

  CHAPTER ONE


  Go West, Young Men


  THE CIVIL WAR AND ITS HORRORS REMAINED FRESH IN THE MINDS OF millions when the newfangled sport of baseball took hold in the major cities and surrounding areas of the eastern United States. Young men embraced the game. New teams popped up everywhere. But the disparity in talent varied greatly.


  Among the punching bags of the era were the Washington Nationals. They had grown weary and frustrated over the frequent poundings delivered by dominant clubs from the areas in and around New York City. So, they sought softer competition in the Midwest.


  The Nationals succeeded beyond their wildest dreams in racking up victories and massaging their egos. They battered teams with little baseball experience in Ohio, Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois before taking their traveling show to Missouri. Relative newcomers to the game in St. Louis eagerly awaited their arrival.


  They might have questioned that enthusiasm after battling the Nationals. Though some in the growing town gaining a reputation as the Gateway to the West had begun to play the game, they certainly did not do so at nearly the same level as the visitors from the nation’s capital. St. Louis housed just two teams before the war—the first game between the two has been traced back to July 9, 1860. The lack of growth in the sport resulted in predictable domination by the Nationals, who clobbered the Unions—the best bunch the area could muster—by the embarrassing score of 123–26. The beasts from the east had destroyed other teams along their march west by large margins. Included was a 53–10 walloping of a Cincinnati Red Stockings club considered the most powerful of the Midwest.


  Connecticut contractor Jere Frain had given birth to baseball in St. Louis in the early 1850s. The former player with the Charter Oak team in Hartford who felt a love for the new game discovered that the craze had not yet reached eastern Missouri. So, he began to recruit players willing to learn the sport. Frain laid out a diamond in Lafayette Park and taught all those interested. As the Civil War raged on several amateur clubs formed, including the Red Stockings, Atlantics, Empires, and Unions.


  The shellacking by the Nationals served to strengthen a passion for baseball in St. Louis and motivate its players to hone their skills. The sport had gained enough traction in America to warrant in 1871 the formation of the National Association, which featured franchises in such Illinois cities as Chicago and Rockford, as well as Cleveland and Fort Wayne. But baseball in those Midwest towns lagged. Most of its teams languished in the standings. The Great Chicago Fire destroyed the sport in that town, and by 1873 none of those clubs existed. A year later, only the Chicago White Stockings remained among teams west of Philadelphia.


  That is when St. Louis businessman and entrepreneur James R. Lucas stepped in. He had by 1874 raised $10,000 by selling stock at $50 per share to land a team in the National Association called the Brown Stockings, which played at North Grand Avenue Field, future site of Sportsman’s Park and Busch Stadium. Lucas understood quite well that competing only with talent from his town could not suffice. So, he used his wealth to lure premier players from the East.


  Among them was Lip Pike, the son of a Brooklyn haberdasher who gained historical notoriety as one of the first Jewish baseball stars. The speedy outfielder and middle infielder led St. Louis in batting average (.346), runs batted in, and stolen bases. Legend claimed that Pike was so fast that he once outraced a horse in a 100-yard dash—though it must be admitted that the equine did not break into a full gallop until his human competitor had sprinted seventy-five yards. Pike also tied for the team lead in home runs—with zero. The fourth-place Brown Stockings finished first among six National Association teams that failed to homer all season.


  And the rotation? What rotation? Rookie right-hander George Bradley started sixty of the team’s seventy games and completed all but three. One could not imagine any pitcher in the modern era even approaching the 536 innings hurled by Bradley that season. Strangely, it was fellow rookie and St. Louis native Pud Galvin who at age eighteen served as his mound backup in 1875. He left after that year to embark on a Hall of Fame career while Bradley eventually faded into obscurity.


  Bradley peaked during the inaugural season of the National League in 1876 with a 45–19 record and league-best 1.23 ERA while pitching all but four of the innings his team played. His prolific mound work was not uncommon for the period as throwing overhand was verboten. National League rules of the time dictated that “the ball must be delivered to the bat with the arm swinging nearly perpendicular at the side of the body, and the hand in swinging forward must pass below the hip.”1


  The Brown Stockings captured the championship of the fledgling NL that year despite finishing tied for second in the regular season. The St. Louis Globe-Democrat offered that the team in its town deserved the pennant after having beaten the first-place Chicago White Stockings in six of ten head-to-head clashes. The Chicago Tribune dismissed such a claim as ridiculous.


  The result was an unofficial best-of-five series billed as “The Championship of the West” that featured scintillating pitching duels between Bradley and already legendary Chicago pitcher Albert Spalding. The hurlers traded shutouts in St. Louis before a spate of White Stocking errors before their home fans gave the Brown Stockings a 2–1 lead. Tribune writers, who had grown a bit antsy about their boasts of Chicago dominance, blamed the strong wind in the Windy City for the Game 3 defeat.


  No such excuse could be excused as the tired pitchers squared off for the potential St. Louis clincher. The teams combined for a ridiculous thirty-nine runs in a 21–18 Brown Stockings victory that, at least in the hearts and minds and those of their fans, justified their assertion that they were indeed the king of the new National League. St. Louis newspapers gloated while denigrating the White Stockings as overpaid and living in Chicago as overpriced. “The only thing the ‘Garden City’ can beat us in is mortgages,” joked the Dispatch.2


  Chicago ownership figured if they could not beat Bradley, they could lure him away. And that they did before the 1877 season. But the joke was on them. He stumbled immediately into mediocrity and did not rebound to perform effectively until after leaving the White Stockings. But the loss of a lights-out Bradley and departure of Pike to Cincinnati sent the Brown Stockings reeling. They stumbled to a 28–32 finish in 1877.


  That is when the history of the franchise becomes a bit murky. Some historians have claimed that the Brown Stockings offered contracts to four premier players from the Louisville Grays, all of whom had been implicated in a gambling scandal. The Grays held what appeared to be an insurmountable lead in the pennant race that year before suspiciously stumbling into a losing stretch that handed Boston the championship. The result was that several Grays players were summarily booted out of the National League. It has been asserted that some of them were offered contracts by the Brown Stockings, who had counted on them to sign, and that their inability to do so brought the realization that could not field a competitive team in 1878. The truth or fabrication of that story matters little—the bottom line is that the team folded. Their remaining players competed that year as amateurs. The organization suffered to the point of near extinction.


  St. Louis remained out of professional baseball until local saloon-keeper Chris von der Ahe came to the rescue. The eccentric Prussian immigrant with a pronounced handlebar moustache understood the personal benefits of fans streaming to Grand Avenue Field near his bar on game days so he purchased the Brown Stockings and the ballpark in 1880. What better way to ensure business from patrons on hot summer afternoons? He renamed the team home Sportsman’s Park and Club and placed it along with other venues owned by breweries and distilleries into the American Association, which was known for its rowdy, hard-drinking players.


  Von der Ahe proved quite the promoter. He billed himself as “The Millionaire Sportsman” and “der Boss President” and lured fans in with on-site beer sales and sausages. He also bucked tradition and rankled many in the religious community by scheduling Sunday games. It was no wonder his teams, which he renamed the Browns in 1883, consistently led the league in attendance.3
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 Local saloonkeeper Chris von der Ahe helped save baseball in St. Louis well before the turn of the twenty-first century. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  Their success on the field certainly helped. St. Louis emerged as the most dominant team in the league throughout the decade. Von der Ahe boasted the foresight to utilize young baseball visionary Charles Comiskey as player-manager. Comiskey had proven his skills and talent for innovation as a pitcher and first baseman with Dubuque of the Northwest League in the late 1870s. Unlike others who played the latter position, he placed himself closer to second base to cut off balls heading into the hole. Some historians claim he was the first to work with pitchers on covering the bag on grounders he fielded.
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  Charles Comiskey had a huge impact on the franchise and on the sport. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  Von der Ahe signed him after an exhibition game in St. Louis in 1882 and paid him more than the contract stipulated. Comiskey never forgot that generosity. He returned the favor decades later by serving as a benefactor for von der Ahe after his former owner lost his fortune due to a series of bad investments. Comiskey had long before proven worth the extra money by taking over the managerial role full-time from old friend Ted Sullivan after a dispute with von der Ahe in 1883. The twenty-six-year-old took the job and ran with it, guiding St. Louis to four straight American Association championships and defeating legendary Cap Anson and his Chicago White Stockings in a six-game World Series in 1886.


  Comiskey proved himself a far better manager than hitter early in his stint with the Browns. But he improved at the plate and became a terror on the basepaths. He peaked in 1887 by batting .335 with 103 RBI and 117 stolen bases. His performance paled in comparison to that of Canadian-born leftfielder James Edward “Tip” O’Neill, who captured the Triple Crown by batting a ridiculous .435 with fourteen home runs and 123 RBI. So legendary did O’Neill become that his nickname was used by future Speaker of the House Thomas “Tip” O’Neill. The Browns of that era regularly led the league in pitching behind Bob Caruthers, Dave Foutz, and Silver King, who used what was then a rare sidearm delivery to rack up forty-five victories in 1888 and twice win the ERA crown.


  The death of the American Association a week before Christmas in 1891 proved devastating to the Browns. The league had lost clubs in its largest cities to the National League and talent to the NL and even the upstart Players League (including Comiskey), which promised higher salaries and had for one season wreaked havoc on the St. Louis team. Defections became so pronounced that the American Association merged with the National League.


  St. Louis degenerated from best to worst overnight. Its heyday began fading from memory as a National League newbie. An era of ineptitude that would last two decades into the twenty-first century was about to begin.




  CHAPTER TWO


  From Dominant to Doormat


  THE FOLDING OF THE PLAYERS LEAGUE AFTER ONE HISTORIC SEASON brought Comiskey back to St. Louis for one last hurrah in the dying American Association. But his departure had rankled von der Ahe and wrecked their relationship. Comiskey left to manage Cincinnati after the 1891 season, leaving the Browns with no proven leadership.


  The result was a competitive catastrophe. They used five different managers in 1892 to lead a ragtag roster that had descended from one of the best at the plate and on the mound to among the worst. St. Louis finished ahead of only pathetic Baltimore in its first season in the National League.


  One could hardly have imagined that the Browns could fall any further given their rich history. But they eventually regressed to become not only the lousiest team in baseball, but among the worst to ever don uniforms.


  They certainly did not do justice to their new home. Seeking greener pastures for his team, von der Ahe accepted an offer from the Lindell Street Railway company to sign a fifteen-year lease to play at New Sportsman’s Park. The venue, which cost a mere $45,000 to build and took up two city blocks, opened on April 27, 1893, with great fanfare. A parade from the Lindell Hotel featured the Italian American Cavalry and a coach pulled by four magnificent black horses from the stable of Gus Busch (whose son Gussie eventually owned the ballclub) reached its destination for Opening Day. Newcomers quickly noticed quite lopsided and distinct outfield dimensions—a cozy 290 feet from home plate to the fence in right field but 470 to left and 500 to center. Even the live-ball era would have precluded any possibility of anything but inside-the-park home runs slugged to those areas.


  The Browns debuted in the National League that day with a 4–2 defeat of Louisville before a sellout crowd of 12,230. But any hopes of success approaching that of previous seasons were quickly dashed. An eleven-game losing streak set the club down a path of futility on which they remained for six years. Most pronounced was their feeble hitting. Player-manager Theodore Breitenstein even snared an ERA crown in 1893 despite a 19–24 record. St. Louis finished last or second-last in runs scored every year from 1893 to 1898.


  The last of those campaigns was marred by a tragic event that all but nailed the coffin shut on von der Ahe’s ownership. In the second inning of a game against Chicago a fan sitting in the wooden grandstand dropped a lit cigar into a pile of canvas bags. The resulting fire was deemed as a mere nuisance at first, causing fans to move elsewhere in the ballpark and the umpires to stop the game to investigate. Other spectators grew impatient with the halt in action and began screaming for a resumption of play. Many believed the disturbance was the result of a fight in the stands.


  They were sadly mistaken. The fire gained in intensity. Hundreds of fans scurried for one exit between the park and saloons but found to their horror that the gate was closed. Some forced their way through. Others were helped onto the playing field by players of both teams. About one hundred patrons were reported as injured. And, tragically, von der Ahe’s greyhound dog, Fly, perished in the blaze. Workers busily rebuilt the fences and erected temporary stands overnight, allowing a game to be played the following day. The Browns likely wished it had been cancelled—they fell to the Chicago Orphans, 14–1. Such scores were typical for a St. Louis team that finished that season with a woeful 39–111–4 record.


  With debts mounting, von der Ahe sold it to Cleveland Spiders owner Frank Robison in 1899. Robison had become disenchanted with fan support in that town. So, despite maintaining ownership of the Spiders, he simply moved his best players off that roster onto the St. Louis team he renamed the Perfectos, including immortal right-hander Cy Young. The plan aimed at vaulting the club into contention backfired on Robison. While the Spiders collapsed to sport what remains the worst record in major league baseball history at 20–134 the Perfectos proved far from dominant. They managed to place fifth at 84–67 after sprinting to the top of the standings behind Young, who won ten of his first eleven decisions. But Robison did rake in the bucks—attendance doubled at what became known as Robison Field as St. Louis ranked second in NL attendance.


  The Perfectos might have ranked first in unruliness. Fights on the field and in the stands became so commonplace that police intervention was sometimes required. Robison claimed following one St. Louis defeat that disorder or even homicide could have resulted after the umpires refused to call the game due to rain. That came as no surprise. Robison and his players baited umpires unmercifully.


  It certainly did not help. The Perfectos plummeted from first place in late May to fifth a month later and remained out of the race the rest of the way. Robison attempted to bolster the roster in 1900 by signing third baseman and future legendary Giants manager John McGraw and catcher Wilbert Robinson away from Baltimore. But though the former performed exceptionally, leading the league with a 505 on-base percentage, the team struggled as Robison and manager Patsy Tebeau squabbled incessantly. The owner begged McGraw to take over the reins but to no avail. McGraw returned to Baltimore in 1901 to play for the Orioles of the fledgling American League.


  By that time the club had adopted its new nickname. Teams in that era became typically monikered based on uniform color. It has been asserted that St. Louis Republic writer Willie McHale was the first to refer to the team as the Cardinals in 1899. And though the beloved bird-on-the-bat logo was not created for another two decades, the Cardinals nickname had become official in 1900.


  The advent of the American League in 1901 resulted in bidding wars over premier talent. McGraw and Robinson were not alone among key departures. The best to bolt was Young, who left for the new Boston franchise and lured talented battery mate Lou Criger with him. So desperate was Robison to maintain legitimacy that he re-signed future Hall of Fame outfielder Jesse Burkett, who had won two batting totals with Cleveland and was nicknamed “The Crab” for his antisocial behavior. Burkett, who had all but decided to head elsewhere, proved himself still worth the money. He captured his third batting crown in 1901 at .376 and led the league in on-base percentage for the first time at .440.
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  Patsy Tebeau managed the club when the Perfectos became the Cardinals in 1900. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  Burkett led an attack that paced the National League in runs scored. The problem for the Cardinals was on the mound, where mediocrity reigned. The result was a late-summer collapse that dropped them from two to eleven games out of first place. The loss of Young had proven devastating.


  That run of contention into August was recalled with relish soon after the 1902 season began. The Cardinals opened with three consecutive defeats to Pittsburgh, which left them in the dust. The Pirates bolted to a ridiculous 30–5 start while St. Louis dropped sixteen of its first twenty-two and remained, along with the rest of the National League, out of the race the rest of the way. The loss of Burkett and Hall of Fame third baseman Bobby Wallace to the Browns, the new crosstown team of the American League, had destroyed the offense. Robinson had filed a lawsuit to prevent their departures, but to no avail. The Cardinals, who led the league in attendance a year earlier, attracted 150,000 fewer fans to plummet to fourth in 1902.


  The team was a mess. The loss of Burkett and Wallace continued to haunt the offense. St. Louis finished last in runs scored in 1903 while hitting just eight home runs, a meager total even in the dead-ball era. That was hardly enough to support a pitching staff that featured rookie right-hander Mordecai “Three-Finger” Brown, who led the team in ERA at 2.60 before taking his Hall of Fame talents to the Chicago Cubs in an ill-fated trade. The Cardinals suffered through one of the worst stretches of ineptitude in baseball history that year, dropping twenty-five of twenty-nine games in late April and May to cement their standing as the worst team in baseball.


  Robison faced a dilemma. He believed Patsy Donovan had worn out his welcome as manager. But Donovan was the last productive hitter remaining. The owner allowed the Irish-born outfielder to latch on with the miserable Washington Senators of the American League, for whom he quickly ascended to player-manager.


  His replacement at the helm in St. Louis was veteran pitcher Charles “Kid” Nichols, whose Hall of Fame career featured seven thirty-win seasons. The thirty-five-year-old right-hander not only achieved one last hurrah by serving as co-ace along with twenty-game winner Jack Taylor but he guided the Cardinals to a surprising turnaround. They fell out of contention in May but remained over .500 until dropping six straight to end the year. Nichols had returned optimism to the franchise and its fans as attendance nearly doubled.
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The immortal Cy Young played just two seasons in St. Louis but managed to rack up forty-six victories. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  But trouble was brewing behind the scenes. Nichols respected Robison but not the owner’s son Stanley, who due to the failing health of his father had assumed greater control of the club. The younger Robison wasted little time firing Nichols after a slow start in 1905. The dismissal negatively affected the veteran on the mound. He had won just one decision with an ERA that had ballooned to 5.40 when he was released. The result was disastrous. The Redbirds collapsed so completely that managerial replacement Jimmy Burke was also canned in August and replaced by none other than Stanley Robison.


  Robison did not exactly reach for the skies in picking his replacement. He plucked John McCloskey to take over his failing franchise. The obscure Kentuckian had not served as a major league manager for a decade, and even then only for one horrible year and another during which he was fired after compiling a 2–17 record.


  One could have predicted the outcome. The club responded with one of the worst three-season stretches in baseball history. They hung around .500 through the quarter pole in 1906 then hit their stride as the lousiest team in the National League. They failed to win two consecutive games for the next five weeks, then lost eighteen of twenty-two to conclude the miserable campaign. Their lack of power was pronounced even with the sport stuck in the dead-ball era. The Cardinals hit just nine home runs and placed seventh in the eight-team league in doubles. Meanwhile, their pitching staff was devoid of an ace who could halt long losing streaks.


  Those problems remained over the following two seasons as fans stayed away in droves. St. Louis averaged fewer than two hundred thousand fans to finish last in attendance in both. The club scored less than three runs per game during that stretch and bottomed out at a ridiculously meager 2.4 in 1908. Their feeble bats that year frustrated starting pitchers such as flash-in-the-pan Bugs Raymond and southpaw Johnny Lush, both of whom performed well despite losing records that reflected terrible run support.


  That was the last straw for Robison, who fired McCloskey after that season. He sent Raymond and top hitter Red Murray to the New York Giants in a package that returned Hall of Fame catcher Roger Bresnahan with the intention of naming him player-manager. The move did not reap the fruits of success for which Robison hoped. Soon both he and Bresnahan had departed but in different ways. The long stretch of struggles continued.




  CHAPTER THREE


  Still a Mess


  LEGENDARY GIANTS MANAGER JOHN MCGRAW WAS IN A GENEROUS state of mind in regard to Bresnahan. His catcher had served him well, and McGraw refused to block the desire of Bresnahan to become a major league manager. That is, as long as it did not hurt the Giants competitively.


  The offer from St. Louis of Raymond, Murray, and promising catcher Admiral Schlei for the twenty-nine-year-old Bresnahan satisfied McGraw. It also satisfied Cardinals owner Stanley Robison—but not for long. The trade he expected to reverse the fortunes of his club served only to slightly improve its record. The team improved from historically bad to merely rotten.


  Perhaps that should have come as little surprise given that Bresnahan was unproven as a skipper. He had certainly proven himself behind the plate and beyond. He had played all nine positions as a major leaguer and had established innovations in protective equipment as catcher. His speed, batting talent, and patience at the plate that resulted in walks and high on-base percentage forced McGraw to place him high in the Giants lineup rather than the eight spot traditionally occupied by catchers. It could be claimed that McGraw also liked Bresnahan for similar emotional traits. Both have been described as quick-tempered.


  Bresnahan surrendered most of the catching duties to journeyman Ed Phelps to concentrate on managing. His absence weakened the lineup and prevented Bresnahan from finding a groove at the plate when he did play. He batted a career-worst .244 in 1909, though blossoming first baseman Ed Konetchy helped the Cardinals improve offensively. But the loss of Raymond and failures of Lush doomed the pitching staff to the worst ERA in the National League. The club performed respectably into early August before an epic collapse. St. Louis lost forty-one of fifty-eight games (including thirty-three of thirty-seven during one stretch) to end the season. Its fifteen-game losing streak in September remained its third-longest in franchise history through 2021.


  Failing health prevented Robison from remaining fully active in seeking to better the roster. Only a trade for veteran second baseman and future Yankees Hall of Fame manager Miller Huggins constituted any off-season attempt to improve the club. Robison reaped what he sewed. The Cardinals performed a bit better in 1910 but managed only to escape the cellar. Any optimism launched by an eight-game winning streak in May was more than offset by a thirteen-game winless stretch in July and August.


  Robison died in March 1911 after bequeathing control of the Cardinals to niece Helene Britton. That a woman was taking over a franchise alarmed many in the game. She was indeed the first female owner in major league baseball history. But they had plenty of time to brace for it—all her uncle’s legal heirs were women. Britton tactfully offered a rebuttal to critics during an interview with Baseball Magazine.


  “I realize that my positions as the only woman owner in the major leagues is a peculiar one,” she said. “And I don’t pretend to know the game as intimately from a playing standpoint as a man might do in my place. I appreciate the fact that baseball is a man’s game, but I also appreciate the fact that women are taking an increasing interest in the sport which I believe is a healthy and wholly commendable sign.”1


  Britton expressed an interest in maintaining the status quo, at least at the top. Despite the inability of Bresnahan to transform them into anything close to a contender, she praised his work after taking over the organization. “I like his system,” she said. “Indeed, I adore it, even if it has been climbing toward the first division . . . my great aim will be not to interfere with him.”2


  Her hands-off approach appeared to work in 1911. The Cardinals contended much of the year as attendance soared. Players in the everyday lineup followed Bresnahan’s penchant for patience at the plate as the team led the league in on-base percentage. St. Louis won most of its close games in hanging around the periphery of the pennant race, even closing to within two games of first place in mid-July. Only a slump in late August and early September sealed their fate, but their fifth-place finish proved encouraging. So pleased was Britton with Bresnahan that she rewarded him with a five-year contract worth $10,000 annually, as well as 10 percent of the club’s profits.
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  Helene Britton became the first female owner in major league history. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  The positive feelings did not last long between the volatile manager and the fiercely independent owner. Their relationship became contentious as the losses piled up in 1912, the Cardinals lost ninety games, and attendance dropped by more than half. Frustration grew as the club lost most of the close games it had won in 1911. Among the disagreements centered on Bresnahan’s desire to buy the team from Britton and her continued rejections. The final straw occurred when she criticized him after a defeat to the Cubs and, according to one report, he yanked his derby hat over his years and stomped off while proclaiming, “No woman can tell me how to play a ball game!” And when rumors persisted that Bresnahan had used an inferior lineup late that year against the Giants to help his friend McGraw win another pennant, the die was cast. Britton canned him and sent him packing to Chicago, where he played out his last three seasons and even served as Cubs manager in 1915.3


  The firing divided the Cardinals into two camps. Some supported replacement Miller Huggins, who would eventually gain legendary status as a perennial champion manager of the New York Yankees. Others vented anger over the loss of Bresnahan. The result was a miserable season in which the Cardinals not only finished in the cellar but placed last in runs scored and allowed, as well as attendance. Fewer than three thousand fans per game graced Robison Field that year. Only the efforts of Huggins, who paced the National League in on-base percentage, and consistent ace pitcher Slim Sallee, prevented an even more disastrous campaign.


  Huggins was a quiet person and deep thinker who preferred reading to socializing. He took seriously his managerial career and other business pursuits, such as his ownership of a cigar store and roller-skating rink. He studied the game and emerged quickly into an effective strategist, which impressed even the veterans of the sport such as McGraw. But the strain of losing in his first season nearly motivated him to quit. That small gate receipts gave his team little money to spend did not help. Over the next two years, Huggins was forced to supplement payroll out of his own pocket. The Cardinals appeared to be foundering heading into his second year at the helm. Another roadblock was the launching of the short-lived Federal League, which added competition for the sports dollar in St. Louis. The city now had three baseball teams, including the new Terriers and American League Browns. The Cardinals were fortunate that both were terrible.
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  Miller Huggins stopped off in St. Louis before emerging as a legendary manager with the New York Yankees. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  They were also fortunate that Huggins grew into the job and united his players. Britton did her job in 1914 by trading top hitter Ed Konetchy, who took his pro-Bresnahan bias to Pittsburgh in return for serviceable outfielders Cozy Dolan and Owen Wilson, as well as infielder Dots Miller, whose .290 batting average and eighty-eight RBI earned him NL Most Valuable Player votes.


  The blossoming of young right-hander William “Poll” Perritt provided support for Sallee and budding right-hander Bill Doak in the rotation and helped transform the Cardinals into late-season contenders. Perritt and Sallee, who roomed together on the road and were inseparable, both won twice during a stretch in which the team took eight of nine to vault to within one game of first place. They remained a pennant threat into mid-September before faltering.


  What Britton and Huggins built up quickly came crashing down. The centerpiece of the collapse proved to be Perritt, who declined a three-year contract offer for $12,000—a comparatively hefty sum at the time. Rumors swirled that Perritt was being courted by Pittsburgh manager Rebel Oakes of the Federal League—the two were friends who had grown up just twenty miles apart in Louisiana. Angered by the rejection, St. Louis management began spreading rumors that Perritt was a drinker whose laziness on the field limited production. The claim of weak effort was absurd—he had finished the season with a sparkling 2.36 ERA.


  Perritt left the Cardinals the same day he received bonus money for their third-place finish. Schuyler Britton—the owner’s husband and team president—wasted no time cancelling the check, leading to a bitter argument. Perritt soon accepted Britton’s dare to sue. That put Huggins in the eye of the storm. He refused to lose Perritt for nothing, so the team traded him to McGraw and the Giants for next to nothing. The infamous “player to be named later” received by St. Louis proved to be fading outfielder Bob Bescher, who managed two mediocre seasons with his new club.


  The Giants signed Perritt to a three-year deal, which angered Oakes, who met Perritt in a St. Louis café and became combative for breaking a contract with Pittsburgh. That individual case of team-jumping helped motivate Major League Baseball to strengthen the reserve clause that tied players to their teams in perpetuity. That lack of freedom remained rock solid until the advent of free agency in the 1970s.


  The experience deeply affected the Brittons’ business practices. They refused to lure back any player deemed disloyal for bolting the team for the Federal League after that renegade organization folded in 1915. While their rivals bolstered their rosters with fine talent the Cardinals fell apart. By 1916, they suffered from the weakest hitting and pitching in the National League. And it cost them dearly—figuratively and literally. An average of fewer than three thousand fans trickled into Robison Field that year.


  But one bright light emerged during that dark season. And that was Rogers Hornsby, who split time between shortstop and third base but would eventually make his mark in the outfield. He had been spotted two years earlier by Cardinals scout Bob Connery, who was immediately impressed with the way the kid fielded tough hops at Class D Denison. And though Connery was proven wrong about defensive efficiency—Hornsby committed a whopping
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