskeeper. Fights started before a ball was pitched, lasted throughout the game, and continued long afterwards.”


  League President Ban Johnson, no fan of Detroit, was ready to pull the carpet from under the franchise. Detroit management, however, vowed to clean up its act, and Johnson backed away from any threat to move the team.


  Manager Ed Barrow led the Tigers to an improved 65-71 record in 1903. Even with the solid hitting of Barrett (.315) and “Wahoo Sam” Crawford (.325 and a league-leading 25 triples)—the six-foot left-handed hitter from Wahoo, Nebraska, purchased from Cincinnati before the start of the season—the team never posed a threat to take the pennant, ending the year in fifth place, 25 games behind Boston.


  Until 1903, most baseball experts looked down their noses at the allegedly inferior American League. That opinion changed quickly after the National League Champion Pittsburgh Pirates agreed to play the Boston Pilgrims (the new team name) in the first World Series. To the surprise of everyone, especially the Pirates, Boston won the best-of-nine-games Series five games to three.


  On January 22, 1904, Angus sold his interest in the Tigers to 28-year-old William Hoover Yawkey, heir to a lumber fortune and uncle of future Boston Red Sox owner Tom Yawkey. Yawkey knew little about the nuts and bolts of running a baseball franchise, so he brought on board another young man, Frank Navin, to oversee the day-to-day operations of the club. Yawkey promised, in time, to bring a winning team to Detroit.


  That “time” was not 1904. Ed Barrow lasted 6just over half a year at the helm of the hapless Tigers before being replaced by Robert Lincoln “Bobby” Lowe, who also played second base for the club, becoming Detroit’s first player-manager. Lowe was a weak hitter (.208) and, as it turned out, just as weak a manager. He was not offered a contract to manage the Tigers the next year and remained content to serve as a utility infielder for three more seasons.


  Once more, no Tiger batted over .300. Only right-handed pitcher William “Wild Bill” Donovan, in his second year with the team, had a winning record (17-16).


  No team legitimately wore the World Series crown in 1904. Still suffering from the humiliation of the previous season, New York Giants manager John McGraw refused to accept the challenge of the American League pennant-winning Boston team to play a second World Series. The Boston players, as a result, declared themselves as World Champions by default.
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  “Wahoo Sam” Crawford was a hitter with power.


  Chapter 3

  A Genius in Spikes


  
    “I had to fight all my life to survive.”


    - Ty Cobb
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  Ty Cobb revolutionized the game with his savvy on the basepaths.


  NO OTHER PLAYER IN TLGER HISTORY COULD GENERATE as much excitement per game as did Tyrus Raymond Cobb. Ty Cobb embodied a lust for survival that dominated Detroit during the first part of the 20th century.


  The 6' 1", 175-pounder from Narrows, Georgia, used everything in his power to get a hit, steal a base or score a run. If he could do all this within the rules, that would be fine. If it meant stretching the rules or even breaking them without being caught, that would be fine as well.


  Fans and sportswriters knew that this feisty player, dubbed “The Georgia Peach” in 1906 by Joe Jackson of the Detroit Free Press, would do whatever it took to bring home a victory for their beloved Tigers. They were seldom disappointed. Between 1905 and 1926, Detroit fans saw Cobb help the Tigers win games in every imaginable way—and some they could never have conceived.


  Some say that Ty Cobb was the best ballplayer ever to roam an outfield. His home run production may fall short of one George Herman Ruth, but his overall record earned him the right to join Ruth, Honus Wagner, Christy Mathewson and Walter “Big Train” Johnson as the first five players elected to baseball’s Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, on February 2, 1936. In fact, Cobb received more votes—222 (out of a possible 226)—than any other player. Babe Ruth, for example, received 215 votes.


  For 23 years, Ty Cobb batted over .300. He won 12 American League batting championships (twice by hitting over .400); nine of those were consecutive. At one point, he held an astounding 90 major league records, including the highest career batting average (.367) ever compiled by any major leaguer before or since.


  A plaque unveiled on the Trumbull Avenue side of Tiger Stadium on July 17, 1963, summed up his career:


  TYRUS RAYMOND COBB 1886 - 1961


  Greatest Tiger of All A Genius in Spikes


  Ty Cobb revolutionized the game with his agility on the basepaths. It wasn’t just his ability to steal a base, although he would soon smash all records in that department. It was his gutsy running during otherwise routine plays. Often, he scored from second on a ground out. He stole home a record 54 times. He had the opposition convinced he could steal any base any time he wanted. “The base runner has the right of way,” insisted Cobb, “and that man who blocks it does it at his own peril.”


  Cobb‘s teammate, Herman “Germany” Schaefer, would add a touch of anxiety to the opposition when, after Cobb swiped a base, he would yell from the dugout: “Hold onto your pants or he’ll steal them, too!”


  Baseball historians seldom refer to Cobb as a long-ball hitter. Yet he did slam 118 homers in an era of the so-called “dead ball.” He actually led both leagues with nine round-trippers in 1909.


  Prior to a game in May 1925, Cobb told a reporter that he was tired of reading about Babe Ruth’s home runs. “I’ll show you something today,” he promised. That afternoon, the Peach slammed three homers, plus a double and two singles. The next day he hit two home runs.


  Ty Cobb remains fourth among all major leaguers in career doubles, second in career triples and fourth in career RBI. In addition, he remains second on the all-time hit list and third in total stolen bases (having led the league six years in that department).


  Some skeptics claim that Cobb’s batting average was high in an era most players had a higher average compared to modern day hitters. The facts dictate otherwise. Currently, major leaguers average .260. A batting champion hits from 80 to 90 points higher. In Cobb’s era, players averaged less than .250. When winning his batting crowns, Cobb typically hit 100 to 140 points higher.


  Sam Crawford recalled many years after he retired that players in those days sometimes played an entire game with just one ball. By game’s end, it was lopsided and full of tobacco juice and licorice stains. “Pitchers used to have their own way,” he said. “Spitballs and Emory balls and whatnot.”


  Ted Williams—arguably the greatest hitter of the modern era—credits Ty Cobb’s success to his intelligence. “He was as intelligent a guy as I ever met in baseball,” says the Splendid Splinter. “He studied each catcher’s style—the different way each one called his game—and could readily adjust his hitting strategy to a change of catchers. Not only was Cobb intelligent, he was also talented and completely fearless—a deadly triple threat.”


  The legacy that dominates the image of Ty Cobb in the minds of most fans is his rather ungentlemanly conduct both on and off the diamond. One classic photograph shows him sliding into third base, feet high, ready to spike the fielder who dared get in his way. Other witnesses tell of his willingness to fight players and fans within seconds after he became irritated. Most of the time these agitations stemmed from something insignificant.


  Cobb didn’t deny this. “Baseball is a red-blooded game for red-blooded men,” he once said. “It’s no pink tea, and mollycoddles had better stay out. It’s a survival of the fittest. Every veteran is not only fighting against the other side, but he is trying to hold his own against some youngster on his bench. Why not boldly admit this?”


  Detroit Tiger brass had heard of the 19-year-old Cobb in 1905 when he was playing in the South Atlantic (Sally) League for Augusta—site of the Tigers’ spring training camp that year. Frank Navin, by 1905 holder of a large share of stock in the club, along with pitcher Bill Donovan and infielder Schaefer, went to see the youngster in practice. What Navin saw was a diamond in the rough. The left-handed batter and right-handed thrower appeared awkward and clumsy. At the same time, he had remarkable speed and an exceptionally quick start.


  Cobb was not invited to the Detroit club right away. Navin felt a year’s seasoning would help smooth out the rough edges.


  During the 1905 season, Ed Barrow, manager of the Indianapolis club, offered to buy Cobb from William Croke, owner of the Augusta club. Croke demanded $500. Barrow offered $300 for Cobb. “Not a chance,” said Croke, and the deal was off. Years later, Barrow sadly confessed to a reporter, “I lost Ty Cobb for a lousy two hundred bucks.”


  Near the end of the 1905 major league season, Detroit needed some additional hitting prowess. Navin got Cobb for a reported salary of $750. Cobb, just a few days before, had been called home. His mother, Amanda, had accidentally killed his father, Herschel—a respected educator and state senator—with two shotgun blasts. Following the funeral, his mother was indicted for manslaughter; she would later be acquitted.


  Some pseudo-psychologists theorize that this horrible scene was responsible for Cobb’s sour attitude about life. Cobb, however, overcame even this tragedy when he played 41 games for Detroit in 1905, batting .240 with one home run.


  Even if Cobb had hit his lifetime average, it would not have had a significant impact on the Tigers of 1905 who finished in third place with a record of 79-74, 15 ½ games behind the Philadelphia Athletics.


  Cobb’s sophomore year proved to be a preview of his playing ability which would elevate him to lasting stardom. In 98 games during the 1906 campaign, the young right fielder hit .320 and stole 23 bases. Unfortunately, that did little to enhance the Tigers’ standing in the league. When the season ended, Detroit was far down in the standings in sixth place, 21 games behind the league-leading White Sox.


  Easing some of the tensions brought on by a losing season were the antics of “Germany” Schaefer. In contrast to the intense, focused Cobb, Schaefer delighted in using comedy routines to keep things in perspective.


  [image: “Germany” Schaefer added some comic relief to the tension-filled games.]


  “Germany” Schaefer added some comic relief to the tension-filled games.


  Once, for example, with Detroit leading late in a game and the umpires refusing to call the contest on account of darkness, Schaefer went out to his position at second base while holding a lantern. On another occasion, before the rule was changed, just after he hit a double, leaving him on second and another Tiger on third, Schaefer “stole” first base. Although the fans and other players laughed, he later explained that he tried to tempt the catcher throw to first, giving the runner on third a chance to score.


  All of Schaefer’s creativity on the diamond could not save the job of low-key manager Bill Armour, who compiled a mediocre 150-152 record during his two years at the helm. Replacing him was a most colorful figure—Hugh Ambrose Jennings.


  Jennings, in contrast to his predecessor, refused to remain in the background. The blue-eyed, freckle-faced Irishman elected to place himself on the field as first base or third base coach. During a Tiger rally, Jennings often pulled up fistfuls of grass from the coach’s box, raised his right leg and with a yell that could be heard as far away as the coal mines in his home town of Pittstown, Pennsylvania, bellowed: “Ee-yah! Ee-yah!” Fans loved to sit in the stands immediately behind the feisty manager and shout the unusual yell with him. It wasn’t long before manager Hughie Jennings became known as “The Ee-yah Man.”


  No baseball expert would claim that a change in managers alone could make such a difference, but in 1907, Detroit, paced by its flashy right fielder from Georgia, made a marked turn-around. In fact, they led the league by scoring 694 runs. Even more impressive, they also ended the season in first place, 1 ½ games ahead of second-place Philadelphia. Ty Cobb led the American League hit parade with a whopping .350 average and 116 RBI. He tied for second place in home runs with five; he also topped the junior circuit with 49 stolen bases, 212 hits, 286 total bases and a .473 slugging average.


  All this came close to never happening. On March 16, during spring training, Cobb stood in the dugout and got into a shouting match with a groundskeeper. Words led to blows. Cobb’s teammate, catcher Charlie “Boss” Schmidt, tried to stop the fight. Cobb turned his attention away from the groundskeeper and punched Schmidt in the jaw. Four teammates were needed to restore the peace.


  Manager Jennings is often praised for his ability to handle the temperamental Cobb, whose vein-bulging outbursts had already become an American League staple. The new manager, who passed his bar examination while with the Tigers, also could have used a degree in psychology. However, even Jennings’ patience had its limits. The manager with a “grin that echoed” was forced to consider the effect Cobb’s antics would have on the rest of the team. He was not eager to have internal troubles plague his debut, so he offered to trade Cobb to Cleveland for outfielder Elmer Flick. Napoleon Lajoie, manager of the Indians, perhaps not wanting to add a problem child to his lineup, said, “Thanks, but no thanks.”


  Before the team broke camp to head north, Cobb quietly mentioned to a newspaper reporter that, if he wanted, he could whip Boss Schmidt and any of his other teammates in a fair fight. Schmidt took this as a personal challenge to his manhood and, within hours after the story broke, got into a knock-down-drag-out fight with Cobb. Cobb came out second best with a broken nose and two swollen eyes. Consequently, he missed spring training’s last two exhibition games.


  The popular movie, Field of Dreams, contains a pointed scene in which great baseball players from the past somehow return to life to play ball on an Iowa farm. Missing from the ensemble is Ty Cobb. When asked why he wasn’t there, one of the players responds, “We didn’t like him when we were living; we still don’t like him.”


  Ty Cobb, however, was never interested in winning a popularity


  

  

  

  [image: “Wild Bill” Donovan became one of Detroit’s first pitching aces.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: George Mullin wore two hats, one as a steady pitcher, the other as an outfielder.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  [image: Southpaw Ed Killian was another mainstay with the Tigers’ pitching staff.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Detroit Tigers 1907 American League Champions Top Row - Eubank, Rossman, Crawford, Donovan, Mullin, Willett, Payne, Killian Middle Row - D. Jones, Downs, Cobb, Coughlin, Schaefer, B. Jones Front Row - Siever, Archer, Jennings (manager), Schmidt, O’Leary]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Detroit Tigers 1908 American League Champions Top Row - Tuthill (trainer J, Stanage, Killian, Downs, Thomas, Rossman, Summers, Willett, Crawford, Mullin Middle Row - Schaefer, Donovan, Winter, Navin [presidentJ, Jennings (managerj, Coughlin, O’Leary, Bush, Cobb Front Row - McIntyre, Malloy, D. Jones, Suggs, Schmidt, Killefer]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Detroit Tigers 1909 American League Champions Top Row - Summers, Schmidt, Stanage, Gainor, Willett, Crawford, Cobb, Mullin Middle Row - Delahanty, T. Jones, Killian, D. Jones, Jennings [manager], Moriarty, O'Leary, Bush Front Row - Tuthill (trainerj, Lelivelt, Donovan, Works, McIntyre, Beckendorf, Speer]


  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Catcher Charles “Boss” Schmidt was a tough backstop who once had to curtail the aggressiveness of Ty Cobb. As a result, the two were never close friends.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Prior to the start of Game One of the 1909 World Series, Ty Cobb discusses the finer points of hitting with Pirates superstar Honus Wagner.]


  

  - Appendix -


  NO-HITTERS (9 or more innings) in TIGER HISTORY:


  George Mullin, July 4, 1912 (7-0 vs. St. Louis)


  Virgil Trucks, May 15, 1952 (1-0 vs. Washington)


  Virgil Trucks, August 25, 1952 (1-0 vs. New York)


  Jim Bunning, July 20, 1958 (3-0 vs. Boston)


  Jack Morris, April 7, 1984 (4-0 vs. Chicago)


  GOLD GLOVE AWARDS:


  Frank Boling, 2B, 1958


  Al Kaline, OF, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, 1965, 1966, 1967


  Frank Lary, P, 1961


  Bill Freehan, C, 1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, 1969


  Mickey Stanley, OF, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1973


  Ed Brinkman, SS, 1972


  Aurelio Rodriguez, 3B, 1976


  Alan Trammell, SS, 1980, 1981, 1983, 1984


  Lance Parrish, C, 1983, 1984, 1985


  Lou Whitaker, 2B, 1984, 1985


  Gary Pettis, OF, 1988, 1989


  TRIPLE CROWN WINNERS:


  1909 - Ty Cobb


  RETIRED NUMBERS:


  No. 2 — Charlie Gehringer, 2B


  No. 5 — Hank Greenberg, 1B


  No.6 — Al Kaline, OF


  No. 16 — Hal Newhouser, P


  (Note: Since numbers were not issued to players prior to 1931, Ty Cobb wore no number to retire.)


  MOST VALUABLE PLAYER AWARDS:


  Mickey Cochrane, C, 1934


  Hank Greenberg, IB, 1935; OF, 1940


  Charlie Gehringer, 2B, 1937


  Hal Newhouser, P, 1944, 1945


  Denny McLain, P, 1968


  Willie Hernandez, P, 1984


  MANAGER OF THE YEAR AWARDS:


  Sparky Anderson, 1984, 1987


  CY YOUNG AWARDS:


  Denny McLain, 1968, 1969


  Willie Hernandez, 1984


  TIGERS in the HALL OF FAME (with the year selected):


  Ty Cobb, 1936


  Dan Brouthers, 1945


  Hugh Jennings, 1945


  Mickey Cochrane, 1947


  Charlie Gehringer, 1949


  Harry Heilmann, 1952


  Ed Barrow (executive), 1953


  Al Simmons, 1953


  Hank Greenberg, 1956


  Sam Crawford, 1957


  Heinie Manush, 1964


  Goose Goslin, 1968


  Waite Hoyt, 1969


  Billy Evans (executive) (umpire), 1973


  Sam Thompson, 1974


  Earl Averill, 1975


  Bucky Harris (manager), 1975


  Eddie Mathews, 1978


  Al Kaline, 1980


  George Kell, 1983


  Rick Ferrell, 1984


  Hal Newhouser, 1992


  Jim Bunning, 1996


  Ned Hanlon (manager), 1996


  Larry Doby, 1998


  ROOKIES OF THE YEAR:


  Harvey Kuenn, SS, 1953


  Mark Fidrych, P, 1976


  Lou Whitaker, 2B, 1978


  DIVISION CHAMPIONS:


  1972 - Lost to Oakland


  1984 - Defeated Kansas City


  1987 - Lost to Minnesota


  NATIONAL LEAGUE CHAMPION:


  1887 — Defeated the St. Louis Browns of the American Association in a 15-game exhibition following the season.


  AMERICAN LEAGUE CHAMPIONS:


  1907 — Lost to Cubs


  1908 — Lost to Cubs


  1909 — Lost to Pirates


  1934 — Lost to Cardinals


  1935 — Defeated Cubs


  1940 — Lost to Reds


  1945 — Defeated Cubs


  1968 — Defeated Cardinals


  1984 — Defeated Padres


  WORLD SERIES CHAMPIONS:


  1935 — Chicago, 6 games


  1945 — Chicago, 7 games


  1968 — St. Louis, 7 games


  1984 — San Diego, 5 games
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