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  FOREWORD


  On June 21, 1964, I pitched a perfect game. I didn’t know it at the time, but it had been 84 years since somebody had pitched one in the National League. Mine was only the fifth one in either of modern baseball’s major leagues, and only the seventh one recorded in the history of big league ball. As of the beginning of 2017, there have been sixteen more.


  I used a little bit of superstitious trickery to aid my perfect game. You see, three weeks prior, I had a perfect game going into the 7th inning against the Houston Colt-.45s in Philadelphia. I got to the seventh inning, gave up a hit, and then gave up several runs in the eighth, almost losing the game. While the perfect innings were racking up, everybody had been giving me the traditional silent treatment. So I said to myself, “If I ever get into another game like this, I’m going to talk about it on the bench. I’m going to scream it to the rafters.”


  When the perfect game happened, I was on the bench saying, “Hey, you guys, I’m pitching a no-hitter, a perfect game. Now start diving for those balls!” People looked at me like I was nuts.


  The first couple innings of that perfect game, I didn’t have good control. I threw some pitches their batters should have hit, like some hanging sliders right down the middle of the plate to Jim Hickman, who fouled them back. Ronnie Hunt was on that team, too, and he was notorious for getting hit with pitches. Work him outside, I told myself. I didn’t want him to stick an elbow out and get him with a pitch and break it up that way.


  But those at-bats were mid-game, and this book has stories of pitchers who lost their perfect game on the guy who would have been the 27th out. Talk about being an inch away from immortality!


  I was more afraid of the 26th out. The only hitter on the Mets’ bench who had hit me fairly well was George Altman. I was hoping he would not be the last hitter, because I would have been a little more nervous with him in the batter’s box with two down in the last frame. When the ninth inning started, I called my catcher to the mound and said, “Let’s hope Casey Stengel pinch-hits Altman first instead of second.” Sure enough, Casey used Altman first. I threw him hard sliders and then threw him an off-speed curveball, and he struck out on it. The last hitter was someone I had faced in the first game I pitched in the National League: John Stephenson. When I faced him all that time ago, my manager, Gene Mauch, ran out to the mound and said, “Can’t spell curve.” All right, Mauch was saying, let’s throw hooks to this guy. So I was glad to see Stephenson. On the fifth curve, he struck out, and I had the perfect game. Yeah, I pitched very well. But there was a lot of luck—in fact, just the right amount.


  As for the hard-luck games in this book, I remember Billy Pierce going into the 9th inning, two outs, and somebody getting a hit. I remember the Harvey Haddix game well. Of the more recent games, the only game I remember was Armando Galarraga pitching for the Tigers, with the play at first base where the umpire blew the call by at least a yard. Galarraga took it like it was just another game. He didn’t realize, I believe, what that would have meant to his career. I know my perfect game meant a lot to mine. I’m rooting like heck for anybody who is getting close to a perfect game, because you usually only get one shot at that.
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  My full career, not just one game, landed me in the Baseball Hall of Fame. It’s the highest honor baseball gives, so I am humbled by it. When I started baseball as a kid, ending up in Cooperstown never entered my mind. I didn’t think I was good enough. Baseball will surprise you sometimes.


  So will life, right? After baseball was over, I had no idea I would ever be in politics, but a friend convinced me to run for local office, and I won a seat in the city council of Fort Thomas, Kentucky. When my state senator switched parties to become the chairman of a committee, I ran against him and beat him by just 396 votes. Not exactly swept to victory! I had a lot of close races, in fact, but I was fortunate enough to be elected to six terms in the House of Representatives and two more terms in the United States Senate.


  I think the competitive drive that I developed in baseball helped me a great deal in politics, because it’s all competition in politics. It’s your idea against somebody else’s. It’s your “yes” vote against a “no” vote. It’s being able to convince people to vote for your plan rather than someone else’s.


  Baseball’s competitive drive carried over to politics, for sure. And something else from baseball carried over, too. Something straight out of this book in your hands. As hard as we try, politics, like baseball, is almost never perfect.
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  My political career is over now, and I get to focus a great deal on my family. I have 35 grandchildren, and as of this writing I’ll be having my 18th great-grandchild very shortly. My wonderful family is probably the biggest legacy I will leave. If I live another five to ten years, I will very probably have more than 100 grandkids and great-grandkids. That is incredibly special to me.


  And with family I think we see another part of life where baseball just might teach us some good lessons. In family, just like baseball, there is adversity, times of heartbreak, and the up-and-down nature of it all. I’ve got nine kids. There have been ups and downs with each and every one of my children. Maybe you can look at it as nine innings in a game because I had to deal with the ups and downs with each child, not unlike what I had to do inning after inning on the pitching mound.
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  Yes, as this book shows, baseball isn’t all ups. For me, the toughest part of baseball was the fact that it took me almost five full years in the minor leagues to make the majors. I pitched at least 1,000 innings in the minor leagues. It took me a long time to get all of those skills honed well enough to get to the Bigs. There was no doubt in my mind, but there were a lot of people who thought I should quit and get a job.


  Almost Perfect is a book about arguably the most dramatic shift from up to down that can occur in a baseball game. On the cusp of baseball immortality—but not quite reaching it—is a place where, perhaps, the most valuable and relatable stories of the game are found.


  —Jim Bunning, September 2016


  Jim Bunning won 224 games in the major leagues, struck out 2,855 batters, was chosen for the All-Star team nine times, and pitched a perfect game. He was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1996. In politics, he served for a dozen years in the House of Representatives and in the US Senate before his retirement in 2010. Bunning now lives in northern Kentucky with his wife of 64 years, Mary Catherine.

  

  INTRODUCTION


  It breaks your heart. It is designed to break your heart.


  —Former Major League Baseball commissioner
A. Bartlett Giamatti, on baseball, from his
essay “The Green Fields of the Mind”


  Since the first officially recorded game in 1846, baseball has captured—and broken—hearts. Every single game, by necessity, has a loser. Every pennant race can leave only one winner, and while the World Series delights fans of one team, it often depresses the fans of all the others. As poet/MLB commissioner Giamatti went on to write, the game begins in spring, blossoms in the summer, becomes a daily companion in the life of those who love it, and then slips away suddenly in the early fall.


  Heartbreak in baseball often begins with the idea of perfection. This is in spite of the fact that the nature of baseball is anathema to perfection. A batting average of .300 is a great achievement—and that signifies failure on 7 of every 10 at-bats. But what about the pitcher? He stands as the lone figure who controls play, who battles against an uncompromising standard of glory. About once every three years,* a major-league pitcher has found himself in the crosshairs of perfection. Up to that moment, 26 opposing batters have come to the plate, and 26 batters have been set down without reaching base. No hits, no errors, no walks, no hit batters, no catcher’s interference, no anything—except perfection. Of those select few men who have stood one step from the summit of single game pitching perfection (and it is noteworthy that no man has approached the feat twice), some are Hall of Famers, while others have been haphazard pitchers who had one great day. Twenty-one fortunate men* retired that 27th batter and completed a perfect game. They are held in a unique place in the history of baseball; their names and stories are passed down, written about, and remembered forever.


  But what about the others? What about the men who aimed for perfect, strained to an inch away, and then watched the dream skid past their infielders or drop in front of their outfielders? Those almost perfect pitchers make up their own unique club. Three pitchers qualified for the hard-luck club by actually recording the 27th consecutive out, but due to other circumstances, failing to pitch what the grand classifiers of Major League Baseball have deemed as perfect games. An unlucky 13 hurlers did not get that 27th consecutive out, instead losing out on perfection by one outcome or another. Two pitchers hit batters. One threw ball four. Ten gave up base hits, although one was robbed of perfection under such bizarre circumstances that it cannot be fairly claimed that he allowed a hit.


  As with their pitching brethren who joined the Perfect Game club of immortality, some of the 16 pitchers who were almost perfect were staff aces, and some were journeymen who had a great day. In 2015, for the first time, a member of the Almost Perfect club was enshrined in the Baseball Hall of Fame. Five of the 16 were All-Stars, but on the other hand, 3 of the 16 left Major League Baseball with fewer than 50 career victories.


  Untold articles and books have been written about a single perfect game or about the entire roster of perfect game pitchers. While studying the days of perfection is an interesting exercise, as a fan of baseball or simply as a human being, it is certainly arguable that the 16 almost perfect pitchers, and their stories of near misses, are more relevant to everyday life. The bad calls and the hard-luck hits are more common to human experience than the glory of immortality. They are certainly more common to baseball experience. Ask a Cubs fan about heartbreak, or someone who remembers the ’51 Dodgers, the ’64 Phillies, or the ’86 Red Sox. The fans who lived through those dark days and who dared to dream again, dared to face schoolyard taunts and water-cooler put-downs—those are baseball fans.


  And likewise, the pitchers who battled perfection down to the wire and lost the battle are those who are somehow more human, more identifiable than their historically blessed counterparts who won the battle. We all know what it is like to fail, which is perhaps why the lessons of life flow more freely from the defeated than from the triumphant. This is certainly the case with the almost perfect pitchers.*
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  What paths did these almost perfect pitchers take to nearly, but not quite, crafting immortality? And how did they deal with losing their grasp on pitching’s ultimate prize? All of them, from stars like Billy Pierce and Mike Mussina to more anonymous pitchers like Ron Robinson and Brian Holman, had a deeper story. The day that they were almost perfect is but a part of their story. What had they experienced before, and how did their lives go after their near-misses? Did they accept their almost perfect game stoically, or continue to wonder “What if?” decades later? Did they blame anyone, or were they thrilled to have come as close to perfection as they did? What did they learn, and what can we learn from them? With 16 men, there are 16 answers, and each is moving on a very human level.


  As a history, there is surprising depth in these stories. Each man’s almost perfect day has a unique backdrop of time and place in baseball history. Whether it was the racial integration of the game, the battle over labor stoppages, or teams fighting to keep players that they couldn’t pay, the periphery of these great games is so important that at times, they’re not only stories about baseball but also tales about life and about America.


  Yet not at all least, within this volume are stories about 16 great baseball games, through the lens of the men who dominated them. Who did they face? How did they arrive in the crosshairs of history? Were they lucky, brilliant, or both? How did these games impact the teams and the careers of those involved? How did three pitchers manage to throw a perfect 27 consecutive at-bats without being credited for perfect games?


  At its core, this book about baseball is a book considerably about heartbreak. In these stories of heart-stopping near-perfection, my suspicion is that readers will encounter not only their own memories of teams, players, and internal changes in baseball, but that the accounting of these almost perfect pitchers’ feelings and experiences will leave readers contemplating their own near-misses, and identifying with Dave Stieb or Milt Pappas or Armando Galarraga. In the end, we don’t know what it’s like to be perfect, but we do know what it’s like to be something short of that mark. And we all know what it means to keep going. There is always another batter to face, another task to complete, another day to battle, which is the limit of human potential. Another day to maybe, hopefully, be almost perfect.



  


  Footnotes


  * That is, in the history of what is generally acknowledged to be modern Major League Baseball.


  * As of Opening Day 2017.


  * This is especially the case for Harvey Haddix, who endured the insult of losing the game in which he was almost perfect.

  

  CHAPTER 1


  “THERE’LL SURE BE RAIN, FOR YOU HEARD THE THUNDER”


  July 4, 1908
Philadelphia Phillies at New York Giants
George “Hooks” Wiltse


  It is somehow fitting that the initial near-perfect game came to pass on that day long marked for American significance by audacious dreamers chasing what was then believed to be an unreachable goal—July the 4th. On July 4, 1908, in the first game of a doubleheader at New York’s Polo Grounds, George “Hooks” Wiltse was almost perfect. Philadelphia Phillies batters strode to the plate, and one by one, 26 consecutive batters made outs. In many ways, the game Wiltse played looked like a contemporary baseball game. Three strikes yielded an out, four balls brought about a walk, three outs in an inning, nine innings in a game. But at the same time, baseball was a very different game than it is today, and in the course of human events, the living embodiment of the battle for the nature of baseball could be found in the New York Giants dugout beside Wiltse on his historic Independence Day.
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  Wiltse’s Giants were managed by the implacable John Joseph McGraw. Born eight years after the end of the Civil War to an Irish immigrant and his wife, McGraw belonged to the era’s old school of baseball. He broke into the major leagues in 1891, a 5'7", 150-pound dynamo who played shortstop and third base for the Baltimore Orioles. Baltimore joined the National League the following year, and McGraw became a mainstay on a squad that won three straight pennants from 1894 to 1896.


  McGraw and the Orioles weren’t just the best team—they were probably the dirtiest. Major-league games were often arbitrated by a single umpire in this era, and the Orioles not only took advantage of every trick in the book, but they probably wrote most of them. Whether it was hiding extra baseballs in the outfield grass, cutting the basepath short when the umpire’s back was turned, or doctoring the foul lines near home plate so their skillful bunts would roll fair instead of foul, the Orioles did it all. Front and center was McGraw. One author notes, “McGraw’s favorite trick, when he was playing third and a runner tagged up there, was to gently hook a finger into the runner’s belt.” The brief moment of confusion would often turn an apparent sacrifice fly into a double play concluded at home plate. Some tricks were even dirtier. The same writer, to use the term loosely, credits McGraw with sharpening his spikes, in the mode often later associated with Ty Cobb.


  Dirty baseball was successful baseball . . . but was it good for the future of the game? Many believed not. Bill James notes that in the 1890s “ballplayers developed an exaggerated reputation as unsavory characters. Many of the players realized that they were losing respect, as men, because of the way the game was played on the field.” Cincinnati Reds owner John Brush, who ironically later owned the Giants—and thus, employed McGraw—led a proposal for a “purification plan” to clean up the dirty play. McGraw admitted that if rules cleaning up the game were enacted, he might have to “abandon my profession entirely.”


  The game was changed by outside and inside influences. National League president Ban Johnson soon had to deal with competition, as the upstart American League challenged the supremacy of the NL. The new league featured less dirty baseball, fewer fistfights, and a more genteel atmosphere. Accordingly, the National League was forced, despite McGraw’s protestations, to clean up its tactics.


  But even more important were forces within the game McGraw knew. In New York, McGraw took over as manager of the Giants in 1902. He inherited a pitcher in his second full season who, at first glance, would seem extremely unlikely to ally with McGraw. Christy Mathewson, simply stated, was everything McGraw was not. Matty, as he was known, was tall and handsome. McGraw was short and glowering. Matty graduated from Bucknell University, while McGraw’s uneven education came from the school of hard knocks. If McGraw would break or bend any rule for an advantage, Mathewson was unfailingly honest. While such stories sound apocryphal, one modern writer relates, “There are tales that umpires would surreptitiously look to Matty on a close play, to get his opinion—a shake or nod of the head—knowing that he would never call it dishonestly, even to benefit his own team.”


  McGraw, however, quickly learned to tolerate Mathewson’s decency and honesty when he realized that the young pitcher was one of the best of his generation—or of any subsequent generation for that matter. For all that the two men did not have in common, they both loved to win. And together they had.


  After McGraw took over in late 1902, Matty was his ace. In 1904, the Giants won 106 games, and easily took the pennant, although McGraw and owner Brush hated American League president Ban Johnson so much that they refused to play a second edition of the newly created World Series. In 1905, the Giants won the pennant again, and then trounced the AL champion Philadelphia Athletics 4–1 in the Series, courtesy of three Mathewson shutouts. Matty won 64 games between ’04 and ’05, and posted a miniscule 1.12 ERA in mowing through the National League in the latter campaign.


  And so it was that in 1908, Hooks Wiltse—within his own team’s dugout—was caught between one of baseball’s oddest, but most spectacularly successful, couples. Matty would abide McGraw’s shenanigans, and McGraw would live with Matty’s all-American earnestness. And stuck between both men and the ideals that they symbolized, baseball gradually moved forward, transforming from a game for roughs into America’s game.
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  It certainly does not appear that the Wiltse family needed any convincing as to the merits of baseball. Born in 1880, George was the youngest of seven brothers, and by the time he made good with the Giants, his brother Lewis had pitched for the Pittsburgh Pirates, the Philadelphia Athletics, and the Baltimore Orioles. After Troy of the New York State league had claimed George away from the family carpet-making business for the princely sum of $275 per month, he promptly won 20 games in 1903, and caught the eye of the New York Giants.


  The young southpaw made an immediate impression, winning his first 12 major-league decisions in the 1904 campaign, a record that was unequaled for more than 70 years. Wiltse was a solid if lesser part of the early Giants dynasty. But by 1908, “Iron Man” Joe McGinnity, who had long been New York’s second pitching option behind Mathewson, was 37 years old and fading fast. July 4, 1908, found Wiltse at 27 years old, pitching very well as the Giants’ #2 starter, and looking very likely to best his previous season high of 16 victories. Wiltse was steady, but not overpowering. He was thin and left-handed, and was a good athlete— Baseball Magazine noted him as one of the best-fielding and best-hitting pitchers in the game in an article after the 1908 season. Wiltse employed an almost sidearm delivery, which probably gave extra bite to his curveball. As with most pitchers of the era, he won by keeping hitters just off-balance enough rather than embarrassing them. Accordingly, his fortunes depended largely on the team behind him.


  While the Giants had slid to second and fourth place in the two seasons since their back-to-back pennants, the team had high hopes of overtaking the upstart Chicago Cubs (of Tinker-Evers-Chance fame) and reclaiming the top spot in the National League. As July 4th dawned, the Giants were 39-28, three games out of the lead for the league flag. Aside from Mathewson and Wiltse, the Giants had good reason for optimism. Center fielder “Turkey” Mike Donlin had returned from a salary haggle that had turned into a season-long sabbatical in 1907 and was in the midst of a season that would see him hit .334 and drive in 106 runs. Future Hall of Famer Roger Bresnahan anchored the team behind the plate. In keeping with the game of the times, the Giants played small ball—totaling 20 home runs as a team, but featuring a lineup in which each regular stole at least 13 bases. Nearly forgotten on July 4th, but soon to become a name that would resound in baseball infamy, was a 19-year-old utility player with a handful of major-league at-bats named Fred Merkle. But on July 4th, it was Wiltse, and not yet Merkle, who had a rendezvous with history.


  The Philadelphia Phillies certainly didn’t intend to make Wiltse famous on July 4, 1908. Carrying a four-game losing streak, the Phillies arrived at the Polo Grounds at 27-32, good for fifth in the eight-team National League. Losing streak aside, the Phillies had high hopes for the first game as they handed the ball to their staff ace, George McQuillan, to oppose Wiltse. McQuillan was a rookie, but was in the midst of such an outstanding season that one baseball historian has termed him “the Doc Gooden of the Deadball Era.” After going 4-0 with an 0.66 ERA in 41 innings late in 1907, McQuillan picked up where he left off the following year. As was typical for the era, McQuillan did not rely heavily on strikeouts—he fanned just 114 batters in 359⅔ innings in 1908. But he was nearly untouchable in any meaningful context—his 1.53 ERA was third in the league that season, and his 23 wins placed fourth. The modern WAR (Wins Above Replacement) stat rates McQuillan as the third best player in the entire National League in 1908—behind only Pittsburgh’s legendary shortstop Honus Wagner and Mathewson. Still, Wiltse, while perhaps not quite as flashy as McQuillan, ended up posting the sixth best WAR score in the league himself. The first game of the scheduled Independence Day doubleheader figured to be a pitchers’ duel.
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  Eight thousand fans journeyed to the Polo Grounds for the morning game. A contemporary sportswriter noted, “[Y]oung women came to the game bareheaded, in summery, fluffy, warm-weather apparel, and the young men without their coats. It was more like a picnic at the seashore than a ballgame in the heart of a sweltering metropolis.” It might have been like a picnic in the stands, but at the plate, Giants and Phillies batters alike were having no picnic.


  Wiltse was in control from the outset. He opened the game by inducing Eddie Grant to fly out to left, then fanned Otto Knabe, and coaxed a groundout from John Titus. Unfortunately, the Giants wasted a lead-off single by Fred Tenney against McQuillan and did not score in their half of the inning. In the visitors’ second inning, the Phillies grounded to second, lined to short, and then ended the inning with Fred Osborn grounding back to Wiltse. Another Giants leadoff single resulted in no further damage as Cy Seymour was picked off second base by the Phillies. Still, no immediate harm was shown by Wiltse, as he survived a line drive to left fielder Spike Shannon to lead off the third, and then allowed a groundout and fanned McQuillan to end the frame and his perfect first trip through the Philadelphia lineup. The game remained scoreless as Wiltse was doubled off first on a line drive after his own failed sacrifice bunt attempt again ruined a third straight leadoff single by the Giants.


  Wiltse’s bid at perfection was mildly threatened when Eddie Grant led off the Philadelphia fourth with a line drive that center fielder Donlin had to hustle to snag. But after a popup and a routine flyball, four perfect innings were in the book for Hooks. The Giants could not score in the home half of the fourth inning, although there was drama, if not runs. Philadelphia’s Mickey Doolin grabbed umpire Cy Rigler after a close call on a stolen base and was promptly ejected from the game. Rigler, while a relatively new ump, cut an imposing figure and was generally well respected. Unfortunately, this incident would not be the last time he would figure in the day’s outcome.


  Future Hall of Famer Sherry Magee fouled out to first to begin Philadelphia’s fifth crack at Wiltse. After a grounder and a popup that Al Bridwell handled at shortstop, the fifth inning was complete. On the other side of the frame, for the fourth time in five innings, the Giants wasted a leadoff single, and the game remained scoreless. Reserve Ernie Courtney, taking the place of the banished Doolin, became Wiltse’s third strikeout victim to begin the Philadelphia sixth inning. After grounders to shortstop and first base, Wiltse was two-thirds of the way to a perfect game. In the bottom of the frame, Fred Tenney again led off with a single, but was doubled up on a line drive. McQuillan was yielding baserunners, but not runs, and the game continued scoreless.


  While the term “perfect game” has been otherwise indicated not to have been in common circulation at this time, this isn’t to say that the crowd in the Polo Grounds didn’t attach significance to Wiltse’s performance. In Sporting Life magazine, one columnist indicated, “As the fans realized what Wiltse was aiming to accomplish they cheered him on inning by inning, the volume growing apace with the progress of the game.” A newspaper columnist waxed more poetically, “[F]rom the sixth on Master Wiltse got a hand every time he came in from the box, and it was the kind of hand you can hear over in Greenpoint, and the sort that makes you look up at the sky and say, yes, there’ll sure be rain, for you heard the thunder.” Even if the fans didn’t have an exact term for what they were witnessing, they knew it was mesmerizing, and the deeper that Wiltse pitched into the game, the more animated the hometown rooters grew.


  In the seventh inning, Eddie Grant grounded back to Wiltse. Hooks struck out Otto Knabe for the second time in the game (Knabe whiffed only 46 times all season), and then ended the inning via a groundball to short. Wiltse was six outs from perfection—if the Giants could score a run. But in the seventh, McQuillan had his first one-two-three inning of the game, and the deadlock continued.


  Sherry Magee began the eighth inning by lining out to center field. After a pair of grounders, one to shortstop and the second back to Wiltse himself, Hooks was three outs from history. Cy Young had pitched a perfect game, but there was little precedent for the spot in history where Wiltse found himself. In the bottom of the frame, despite a one-out bunt single from Al Bridwell, the Giants could not break through off McQuillan, and so the game headed scoreless into the ninth inning.


  Thirty-three-year-old Ernie Courtney, in the game for the ejected Mickey Doolin, began the ninth inning by flying out to Mike Donlin in center field. One down. Catcher Red Dooin followed suit by grounding to Al Bridwell at shortstop, whose throw to Fred Tenney beat Dooin to first base for the second out—26 men up, 26 men down. Standing in the way of history for Hooks Wiltse were two opponents—his own team’s inability to score a run . . . and George McQuillan.


  Unlike Wiltse, McQuillan was not a particularly talented hitter. He went on to hit .117 for his major-league career, and his 1908 batting average of .151 wasn’t much better. Wiltse worked the count to one ball and two strikes, and then threw a pitch that would’ve entered him—perhaps—into baseball immortality. It was a curveball—“sharp breaking . . . which came up toward the plate about six inches on the outside and then broke across the corner waist high.” But Rigler, the sole umpire, watched the pitch come in, and called it ball two. One writer diplomatically noted, “Wiltse and Bresnahan thought they had him struck out, but umpire Rigler called it a ball.” However, another more direct account simply stated, “Rigler thus robbed the pitcher of a perfect game.”


  Cy Rigler’s missed call, which the umpire himself apparently freely acknowledged thereafter, might have had little impact. But the next offering from Wiltse broke inside and struck McQuillan flush in the shoulder. The perfect game was gone. Still, Eddie Grant grounded back to Wiltse, and the game continued.


  After New York could not break through in the ninth inning either, Wiltse returned to the mound for the 10th inning. He induced a grounder to short, struck out John Titus, and got Magee to foul out. Finally, after 10 innings of mastery, the Giants took care of business. Devlin led off with a single, and an attempted sacrifice bunt from Shannon was promptly fielded and thrown into right field. With runners now at second and third and no one out, Al Bridwell grounded to short, and when Ernie Courtney could not come up with the ball, the game was over. Giants 1, Phillies 0. And while Hooks Wiltse had just missed a perfect game, a 10-inning no-hitter was nothing to sneeze at.


  The pitching of a no-hit game, as it was then termed, even in the Dead Ball Era, was an accomplishment to be cherished. A contemporary reporter gushed, “Wiltse is the first left-hander who ever pitched a ten inning victory in which his opponents made no hits. It was a wonderful performance and likely to remain as a major league record for a long time to come.” Another writer compared the game favorably to Cy Young’s recent perfect game.


  In an unpublished autobiography, Wiltse himself wrote of his near-miss only briefly, stating, “I missed being the only pitcher of all time to pitch a perfect ten inning game against Philadelphia because Cy Rigler miscalled a strike. He admitted afterward he could have called it one. It was a tough break for the next pitch struck McQuillan on the shoulder and put him on first base. It had been a perfect game for eight and two-thirds innings.”


  If anyone was particularly bothered over Wiltse’s loss of the perfect game, it appears to have been the umpire whose missed call was universally acknowledged. More than a century ahead of Jim Joyce’s botched call in the Armando Galarraga game, Cy Rigler stood in Joyce’s shoes, as the possible object of scorn for his own role in ruining the perfect game. Of course, unlike Joyce, Rigler’s call was second-guessed only by the players, spectators, and writers present in the Polo Grounds on the day of the game. With no radio or television, the story passed through the news cycle quickly and without significant comment.


  Much like Joyce after him, Rigler was a genuinely well regarded and professional umpire, who was humble and apologetic for his mistake. Rigler was only 26 years old at the time of his missed call, but he had already made a name for himself in professional baseball. One biographer credits Rigler with introducing, along with major-league umpire Bill Klem, the now uniform gesture of a raised right arm to call a strike, in the Central League in 1905. Rigler weighed 270 pounds in his prime, and was an authoritative, but well-liked umpire. He remained a star of his profession and was part of the crew for the first MLB All-Star Game in 1933.


  Well regarded or not, Rigler clearly was embarrassed by the snafu. In 1953, Wiltse told an interviewer, “Every time I saw Charlie Rigler after that he gave me a cigar. He admits [the disputed ball] was one of the pitches he missed.” The occasional handful of cigars from Rigler aside, Wiltse moved on after his historic near-miss, and a much more historic heartbreak lay in his future.
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  The Giants remained locked in a tight pennant race over the summer, with the Cubs and Pirates as the other two combatants in the fight. On September 23rd, the Giants and Cubs played a game at the Polo Grounds with huge pennant repercussions. The game was tied 1–1 in the bottom of the ninth inning when the Giants loaded the bases with two out. Standing at first base was rookie Fred Merkle, a promising young prospect who was playing only because first baseman Fred Tenney was out of the lineup with lumbago. It was a tight spot in an epic pennant race, and when Al Bridwell lined a base hit up the middle, Moose McCormick trotted home and the Giants had staked a pivotal 2–1 win, putting them into first place.


  Except that they hadn’t. Merkle, at first base, saw the ball go through the infield, McCormick touch home, and he apparently raced off the field ahead of a throng of Giants fans who rushed the field. The Cubs’ Johnny Evers grabbed a ball, caught the umpires’ attention, and tagged second base. Umpire Hank O’Day called Merkle out for failing to touch second base. The hour was late, the field was overrun, and the game was called a 1–1 tie.


  When the Giants and Cubs finished the regular season tied for the pennant and Mathewson lost a one-game playoff to Chicago, the near-miss of a perfect game for Hooks Wiltse took a backseat to the near-loss of a pennant. And Hooks had a good view of Merkle’s error, as he was coaching first base, and failed to prompt the green young prospect to trot down and touch second base. History seems to have forgiven Hooks, though. Rather than any blame being foisted off on the veteran coaching at first base, the infamous play was immortalized as “Merkle’s Boner,” and the young baserunner would spend the remainder of his days trying to live down the mistake. Indeed, Frank Deford notes that no fewer than three different Giants (Wiltse, Mathewson, and McGinnity) had ultimately claimed to have been coaching first base and to have failed to drag Fred Merkle to second. Perhaps the baseball karma of not dragging poor Cy Rigler over the coals too harshly for his error prompted some unseen baseball deity to absolve Hooks Wiltse of a much more costly missed play on his own part as first-base coach. Wiltse suffered heartbreak, but not the scorn of history.
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  Obviously, a great deal of time has passed since July 4, 1908. Baseball has grown and expanded, shifted and realigned, but the stories of heartbreak are all set forth under the same basic template. The actors in the plot of near-perfection play their roles and then the game rolls on, passing each by on its way to the next rounds of heroes and villains, of almosts and not-quites.


  It was the man behind the mask who stayed in the game the longest. Cy Rigler used his size, his commanding presence, and his consistently excellent work to help clear up the game of baseball, one game at a time over the next three decades. The old days of scuffles and dirty play were like ancient memories by the time Rigler retired after the 1935 season. So highly respected was Rigler that he was promptly named as National League chief of umpires. Two months later, at age 53, Cy Rigler passed away following brain surgery in Philadelphia.


  A year and a half before, John J. McGraw, the voice and face of old-time hardscrabble baseball, had been laid to rest in New Cathedral Cemetery in Baltimore, Maryland. McGraw was 60 years old when he passed away of prostate cancer and uremia in 1934. McGraw had been vociferous in his opposition to the rabbit ball and the home run–heavy style of play it favored, and for a time he had succeeded, stymieing Babe Ruth’s Yankees by beating them in the 1921 and 1922 World Series. But, of course, the Babe laughed last. McGraw resigned as a manager in June 1932, and his 2,763 victories are second only to Connie Mack, who said of his contemporary, “There has been only one manager—and his name is McGraw.”


  The cruelest fate, though, was reserved for the man who was the face of what baseball would become—Christy Mathewson was not only ahead of his time, he was soon out of his time. Mathewson won 373 games, tied for third-best all-time. But the wins were almost secondary to the matinee idol looks, the impeccable manners, and the complete mastery of self that announced to the American public that a great baseball player could be a gentleman. Grantland Rice said of Mathewson, “He gripped the imagination of a country that held 100 million people and held this grip with a firmer hold than any man of his day or time.”


  Mathewson won his last game in 1916, and was managing the Reds in 1918, when he butted heads with infamous first baseman Hal Chase, a reprobate and gambler who paved the way for the Black Sox scandal with his familiarity with gamblers and contempt for baseball’s rules. Mathewson could not testify against Chase in a disciplinary hearing, because by that time, he was serving as a captain in the US Army in World War I.


  Matty was believed to have been exposed to mustard gas in France during the Great War, and he was diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1921. While John McGraw talked Boston Braves owner Emil Fuchs into hiring Matty as team president in 1923, the strain on Mathewson’s body took its terrible toll. During the 1925 World Series, at just 45 years old, Mathewson passed away, leaving a wife, a son, and an entire sport that still reverberates with respect for the great man.
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  Hooks Wiltse’s name is not as well remembered as that of his rotation mate Mathewson, but his last days were much more numerous and afforded many more years to remember the almost perfect day of his prime.


  In 1908 Wiltse had the best year of his major-league career, even if it was a year that just missed out on including a perfect game and an appearance in the World Series. Hooks finished 23-14 with a 2.24 ERA, but would never pitch as much or as well again. He did win 20 games in 1909, and lowered his ERA to 2.00, but his arm simply would not hold up against repeated strain. He won 14 games in 1910, 12 games in 1911, and 9 games in 1912. He totaled only four more wins thereafter before ending his major-league career in the renegade Federal League in 1915. Wiltse posted a career record of 139-90, with a 2.47 ERA in 2,112⅓ innings.


  He did have one more career highlight when he was called on to play first base in the 1913 World Series after injuries depleted the roster. He had a huge role in winning Game 2 when he cut down two Philadelphia runners at home plate on groundballs in the ninth inning. The Giants won the game but lost the Series, which was their third straight Series loss. Wiltse parlayed his first base play into a spot on McGraw’s world baseball tour in the winter of 1913–1914, touring great historic sites across the globe and playing games in Japan, China, Egypt, France, and England among other locales.


  After his big-league days ended in 1915, Wiltse bounced around the minor leagues for another decade, pitching, playing, or coaching. In 1925, he was the pitching coach of the New York Yankees, but after a down year that season and another campaign with Reading in the International League, Wiltse gave up organized baseball.


  

  



  He returned to his hometown of Syracuse, New York, where he sold real estate and involved himself in local politics, serving as an alderman and then a deputy property assessor. Wiltse lived long enough to see the Giants leave New York and settle across the country in San Francisco. He passed away of emphysema on January 21, 1959, at age 79. By the time of his death, the glory days of deadball were long forgotten by all but a few survivors of the era. The Giants of McGraw and Mathewson had given way to the Giants of Mays and McCovey. And several other pitchers were making their peace with the heartbreak of the days when they were almost perfect.


  July 4, 1908 (1st game)
Polo Grounds, New York, NY
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  W: Wiltse
L: McQuillan


  The End of Wiltse’s Perfect Game:


  Top of the Ninth Inning, Two Outs.


  A 2-2 count to pitcher George McQuillan.
Hit by pitch.
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