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So, why a book on eighty-six failed, forgotten, and departed teams? Because their stories are so damn fascinating! For forty years I have researched and written about sports, and whenever I’ve come across teams that played for only a few seasons, a few months, or a few games before folding, I’ve wondered why their time was so short. The answers contain both surprising information and valuable historical lessons. Just as we learn more from our own mistakes than our successes, so we can appreciate the history of professional sports more completely through the tales of the failures.

When I think about it now, it seems inevitable I would write Kiss ’Em Goodbye. When it comes to sports history, especially baseball, I have always been obsessed with the obscure and the rare. As a teenager in 1968, I began compiling handwritten journals of baseball statistics, records, and achievements for my own pleasure. Later, I began collecting newspaper and magazine clippings of baseball-related stories. I expanded to books, assembling a baseball library that now contains more than 1,000 volumes, including many rare books, some dating back to the 1860s. From 1995 to 2000, I published The Vintage & Classic Baseball Collector magazine, a scholarly journal devoted to baseball’s history and its rare collectibles.

My interest in embracing all of baseball’s history resulted in two ambitious exhibits I created in the 1990s to complement the baseball card show–promotion business I owned from 1990 to 2006. The first was an exhibit called The History of Baseball Exhibit, for which I used 137 30′ by 40′ panels—one panel per year—to illustrate with pictures and stories the history of baseball from its inception to the present. It took thirty-five tables to hold it all, but card-show enthusiasts loved it and many would study it for hours, mesmerized.

My other creation was The Traveling Baseball Card Museum, an ever-growing exhibit of baseball cards dating back to the 1860s. It grew from six 2’ by 4’ wood and Plexiglas panels to more than one hundred and twenty, and while it contained the obligatory and common Topps, Fleer, and Upper Deck cards from recent years, the real treasures, and my particular favorites, were the obscure and the rare, like my Elizabeth Resolutes carte-de-visite from 1873.

In Kiss ’Em Goodbye, I share not just this only known image of an Elizabeth Resolutes player in uniform, but also the story of the Resolutes’ strange twenty-three-game journey as a major league baseball team. And that goes for the intriguing stories of eighty-five other franchises—from those that lasted decades before disappearing to those that suited up for only a single game.

I can honestly say that of all of the books I’ve written, Kiss ’Em Goodbye is my favorite because, while exhuming the graves of so many defunct franchises, I was amazed by the stories and facts that had been buried with them. I examined more than six hundred dead teams to come up with the eighty-six histories that make up this book, and I’m grateful to have the chance to bring these faded franchises to life again.




TOO GOOD-LOOKING
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THE ALTOONA MOUNTAIN CITYS

Union Association
1884

Be careful what you ask for, because you might get it.

Even in Altoona, Pennsylvania.

The Altoona Mountain Citys had established themselves as a prominent amateur baseball team in the early 1880s, but they wanted more. Two local men, attorney Arthur Dively and clothier William Ritz, gave them their chance in 1883 when they agreed to become the team’s financial backers. In return for their support, Dively and Ritz were allowed to sell stock in the team and they found sixteen investors willing to help the popular team reach a higher level.
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Shortstop Germany Smith began his 15-year major league career with Altoona in 1884.

As a semi-pro team in 1883, the Mountain Citys did well on the field and at the gate, averaging more than 1,600 paying fans at their home field, Columbia Park—a remarkable figure in a town of only 25,000. Thanks to Dively and Ritz, in 1884 the Mountain Citys joined the professional Inter-State Association of teams from Pennsylvania, Delaware, and New Jersey. However, before the season even got under way, half of the ISA teams jumped to the Eastern League. Altoona tried to follow suit, but was rejected.

Then Henry Lucas came calling. Lucas was the force and cash behind the formation of a new major league, the Union Association. Lucas had tried in vain to land a Pittsburgh franchise for his new league, since the city was conveniently located halfway between the eastern teams and Chicago and St. Louis in the west. When Lucas heard about the orphaned Altoona team on his scouting mission to Pittsburgh, he met with Dively and Ritz and quickly offered them a spot in his new UA. Never one to let either facts or reality get in the way of a sales pitch, the enthusiastic Lucas told the two Altoona directors that joining his new league would no doubt encourage the railroads to invest in both Altoona, nestled one hundred miles east of Pittsburgh, and its major league team. Lucas told them the operating cost of the team would be five thousand dollars, of which he was willing to contribute half. Dively and Ritz dove in.

When the local citizenry heard about Altoona’s jump to major league status, they could hardly contain their pride, especially two stockholders, tailor James Goetz and hatter Malcolm Westfall. Goetz contracted with the team to make home and road uniforms (at $18 each) as well as brown traveling suits ($35) for every member of the team. Westfall provided uniform hats ($10) and brown derbies to match the suits ($8). Together, the two stockholders siphoned off over $1,000, more than 20 percent of the team’s operating capital. But boy, the team looked good when it left in April for a seven-game road trip to Cincinnati and St. Louis. Hundreds of well-wishers joined a local band at the Altoona train station to send off the team, which was led by Germany Smith, the team’s rookie shortstop, who was embarking on a fifteen-year major league career.

After losing their first three games in Cincinnati to the Outlaw Reds, the Mountain Citys were embarrassed in four straight by the St. Louis Maroons, outscored by a combined 35–7. When the team stepped off the train in Altoona from their winless road trip, there was no band to welcome them and considerably fewer fans. But they sure looked good.

First up for the Mountain Citys at Columbia Park were the visiting Maroons, who were stopping off in Altoona for a four-game series before heading east on a long road trip. The Maroons resumed their dominance by routing Altoona, 15–2, in the first-ever home game for the Mountain Citys before thrashing them in the next three games as well. When the infield dust had settled, Altoona was 0–11.


Lucas informed them not only that neither the railroad’s money nor his own would be forthcoming, but also that he had already arranged for a new team in Kansas City to take Altoona’s place.



The Boston Reds, en route to Chicago, were next. The Mountain Citys managed to win the first game, 9–4, and won five of the next twelve home games against Philadelphia, Washington, and Baltimore, but many of their losses were embarrassingly one-sided, thanks to porous defense and pathetic pitching. Attendance dwindled to less than 1,000 a game, and sometimes as low as 200—not even enough to pay the players’ salaries. By the end of May of the team’s inaugural professional season, a number of the players had jumped to other teams.

In an emergency meeting with Lucas on May 29, Dively and Ritz asked about the promised railroad money as well as any further possible subsidy from Lucas himself. Lucas informed them not only that neither the railroad’s money nor his own would be forthcoming, but also that he had already arranged for a new team in Kansas City to take Altoona’s place! The stunned Dively and Ritz had no choice but also to cease operations after just six weeks as a major league team. With a 6–19 record, the Mountain Citys were the Union Association’s first casualty.

But they sure looked good.


TOO SMALL FOR BALL
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THE ANDERSON PACKERS

National Basketball Association
1949–50

When the National Basketball Association was created in 1949 by merging seventeen teams from two separate professional basketball leagues—the Basketball Association of America and the National Basketball League—there were a handful of “Davids,” like the Packers from Anderson, Indiana, and a bunch of “Goliaths,” like the Celtics, Knicks, and Lakers. But this story didn’t play out like the Old Testament one.

The Packers, named after millionaire Ike Duffey’s meatpacking business in Anderson, Indiana, first took to the court in 1945 as a semi-pro team called the Chiefs in rural Indiana, a hotbed of basketball activity. A year later, they changed their name to the Duffey Packers and joined the NBL, where they played quite well for three years, even winning the NBL Playoffs in 1949 after a 49–15 regular season. Later that summer they joined the new NBA, shortening their name to just the Packers.
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1947 Anderson Packers warm-up jacket.

While the Knicks played their games in 17,000-seat Madison Square Garden, and the Celtics often hosted 15,000 at Boston Garden, the Packers performed before crowds averaging 2,500 at the Wigwam, the town’s high school gymnasium. And while the Knicks, Celtics, Lakers, and other Goliaths of the league signed marquee college players for large salaries, the Packers had to content themselves with players in the fifty to seventy-five dollars per game range, and who were willing to be paid on a game-by-game basis. Most of the Packers were young, single men who lived at the local YMCA and were employed as car salesmen, janitors, and the like when they weren’t playing basketball. But while there weren’t any college All-Americans playing for the Packers, they did have players like Charlie Black, a local hero known for his fifty-one flying missions over Europe during World War II, and Howie Schultz, a 6’6′ multisport athlete who achieved an unusual sort of fame as the white guy the Brooklyn Dodgers let go in 1947 to make room on their roster for Jackie Robinson.


Most of the Packers were young, single men who lived at the local YMCA and were employed as car salesmen, janitors, and the like.



On the court, Black, Schultz, and the other Packers held their own against the NBA’s best. The Packers, to the delight of their rabid fans, called “Packer Backers,” started off the season with six wins in seven games, including an 83–80 upset shocker over George Mikan’s Minneapolis Lakers, a team already in the midst of its dynasty years. Halfway through the season, the Packers’ record stood at 19–13, with five of their losses by four points or less. When the regular season ended, the Packers were 37–27, just two games behind the Indianapolis Olympians in the Western Division, easily qualifying for the playoffs.

Except for the finals, a best-of-seven format, all the other rounds of the playoffs were best of three. In the first round, Anderson knocked off the Tri-Cities Blackhawks, 2–1. They did the same to Indianapolis in the second round. In the semifinals, the Packers were faced with the unenviable task of playing the Lakers, who swept them in two straight on their way to the NBA title.

Though the Packers held their own on the court, they couldn’t compete with the Goliaths’ large arenas. Nor could they profit by the NBA’s incredibly uneven schedule in 1949–50. Some teams played sixty-eight games while others played as few as sixty-two. Also, the Packers played the Lakers (the NBA’s biggest drawing card) only twice, while facing other Davids such as Tri-Cities, the Denver Nuggets, and the Waterloo Hawks seven to nine times each. What’s more, the Lakers typically traveled with the Harlem Globetrotters, usually booking a double-header on the road with a Globetrotter game, a guaranteed sellout. What was the point of selling out the Wigwam when you could sell out Madison Square Garden?

Midway through the season, Duffey could see the writing on the backboard: The NBA’s formula of including big-city teams with small-town ones, mixing large arenas with high school gyms and armories, spelled doom for the Davids. Deep in red ink, Duffey announced to his Packer Backers during halftime of a league game that he wasn’t sure he could keep the team afloat for the rest of the year, but he would try if every one of the 1,500 fans in attendance that night brought at least one friend with them to the next home game. He also told them he had an offer of $25,000 from a group of Toledo investors who wanted to move the team to Ohio, but he would hold off as long as he could.

Alarmed at the prospect of losing their team, fifty of Anderson’s leading citizens convened at the YMCA and formed the Packers Civic Committee. They were successful in their effort to sell $10,000 in tickets to the season’s remaining games. The civic-minded Duffey then sold the team to the community for the $10,000 they had raised, but it was no use. After the season, the Packers and five other teams were forced out of the NBA when the league required all teams to post a $50,000 “performance bond” as security.

Several months later, under the leadership of Doxie Moore, the old NBL commissioner, the Packers and seven other former NBA, NBL, and BAA teams formed a new eight-team league, the National Professional Basketball League. The Packers had another fine season on the court, but when the league folded at the end of the season, so did the Packers.

As for Duffey, whose other passion was railroading, he sold his meat packing business for three million dollars and took a job as president of the Indiana Central Railroad for a salary of one dollar a year.


CLAWLESS AND CLUELESS
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THE BALTIMORE CLAWS

American Basketball Association
1975

In one of the strangest cases in all of sports history, the Baltimore Claws of the American Basketball Association can actually lay claim to being defunct before they were defunct.

The Claws came to Baltimore in 1975 after playing the previous five seasons in Memphis under various names, most recently the Sounds. While in Memphis, the team had struggled financially because of low attendance, forcing the league to take over operation of the team in midseason and subsidize it the rest of the way. After the 1974–75 season had ended, ABA commissioner Tedd Munchak gave the Sounds a three-pronged ultimatum: 1) line up some new investors; 2) sell at least 4,000 season tickets; 3) get a better deal on their lease with Mid-South Coliseum. The Sounds were unable to meet any of the conditions by the deadline, so the league put the team up for sale.

A group of Maryland businessmen agreed to purchase the team for $1 million and moved it to Baltimore. But when the group didn’t meet all their financial obligations, new ABA commissioner Dave DeBusschere awarded the franchise to another Memphis group. The next day, however, the new Memphis group withdrew their offer and DeBusschere was forced to give the Baltimore group a second chance.
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1975 ABA basketball.

The Baltimore owners came up with enough of an initial payment that the league cut them a little slack in meeting their entire obligation. In the meantime, the team was named the Hustlers, but due to league and public criticism (Larry Flynt’s Hustler magazine had been founded in 1974), they changed the team’s name to the Claws.

A month before the season was set to begin, the Claws stirred up the basketball world when they announced the acquisition of superstar Dan Issel of the defending ABA champion Kentucky Colonels. Issel had come to Baltimore in exchange for center Tom Owens and $500,000 in cash, but when Baltimore couldn’t raise the money, Issel was instead sold to the Denver Nuggets. The Claws then traded high-scoring guard Rick Mount to the Utah Stars in another move that perplexed their new fan base, a fan base that hadn’t seen them play a game yet.

When the preseason finally rolled around, the Claws still had several name players on the roster, including Mel Daniels, Stew Johnson, and Skip Wise. Wise had jumped to the ABA from Clemson, where the year before he had become the first freshman ever to make the ACC’s all-conference first team.


The Claws were a mess off the court too.



On October 9, 1975, the Claws played their first exhibition game, losing 131–121 to the Virginia Squires in front of a widely spaced 1,150 fans in Salisbury, Maryland. They took the court wearing red Memphis Sounds uniforms with a green “Claws” patch sewn over “Sounds.” Their warm-up suits hadn’t yet been altered. Two nights later in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, the Claws were 21-point losers to the NBA’s Philadelphia 76ers. Then they lost to the Squires again, 100–88, with only five hundred in attendance at St. Mary’s College in Emmitsburg, Maryland.

But the Claws were a mess off the court too. With only a week to go before the regular season began, Commissioner DeBusschere heard from several Claws players that not only were they not being paid their salaries, they weren’t even receiving their per diem meal money. DeBusschere next received word that the Claws’ bank had revoked its line of credit. He gave the team four days to post a $500,000 “performance bond” to cover team expenses or face expulsion. The Claws raised $250,000 and had another $320,000 in escrow with the city of Baltimore, but they couldn’t get their hands on it. It seems the city was having difficulty with the Claws’ president, David Cohan, who wasn’t paying the team’s bills at the Baltimore Civic Center. The city not only refused to release the escrow funds as long as Cohan was affiliated with the team—it ordered the Claws’ offices locked up.

A few days later, the ABA disbanded the Claws, just days before the regular season was to open. The Claws threatened legal action, hoping to delay the start of the ABA season since they hadn’t been given ten days’ notice, a period called for in league bylaws. The league and the city responded with threatened lawsuits of their own.

Realizing they were fighting a losing battle, the Claws finally accepted their dissolution, allowing the players to take whatever equipment and office furniture they could carry in exchange for unpaid salaries.

While even the shortest-lived professional franchises lasted at least one regular-season game, Baltimore’s ABA entry clawed its way to extinction without being able to claim even that.


COLT COMFORT
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THE BALTIMORE COLTS

National Football League
1953–83

No franchise shift in all of sports history led to as much controversy, ill will, and legal and legislative action as the Baltimore Colts’ surreptitious move to Indianapolis in 1984. The popular belief is that it was just another case of a greedy owner with an eye for greener grass and greener bucks, and the way he snuck out of town proved how slimy he was. But the real story is somewhat different.

Baltimore became home to its first professional football team in 1947 when the bankrupt Miami Seahawks of the All-American Football Conference, an NFL rival, moved to the city and took the name Colts in honor of the region’s long history of horse racing and breeding. Following the 1949 season, the 1–11 Colts and three other AAFC teams merged with the NFL. After another 1–11 season in 1950, the Colts folded due to financial problems. Baltimore got a second chance at an NFL team in 1953 when the league agreed to expand to the city after folding the Dallas Texans, a team the league had been forced to take over in midseason 1952.
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1969 Baltimore Colts pennant.

The Colts had losing seasons from 1953 to 1956, but their fortunes turned around in 1957 when a young quarterback who had been drafted and released by the Pittsburgh Steelers—Johnny Unitas—led the Colts to a 7–5 record, one win short of the playoffs. In 1958, the Colts burst out of the gate, winning their first six games, finishing 9–3 and winning a spot in the NFL Championship game against the New York Giants in Yankee Stadium. This historic contest was the first nationally televised game in NFL history at a time when the league was still struggling to compete with the more popular college football. In regard to exposing the professional product to a mass audience, the NFL couldn’t have scripted a better game. The Colts held a 14–3 lead at the half, but the Giants stormed back to take a 17–14 lead while Colts kicker Steve Myhra missed two field goals. Then, with time winding down in the fourth quarter, Unitas led the Colts all the way down the field to set up a game-tying field goal by Myhra with just seven seconds left, leading to the first-ever overtime game in NFL history. The Giants won the toss, but their offense stalled and Unitas then led the Colts on another long drive that culminated in an Alan Ameche one-yard touchdown run and a 23–17 Colts victory in what many football historians consider the greatest game in NFL history. Not only did it give the Colts their first NFL title, it marked the beginning of a boom in the NFL’s popularity. In 1959, the Colts repeated as NFL champs, knocking off the Giants again, 31–16.

However, from 1960 to 1963 the Colts were barely a .500 team, missing the playoffs each year. Then, in 1964 Unitas won the league’s MVP Award by leading the Colts to the title game against Cleveland, although the Jim Brown–led Browns trampled the Colts, 27–0. In 1967, the Colts and Rams tied for the Coastal Division championship with identical 11–1–2 records, but because Los Angeles had a win and a tie in the teams’ two meetings, they went to the playoffs while the Colts went home, despite Unitas’s second MVP Award.

While Unitas missed most of 1968 with injuries, backup quarterback Earl Morrall stepped in and led the Colts to a record-breaking 13–1 season, copping the MVP Award in the process. The dominant Colts were eighteen-point favorites over Joe Namath’s New York Jets in Super Bowl III. Nonetheless, Namath almost blithely guaranteed a Super Bowl victory for the AFL, and he was as good as his word, leading the Jets to the biggest upset in NFL history, 16–7.


Irsay stunned the football world by trading teams.



The Jets’ surprising victory helped forge an AFL-NFL merger. The Colts, Steelers, and Browns moved to the AFC, one of two conferences in the newly reconfigured NFL. In the first year under the new format, the Colts won the AFC Championship and the right to play the Cowboys in Super Bowl V. In a turnover-rife Super Bowl that would be nicknamed “the Blunder Bowl,” the Colts defeated the Cowboys, 16–13, on a field goal by Jim O’Brien with five seconds left.

On July 26, 1972, Colts owner Carroll Rosenbloom and Rams owner Robert Irsay stunned the football world by trading teams. Players, coaches, and staff stayed put as only the owners switched offices. With the first losing record in sixteen years (5–9), Irsay further angered Colts fans when he traded the aging Unitas to the San Diego Chargers. In another move that would become an Irsay trademark, he fired popular coach Don McCafferty after five games (1–4) and replaced him with John Sandusky (4–5). Before the next season, Irsay replaced him with Howard Schnellenberger (4–13), who lasted just three games into his second season when he, too, was fired. His replacement, Joe Thomas, lasted just eleven games (2–9) before he was replaced by Ted Marchibroda in 1975. Marchibroda, popular with the players, led the Colts to a rebound season (10–4), though the Steelers quickly knocked them out of the playoffs.

Early in the 1976 season, when Marchibroda resigned after a falling-out with the irascible Irsay, the players threatened a strike unless their beloved coach returned. Irsay relented, reinstated Marchibroda, and the team responded behind Bert Jones, their latest MVP-winning quarterback, by advancing to the playoffs, where the Colts were again bounced by the Steelers.

The Colts had their last winning season (10–4) and playoff appearance (a 37–31 double OT loss to Oakland) in 1977. Over the next six seasons, Colts fans became increasingly weary of Irsay’s ownership tactics, miserly ways, and public rants, and it showed in dwindling attendance figures. Irsay’s reputation was so tainted in football circles that when the Colts drafted Stanford’s John Elway with the number one pick in the 1983 NFL draft, he refused to play for them. Only after Elway threatened to play baseball instead of football—he was also drafted by the New York Yankees—did Irsay gave in, trading him to the Denver Broncos for Mark Herrmann, Chris Hinton, and a draft pick. Colts fans, already upset over the team’s 19–53–1 record over the previous five years, were furious over losing Elway, and so the chasm between owner and fans widened.

Because Irsay—and Rosenbloom before him—felt strongly that Baltimore’s Memorial Stadium was an inadequate venue for football, he tried to get city officials to increase seating capacity, add luxury boxes, build separate locker rooms for the Orioles and Colts, and build additional office space and restrooms. The protracted battle between Irsay and city officials escalated into a public feud with both the Orioles and the local press. City officials kept promising improvements, and even developed plans for some of them, as well as for a domed stadium. But in 1974, Maryland governor Marvin Mandel put the brakes on talk of a new stadium. Baltimore comptroller Hyman Pressman went a step further, placing an amendment to the city’s charter on the fall ballot. The measure, titled Question P, prohibited the use of public funds for the construction of a new sports stadium and was passed by a 56 to 44 margin, effectively ending all hope of a new stadium for the Colts or the Orioles.

As early as 1976, Irsay was in discussions with other cities about relocating the Colts. The public disclosure of these talks with officials in Phoenix, Memphis, Los Angeles, and Jacksonville only incited fans further. In 1979, Irsay gave Maryland governor Harry Hughes a list of $25 million in requested improvements to Memorial Stadium. The state legislature cut it to $23 million, but earmarked much of it as improvements for the Orioles. When the legislature asked both teams to sign long-term commitments before the improvements would be made, both the Colts and Orioles refused, so the planned improvements were shelved.


Irsay appeared at a press conference, screaming, “This is my goddamn team!”



Irsay intensified his efforts to find a new home, and in early 1984 he was approached with strong offers from Phoenix and Indianapolis, the latter having already constructed a new domed stadium in the hope of attracting an NFL team. When word leaked out about the secret meetings Irsay had been conducting with both cities, the state of Maryland took action. On March 27, 1984, one chamber of the state legislature passed a law allowing the city of Baltimore to seize the Colts under eminent domain laws, something the city and county were already threatening to do. The other chamber was poised to take up the same matter a few days later. An angry Irsay appeared at a press conference, screaming, “This is my goddamn team!”

Irsay didn’t wait to see what the other chamber would do. On the morning of March 28, when Phoenix officials told Irsay they were dropping out of the bidding, Irsay immediately called Indianapolis mayor William Hudnut and told him he was moving his team to Indiana. Hudnut turned to his good friend, John B. Smith, owner of Mayflower Transit, who then arranged at his own expense for a fleet of large moving trucks scattered from New Jersey to Virginia to converge on the Colts’ offices. At ten o’clock that evening, sixty men quietly began to load fifteen trucks with all the Colts’ equipment, books, and furniture. By dawn, the trucks were on their way to Indiana via fifteen separate routes in case the Maryland State Police tried to stop them. At the Indiana state line, the trucks were met by Indiana state troopers who, with lights flashing, escorted them to the Colts’ new home in downtown Indianapolis.

The Indianapolis Star featured a photo of a jubilant Irsay and Hudnut, hands clasped, arms raised, as 20,000 new Colts fans cheered them. Baltimore’s mayor, William Schaefer, appeared on the front page of The Baltimore Sun in tears. Colts attorney Michael Chernoff expressed Irsay’s exasperated position best when he told the media, “[The Maryland legislature] not only threw down the gauntlet, but they put a gun to his head, cocked it, and asked, ‘Want to see if it’s loaded?’ They forced him to make a decision that day.”

Within two weeks of announcing ticket sales for the upcoming 1984 season, Irsay received 143,000 requests for season tickets. Although the Colts struggled on the field for most of their first fifteen years in Indianapolis, they were very successful at the box office, and for the last decade have been one of the NFL’s best teams.

The city of Baltimore and the state of Maryland, both of which had threatened to take Irsay’s personal property away from him through eminent domain, realized the error of their ways and declared the building of a new public stadium a priority. In that fall’s election, Maryland voters repealed Question P by a 62–38 margin. The people of Maryland also learned how to attract an NFL football team: build a new stadium that meets the needs of a modern team. Once they promised to construct a new stadium for Art Modell, owner of the Cleveland Browns and, ironically, once the loudest voice against Irsay’s relocation to Indianapolis, Modell moved his team to Baltimore in 1996 and renamed them the Ravens.

In the aftermath of the Colts’ move to Indianapolis, a flurry of legal activity attempted to force the Colts back to Baltimore, but all efforts failed. Johnny Unitas summed it up best for Colts fans when he declared that he was a Baltimore Colt only, and would not associate in any manner with the Indianapolis Colts, a position he maintained until the day he died, nearly twenty years later.


DIAMOND THIEVES
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THE BALTIMORE ORIOLES

National League
1892–99

If the 1890s were baseball’s Wild West Era, the Baltimore Orioles of that decade were definitely the guys in the black hats.

In the years from 1892 to 1899, the twelve-team National League was the only major league in operation. Despite the frequent on-field fisticuffs and rampant gambling, baseball was at peace at last. The NL had recently vanquished the competing Players’ League (1890) and American Association (1891), and for the next eight years not a single franchise went out of business or relocated. It was a stable period dominated by two teams, the Boston Beaneaters, who won five pennants, and the Orioles, who won three.
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Hall of Fame catcher Wilbert Robinson, one of baseball’s most popular players and managers for more than forty years.

The Orioles were managed by Ned Hanlon, a master of baseball strategy who achieved almost mythical status because of his talent for making seemingly strange trades that always seemed to work out in the Orioles’ favor. In one 1892 trade, Hanlon sent George Van Haltren, a proven .320 hitter, to Pittsburgh for a rookie outfielder named Joe Kelley, who went on to hit over .350 for the Orioles and wound up in the Hall of Fame. More mysteriously, in 1893 Hanlon traded shortstop Tim O’Rourke, hitting .363 at the time, to Louisville for a youngster by the name of Hughie Jennings, who was hitting only .136. All Jennings did was hit .359 for the Orioles over the next seven years, including .401 in 1896, on his way to the Hall of Fame.

Orioles owner Harry Von der Horst got so tired of trying to explain his manager’s moves to reporters that he wore a lapel button that simply read, “Ask Hanlon.” Hanlon worked so many wonders that Von der Horst rewarded Hanlon by allowing him to purchase 25 percent of the team’s stock and giving him complete and unquestioned control over the entire organization.

On the field, Hanlon expected his players to be aggressive and play sound fundamental baseball. More than any team of the era, the Orioles practiced long hours to perfect such basic baseball skills as bunting, hitting the correct cutoff man, taking the extra base, backing up one another in the field, executing the hit-and-run, and testing the arms of the opponents’ outfielders. Hanlon’s brilliance extended to strategic groundskeeping as well. He had the baselines sloped toward fair territory to help keep bunts from rolling foul. The dirt in front of home plate was packed hard to aid his team’s “Baltimore chops”—Hanlon’s tactic of having batters hit down on the ball to get a high bounce that could be beat out for a hit. Hanlon also had the dirt in the base paths packed hard to assist his team’s base stealers, which included almost everyone. In 1894, six Orioles stole more than thirty bases. Finally, Hanlon kept the outfield grass long as a hiding place for extra balls that could conveniently be brought into play in case an opponent hit one in the gap.

But it was more than just shady groundskeeping that gave the Orioles their “black hat” reputations. Hanlon schooled his players in many illegitimate tactics. One Oriole would try to distract or shield the game’s only umpire while a teammate cut ten feet off second base as he went from first to third; infielders would trip opposing runners as they ran the bases; John McGraw in particular would try and hook his finger in an opposing base runner’s belt; Wilbert Robinson would throw his catcher’s mask in a runner’s path in an attempt to trip him; and, with a runner on third, the Orioles’ third-base coach would sometimes bolt toward home in an effort to confuse the opposing pitcher and/or catcher, hoping that one of them would throw the ball away. Most brazen of all their schemes was to file their spikes to razor-sharp edges in full view of their opponents, then slide at both opposing players and umpires with their weapons high.

So notorious was Baltimore’s reputation that almost everyone rooted against them. When Boston’s Beaneaters won the pennant on the last weekend of the 1897 season, it was hailed around the league as a triumph of clean baseball over dirty. John Heydler, an umpire in the 1890s before becoming NL president in 1918, said of the Orioles, “… they were mean, vicious, and ready to maim a rival player or umpire.” But in spite of the Orioles’ reputation, the fans around the league loved to see them come to town. All theater needs a villain, and the Orioles filled the bill magnificently. And because Hanlon masterminded the Orioles’ dirty methods, he was always happy to pay any fines imposed on his players.

In 1894, William Temple, owner of the Pittsburgh Pirates, decided the NL needed some sort of postseason series, and for the purpose donated a large silver trophy called the Temple Cup that the league’s top two teams would compete for after the season. In what was billed as the World’s Championship Series, Baltimore won the pennant, but lost the Cup in four straight to the runner-up New York Giants. The Orioles, who claimed they hadn’t tried that hard because it was the pennant that really mattered, won the pennant again in 1895, but lost the Temple Cup again, this time to the Cleveland Spiders. The Orioles won the next two Temple Cup series before the event was discontinued for lack of interest among players and fans alike.


Hanlon kept the outfield grass long as a hiding place for extra balls.



In 1899, the Orioles and Brooklyn’s Superbas (later called the Dodgers) were brought together under one ownership group in a system, legal at the time, called syndicate ownership. Charlie Ebbets and Ferdinand Abel owned 50 percent of both teams while Von der Horst owned 40 percent and Hanlon ten. Hanlon managed Brooklyn while McGraw took over in Baltimore. The teams were allowed to transfer players back and forth, and Hanlon took advantage of this by taking Baltimore’s best players with him to Brooklyn and sending lesser players to the Orioles, which irritated the highly competitive McGraw. This tactic was met with much cynicism by baseball fans and reporters of the day, calling into question the integrity of the game itself.

Although Hanlon guided Brooklyn to the pennant in 1899, Baltimore outdrew them on the road, an embarrassment for Hanlon. McGraw also made a number of player moves that further irritated Hanlon, including hiding the ability of ace pitcher Joe McGinnity from Hanlon by not allowing McGinnity to throw his excellent curveball whenever Hanlon was present.

When the NL decided to contract to eight teams after the 1899 season, Baltimore, in spite of its huge success on the field and at the gate, was unanimously voted out of the league, a move intended to quiet baseball’s critics of the syndicate system. Baltimore’s owners (Brooklyn’s, essentially) were given a $30,000 buyout and allowed to dispose of its players as they saw fit. As it happened, the best of the Orioles’ black hats all went to Brooklyn.


IT’S WAR
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THE BALTIMORE ORIOLES

American League
1901–02

When the National League contracted from twelve teams to eight following the 1899 season, Ban Johnson and his minor league Western League partners saw their opening; along with Charles Comiskey and several other major financial backers, the determined and irascible Johnson decided to transform his league into a newly renamed American League for the 1900 season.

The National League had dropped Baltimore, Washington, Louisville, and Cleveland from their ranks in an effort to provide more financial stability for the remaining eight teams, and Johnson’s American League group immediately targeted the forsaken cities. Because the Western League was still a member of the National Agreement, organized baseball’s ruling body, they had to have permission to transfer franchises and open new ones. Unfortunately for Johnson, the National League was the real power behind the National Agreement, and when he asked to relocate one of his franchises (Comiskey’s St. Paul team) to Chicago, the NL reluctantly agreed, but only with severe stipulations that hamstrung the new Chicago franchise, such as giving the NL’s Chicago club the right to draft two players each year off the new AL club. The NL also forbade the new Chicago franchise from using the word “Chicago” in its name, so Comiskey called his team the White Stockings, borrowing a former, popular name of the NL club, which was now being called the Orphans.

These and other stipulations were a sore point for the new American Leaguers, who dropped out as members of the National Agreement after the 1900 season and declared themselves a major league in 1901. No longer bound by the rules and restrictions of the National Agreement, the new league felt free to raid the NL teams of their players and place new teams wherever they wanted. The war was on.

Ban Johnson was a no-nonsense man who saw that one of the National League’s major problems was the drinking, gambling, and rowdiness that flourished among players and managers alike, so he imposed strict rules regarding on-and off-field behavior. He dealt out harsh punishments for violators, the most prominent of whom was player-manager John McGraw of Baltimore, whose temperamental history had preceded him to the new league.
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Oriole Mike Donlin later became a silent movie star.

After McGraw had lost his job following the 1899 season, when the NL dropped Baltimore from the league, he had signed with the St. Louis Cardinals as their third baseman. But there was no love lost between the hot-tempered McGraw and NL umpires; he was even suspended for a time in 1900. When the new AL expanded into Baltimore in 1901, McGraw saw an opportunity to return to the city he loved and orchestrated a sweet deal, becoming the Orioles’ player-manager and receiving stock in the team as part of his compensation, a shrewd move that would later prove to have historic consequences for baseball.

Before the 1901 season, McGraw secured a lease for Baltimore’s Union Park, but the owners of the property (including Ned Hanlon, who had business ties to NL owners) insisted that the lease applied only to the land, not the park. When McGraw tried to use the ballpark anyway, Hanlon sent over armed guards to occupy the clubhouse and first base. McGraw recruited a bunch of thugs and stormed the ballpark, beating up the groundskeepers and physically occupying third base. When the police arrived, they set up a neutral peacekeeping station in left field and unsuccessfully tried to sort things out. The courts finally settled the matter by evicting McGraw and his cohorts, forcing the Orioles to build a new ballpark before the season got under way. The feisty McGraw began raiding NL teams for their players, including eventual Hall of Famers Joe McGinnity and Roger Bresnahan.


McGraw simply sat down in the batter’s box and refused to leave.



McGraw’s feuds with umpires continued in the American League in 1901. In one particularly nasty incident, mounted policemen had to escort the umpire out of the ballpark, earning McGraw another suspension from Johnson. In 1902, McGraw’s on-field battles with umps escalated. He was thrown out on Opening Day, punched a Brooklyn team official several days later, and engaged in a prolonged dispute with umpire Jack Sheridan when the ump refused to let him take first base after being hit by a pitch because he felt McGraw hadn’t tried to get out of the way. The next day, McGraw was hit by pitches five times, and each time Sheridan refused to let McGraw take first base. After the fifth time, McGraw simply sat down in the batter’s box and refused to leave until Sheridan had him physically removed. This earned him a five-day suspension in May.

By now, Johnson and McGraw were bitter enemies. Johnson might have been ruthless, but McGraw was vicious—and vindictive. On June 18, shortly after serving his latest suspension, McGraw met secretly with Andrew Freedman, owner of the NL’s New York Giants, and together they concocted a plan to take revenge on both Johnson and the upstart American League.

The first part of the scheme required McGraw to again get suspended, not a difficult task. On June 28, McGraw chose his opportune moment and orchestrated a wild team-wide performance that resulted in the umpire ordering an Orioles forfeit. This, of course, earned McGraw another indefinite suspension from AL president Ban Johnson. Next, McGraw had to get out of his Baltimore contract. The Orioles had had their fill of McGraw, so they quickly agreed to let him go when McGraw offered to forgive the club their $7,000 debt to him for club expenses in exchange for his outright release. Once this was done, McGraw sold his stock in the Orioles for $6,500 and signed a four-year contract with the Giants.

The next part of the scheme involved a silent financial partner who was a front for Freedman, Joseph C. France, who used money from Freedman and Cincinnati Reds owner John T. Brush to purchase 201 of the 400 shares of Baltimore Base Ball Club stock. For one very painful day—July 16, 1902—the owner of the American League’s Baltimore Orioles was the owner of the National League’s New York Giants. In those twenty-hours, Freedman released all the best Orioles players from their contracts, signing McGinnity, Bresnahan, and several others with the Giants, while letting others sign with the Reds as a thank-you to Brush for his help in financing the deal.

The next day, when only five Orioles players showed up for their game with St. Louis, the umpire awarded a forfeit to the Browns. When Ban Johnson uncovered the scheme, he quickly invoked an American League rule that allowed the league to take over any franchise that for any reason couldn’t field a team. Johnson took over the Orioles, negating Freedman’s purchase. After appointing Wilbert Robinson as team manager, Johnson ordered the other teams in the league to each send a player to Baltimore so the Orioles could field a team and continue the season.

As a further measure of revenge against the National League, Andrew Freedman, and John McGraw, Ban Johnson moved the Orioles franchise to New York after the 1902 season to compete directly with Freedman’s New York Giants. The new team was known as the New York Highlanders, but eventually took the name Yankees, and became the most storied team in baseball history.

Ban Johnson’s crown now had its jewel.


SLOWLY BUT SURLY
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THE BALTIMORE TERRAPINS

Federal League
1914–15

The Baltimore Terrapins, of baseball’s short-lived Federal League, survived only two seasons, but they nonetheless started baseball on its long, slow road to finally emancipating its players.

The team was one of the few true community teams in major league history, owned by a group of six hundred shareholders rather than one or two large investors. The leading shareholder was Ned Hanlon, a Baltimore legend who had managed three Orioles teams to National League pennants in the 1890s after a stellar career as an outfielder, primarily with the Detroit Wolverines, the combination of which eventually earned him a spot in the Hall of Fame. Together, the stockholders raised $164,000 to purchase and operate the franchise, half of which was spent constructing 15,000-seat Terrapin Park.

Hanlon’s squad got off to a great start in 1914 and by May 27 Baltimore was in first place, seven and a half games ahead of the Brooklyn Tip-Tops and the only team in the FL with a winning percentage over .500. Then the Terrapins went into a shell, losing seventeen of twenty, and settled for an 84–70 finish, good for third place. The Terrapins added ace pitcher and future Hall of Famer Chief Bender of the Philadelphia A’s for the 1915 season, but Bender and the rest of the pitching staff flopped and Baltimore was last in batting average and ERA, finishing in the cellar, a whopping twenty-four games behind the seventh-place Brooklyn Tip-Tops.
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1914 Baltimore Terrapins program.

By the end of the 1915 season, the Federal League itself was beginning to crumble, so when the NL and AL, both hurt badly in the two-year bidding war, approached FL president James Gilmore about a possible peace settlement, Gilmore readily listened to their proposition. The FL, through its Baltimore franchise, had undertaken an antitrust lawsuit against Organized Baseball before the season began (Federal Baseball Club of Baltimore v. National League), but now all three leagues wanted the lawsuit to go away—especially in light of the proposed settlement agreement that satisfied everyone except Terrapins stockholders.

Besides disbanding the Federal League, the peace settlement among the three major leagues called for some FL owners to get buyouts of varying amounts while others were allowed to buy into existing NL and AL teams. Terrapins stockholders, however, were very unhappy with their proposed buyout of $50,000; their attorney, Stuart Jawrey, countered that the team’s stockholders should be allowed to purchase an existing AL or NL team for $250,000 rather than take the buyout. Jawrey’s offer was not only rejected, but he, the Terrapins, and the city of Baltimore were soundly ridiculed, primarily by Charles Ebbets of the NL’s Brooklyn Robins. Among other things, Ebbets said, “Baltimore is one of the worst minor league towns in this country. You have too many colored population, to start with. They are a cheap population when it gets down to paying their money at the gate.”

Rejected by the major leagues, the Terrapins stockholders, led by team president Carroll W. Rasin, next attempted to combine
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