
 
  CHAPTER ONE


  Super Cy and the First Series Champs


  THE MOST FAMOUS FICTIONAL BAR IN BOSTON MIGHT FOREVER BE Cheers, where everybody knows your name, especially that of Norm. But the most legendary actual watering hole in Beantown is arguably the Third Base Saloon on Columbus Avenue, where owner Michael T. McGreevy served booze to fellow baseball fans. McGreevy earned the colorful nickname “Nuf Ced” because his inevitable utterance of those misspelled words ended arguments between loyalists of the Americans, who eventually morphed into the Red Sox, and the Beaneaters, later known as the Braves.1


  There was no argument regarding popularity around the turn of the 20th century. The Beaneaters finished last or second-last in National League attendance every season from 1901 to 1913. The soon-to-be-Sox outdrew them three to one despite the fledgling status of the American League and placed in its top half in attendance every year until the fateful 1919 season, after which Babe Ruth was sent packing to the Big Apple.


  It comes as no surprise, then, that a cheering section organized by McGreevy would target the Americans rather than their crosstown counterparts. That group of strong-lunged patrons called the Royal Rooters had much to shout about. The Americans emerged immediately as a power in what became known as the junior circuit.


  The Rooters frequented the Huntington Avenue Grounds, which opened in 1901 and boasted a capacity of about 11,500. Constructed on a defunct circus lot, the field was unique for its massive dimensions and challenging hindrances. Among them was a home-run distance to center field that extended a ridiculous 530 feet away from home plate in 1901. Rather than shortening it for the hitters, the powers-that-be sadistically increased it to 635 feet in 1908. Dead Ball Era, Live Ball Era, it wouldn’t have mattered. The only home runs the Americans and their opponents hit in that direction were inside-the-park jobs. Such round-trippers were certainly possible—line drives that zipped between outfielders would roll forever. That is, unless they hit the unintentional sand traps that dotted the grassy expanses or the eyesore supply shed that stood deep in the outfield and was ridiculously deemed in-play.2
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  The Royal Rooters had plenty to root for upon the creation of the American League in 1901 as the team forged winning records in its first two seasons behind third baseman/manager Jimmy Collins, who revolutionized his defensive position by charging the plate when suspecting the bunt, bringing greater mobility to the spot. Fellow standouts included first baseman Buck Freeman, outfielder Patsy Dougherty, and ace-of-all-aces Denton “Cy” Young. But it was not until Young received mound assistance from fellow 20-game winners Bill Dinneen and Tom Hughes in 1903 that the Americans were transformed from mild contenders to the first World Series champions.3


  That Young would remain viable enough to notch what will remain forever a history-best 511 victories seemed quite unlikely a few years earlier. The right-hander who had averaged 34 wins a season with Cleveland from 1891 to 1898 had lost the zip on a fastball later compared favorably to that of Walter “Big Train” Johnson. He had been transferred along with nearly all the top Cleveland talent to St. Louis in 1899 by Frank Robison, the unscrupulous owner of both teams. A rib injury caused his failure in 1900 to win more than 20 games for the first time in 10 seasons. So frustrated had Young become that he attacked a fan in the stands who accused him of quitting on the team.4


  Young signed with the Americans in 1901 and proved, to mangle a line from Mark Twain, that reports of his career demise had been greatly exaggerated. The theory that Young was about to disprove had been promoted by Robison, who claimed the soon-to-be-34-year-old pitcher was all but washed up. The defection of Young would not have given the AL immediate credibility if his production continued to deteriorate. But the aging right-hander responded with the best season of his career in 1901, winning 33 of 43 decisions and posting a league-best 1.62 earned run average. He won what is now known as the pitching Triple Crown by leading the American League in strikeouts as well. Nothing that Young did in 1902 led anyone to believe those numbers were a fluke or a final flicker before his career burned out. He paced the league that year with 32 victories and 43 complete games.
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  The claim of lost velocity had validity. But the wily Young remarkably increased his strikeout totals later in his career despite the loss of zip on his heater and a noticeable girth protruding from his midsection. The magic came in the form of two distinctly different curveballs, one overhand with a sharp break and the other sidearm with a sweeping arc. He even occasionally fired submarine style to throw off timing and cause right-handed hitters to bail out. Young improved the pinpoint control that allowed him to lead the American League in fewest walks per nine innings an incredible 14 times in his career. He had become a Rembrandt on the mound. He was a surefire Hall of Famer before he arrived in Boston but was now in the conversation as the greatest pitcher ever to grace a major-league mound.5


  The nickname “Cy” that was short for “Cyclone” no longer applied as the fastball lost velocity. But there was good reason for legendary sportswriter Grantland Rice penning lyrical praise for Young, whose name would forever be etched not only into the record books, but to an annual award for pitching excellence that he would have captured often had it existed in his day. Offered Rice: “So when a stalwart steps out from the throng, On with the tribute, let garlands be flung, Here’s to the sturdy and here’s to the strong, Here’s to the king of them all, Denton Young.”6


  The king of them all remained on his throne in 1903. But then, all the Boston stars twinkled that year. Many, in fact, shined their brightest. The list of virtual one-year wonders is startling:


  	Coming off a brilliant rookie season in 1902, Dougherty led the league with 195 hits and batted .331. He would never bat over .289 again.


  	Freeman had been among the premier sluggers in baseball since before the turn of the century. He batted .287 and drove in an AL-best 104 runs in 1903, then never thereafter approached that level of production.


  	Shortstop Freddie Parent hit .304 with 83 runs and 80 RBIs in 1903. His stats weakened the following year before fading dramatically.


  	The post-1903 curse apparently took time to affect Dinneen, who managed a 21-13 record and 2.26 ERA that year. He followed with another brilliant campaign in 1904, then began collapsing before turning 30.


  	Starting pitcher Tom Hughes achieved his only 20-win campaign in 1903. He finished over .500 only twice more in 10 seasons, though he received little run support pitching for the perennial punching bag and weak-hitting Washington Senators.




  The stars indeed aligned ideally for the Americans in 1903. And the organization was certainly smart to cater to Young. The team trained that spring in Macon, Georgia, where their ace was coaching the Mercer University baseball team. After all, major-league players worked year-round well beyond 1903 and Young reportedly earned an annual salary from the Americans of about $3,000.7


  That spring training did not catapult Boston to immediate greatness. The team started slowly in the regular season, falling to 5-7 with a loss to the Philadelphia Athletics on May 2 and to 13-14 after back-to-back defeats to the lowly St. Louis Browns three weeks later. The Americans were fortunate that no foe had zoomed out to separate itself from the pack. They warmed with the weather, winning 13 of 14, including 11 in a row, to take over first place. They showed the potential of dominance during one eight-game stretch, outscoring their opponents 66–19.


  Following a short period of mediocrity that pushed the Americans from the top, they regained the lead for good with a 1–0 defeat of Detroit on June 23. A 13-3 blitz through Independence Day that ended with the Americans four games up was marked by brilliant individual performances. In a win at Cleveland on June 21, Freeman became the first player in franchise history to hit for the cycle. The super staff hurled six of its league-high 20 shutouts during that stretch as well. Included were three successive complete-game 1–0 victories by Young, a feat that has since never been duplicated.8


  So incredible was the rotation of Young, Dinneen, Hughes, and sometimes-starters Norwood Gibson and George Winter that a bullpen proved unnecessary. The quintet hurled every inning as either starters or relievers the entire season aside from one. That frame belonged to Nick Altrock, who was clobbered in a 10–3 loss to Chicago on June 30 and summarily dispatched to the same Sox two days later. He sought revenge in a matchup against the Americans on July 8 and was mashed again in a 6–1 defeat.


  A two-team race emerged. The Athletics hung around into early August. They closed to within 2½ games of the Americans with a 4–3 win in Philadelphia. But Boston won the last game of that series, then swept their nearest competitor three straight, outscoring Philly 23–9 in the process with the Royal Rooters screaming support at the Huntington Avenue Grounds. That blitz pushed the lead to 6½ games. The Athletics never recovered. They lost 17 of their next 23 while the Americans took their momentum and ran with it. They won 31 of their next 40 games, losing two straight just once during that run. Three weeks after sweeping Philadelphia, they could confidently begin making World Series plans.


  With the pennant long since clinched, the Americans won just one of six games in late September. Yearning to enter the first Fall Classic on a roll, they concluded the regular season with three straight victories over St. Louis, including a doubleheader sweep. The Pittsburgh Pirates awaited.


  An annual clash to decide baseball supremacy was the brainchild of Pirates owner Barney Dreyfuss, but the seeds for such a showdown were planted by American League president Ban Johnson. He quickly established the AL as a threat to the senior circuit through player raids of the National League and lowering ticket prices to attract fans. The success of that strategy motivated NL officials to convoke peace negotiations that would allow both leagues to thrive. When it became apparent in September that his team and the Americans were destined to win pennants, Dreyfuss soon proposed to Boston owner Henry Killilea a best-of-nine battle between the two champions at season’s end. The World Series was born.9


  Dreyfuss might have regretted the offer by the time October 1 arrived. Superstar slugger Honus Wagner was trying to play through a leg injury. Pitcher Sam Leever’s love for trapshooting led to a sore arm. And fellow starter Ed Doheny had grown mentally unbalanced. He bolted one game in the delusional fear that he was being followed by detectives and soon entered an insane asylum from which he would never emerge.10


  The Huntington Avenue Grounds were packed for the first World Series game ever played. More than 16,000 fans besieged the park—nearly 5,000 above capacity. Some climbed the outfield wall to catch a glimpse of history. They stood in the outfield and infield as they awaited the first pitch. The luckiest bunch were the Royal Rooters. So enamored had the organization grown of the most loyal of loyalists that they allowed the bunch to sit in front of the stands behind home plate. As for wild pitches and passed balls fired in their direction? They didn’t care nor, apparently, did anyone else.11


  Perhaps such a sight unnerved Young and his teammates. Or perhaps the pressure of the moment wreaked havoc, but the first inning in World Series history was not one for the ages. Young allowed four runs, three unearned, thanks to three hits and two errors. The Americans never recovered in a 7–3 defeat.


  It soon became apparent that Young would not be the pitching star of this event. That distinction belonged to Dinneen, who fired a three-hit shutout with 11 strikeouts in a 3–0 victory that sent the series to Pittsburgh even. The hitting hero of the game was equally clear. It was Dougherty, who slammed two homers, including an inside-the-park round-tripper leading off the first inning.


  Young’s next start was pushed back when he was forced to pitch seven innings of relief in a Game 3 defeat, then the Americans fell in Game 4 as well. He saved the series with a complete-game performance in Game 5, then Dinneen picked up where he left off. He shut out the Pirates for six innings in a 6–3 triumph in Game 6 to knot the series.


  The pair proceeded to polish off Pittsburgh. Young overcame four errors to win, 7–3, sending the series back to Boston for a potential clincher and celebration. Two RBI singles by underappreciated second baseman Hobe Ferris provided more support than required for Dinneen, who hurled a four-hit shutout to give his team the first World Series championship. He fittingly fanned Wagner to end it.


  Boston Herald sports journalist W. S. Barnes Jr. opened his story of the triumph with the following salute to the victors: “All hail to the Boston Americans, champion ball players of the world!”


  Barnes later described a scene in the clubhouse that mixed politics and sports.


  
  A pleasing incident was enacted in the Boston players’ dressing room after the game yesterday when Senator M.J. Sullivan, himself an old ball player presented to Capt. James J. Collins on behalf of business manager Joseph Smart and the players of the team a costly gold watch and a handsome locket, in which was set a brilliant diamond. Senator Sullivan complimented Capt. Collins on his leadership and the magnificent work of his team, and said that the token from the players was in appreciation of his personal attitude toward them which was at all times kindly and considerate. The presentation was loudly applauded by the players. . . . Capt. Collins was completely taken aback and nearly broke down.12




  Memories of that World Series title would eventually be clouded by those that followed before the trade of Ruth. But it was immortalized in 2004—the year the Curse was broken—by the Dropkick Murphys, a rock band formed in Quincy. The group remade a song called “Tessie,” which honored the critical Game 5 victory over the Pirates and was adopted as an anthem by the Royal Rooters.


  Boston baseball fans regret a lost opportunity in 1904 after their Americans won another pennant. Business wrangling between the two leagues resulted in a one-year hiatus for the World Series, the last time it would not be played until the 1994 strike. But the honor of winning the first World Series could never be taken away from the Americans or Boston baseball loyalists. And those that experienced it could thank the one-two pitching punch of Young and Dinneen for those fond memories.



   
  CHAPTER TWO


  Fenway and the Monstah


  ONE CAN ARGUE THAT FENWAY PARK IS THE MOST LEGENDARY BASEball venue in America. That distinction and praise are generally reserved for Yankee Stadium, but those grounds are hallowed more for those that graced its field. There is a reason it is nicknamed The House That Ruth Built.


  Yankee Stadium is fabled because Babe Ruth played in it. And DiMaggio. And Mantle. And because it was the site of 27 world championship teams. The greatness of Fenway Park is Fenway Park. It is inimitable for the Green Monster. Pesky Pole. The Triangle. The hand-operated scoreboard. All ballparks have personal touches that make them unique. But Fenway boasts a charm like no other. Each feature has become a legend within a legend. And that legend has continued to grow for more than a century.


  The seeds were planted by owner John I. Taylor, whose father was General Charles Taylor, a newspaper magnate who had saved the Boston Globe from bankruptcy and bought the Americans in 1904 for about $150,000 to give his renegade son something to do. The offspring yearned to put his stamp on the team, changing its name to the Red Sox in 1907 and adding promotions such as Ladies Day, which allowed women to attend certain games free of charge and became a staple attraction for generations in ballparks across the country. Soon the young Taylor announced plans to abandon the Huntington Avenue Grounds for a new venue.1


  The motivation was purely financial. The Taylors were by that time seeking to sell part of their ownership, but they did not own the current venue. They understood that such an arrangement would weaken sales opportunities, so they decided to have a new ballpark built on land they possessed. And that was a substantial but undeveloped tract in the Back Bay known as the “Fens.” Folks called the surrounding area “Fenway,” hence the future name of the new home of the Red Sox.


  The park was only partially completed when it opened for an exhibition game between the Sox and Harvard University on April 9, 1912. A far more auspicious debut occurred against the Yankees before an estimated 24,000 fans eleven days later as the Sox won, 7–6, as spitball reliever Bucky O’Brien earned the victory in relief of Charlie “Sea Lion” Hall, whose deep voice inspired his nickname.2


  Not that the trials and tribulations of the local baseball team were foremost in the hearts and minds of Bostonians that day. Or those in any other American city. For as the Red Sox were preparing for the grand opening of Fenway, survivors of the Titanic were mourning the dead and thankful they were making it back to New York with hearts still beating. Even the heartiest fans felt more driven to keep abreast of that news than how the new park was being received.


  Fenway soon began to round into its unique form. It featured a single-deck grandstand of steel and concrete and 25-foot wooden fence in left built atop a 10-foot embankment later nicknamed “Duffy’s Cliff ” in honor of Red Sox left fielder Duffy Lewis. The original intent of building a high wall was to prevent fans on Lansdowne Street from getting a free peek of the action on the field.3


  The park, built at a cost of $650,000, which barely exceeded the minimum one-year salary of a major-league player in 2018, seemed misaligned to those with conventional tastes. Walls jutted out in odd angles. The turf in left sloped strongly from the wall toward the infield. The fence at the deepest point in center was placed almost 550 feet from home plate, nearly double the distance from the right field fence, which was moved back 45 feet in the 1920s upon the construction of a new bleacher section.


  Some believe the strange dimensions and barriers were inspired by fear that batted balls would strike structures in surrounding streets. But this is either untrue or such worry was certainly unfounded. After all, this was the Dead Ball Era. Babe Ruth had yet to don a Red Sox uniform. Nobody was slamming 400-foot home runs. The embankment in left made it easier for folks to see the game. The team allowed fans to sit behind the fielder, and the hill made it possible for those sitting in the back to watch the action. As the Dead Ball Era gave way to the Live Ball Era and more batted balls reached the left field fence, on-field tickets were sold only in the event of overflow crowds.4


  The huge wooden wall in left was an advertiser’s dream. The large, bold ads pitched everything from suits and hats to whiskey to biscuits. And excursions to Fenway proved quite convenient for patrons—more so than today—when a parking lot was built behind the outfield to take advantage of the explosion in the number of automobiles owned by the general public.


  Despite the new venue and a team that had completed its rebound from a few lean years to win another World Series, attendance did not significantly increase. The Red Sox drew 94,000 more in 1912 than they had the previous season, which could have been more the result of a pennant-winning bunch than the move to Fenway. But aside from the distance from the center field stands that motivated a Globe cartoonist to show fans requiring telescopes to watch the game, the patrons seemed satisfied enough. After all, Boston did lead the American League in attendance that season.5


  The most iconic feature in Fenway was known as nothing more than a tall wall for decades. But the wood structure remained a fire hazard. The threat turned into a blaze in May 1926 that began in the stands after the game had concluded. The cause remains unknown, but strong winds blew it throughout the section. The left field bleachers were destroyed. Another fire struck a few weeks later during a Red Sox–Yankees game.


  Mother Nature picked up on July 19 where the fires left off. A powerful storm that ravaged New England that day triggered a tornado that slammed into the Fenway neighborhood. The ballpark did not take the brunt of the twister but did experience severe wind damage. The Boston Globe reported the following: “The wind leaped and wiped out two whole sections of seats, including 500 or 600 chairs. These were picked up and tossed bodily into the center of the grandstand, twisted and broken.”6
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  The combination punch of fire and wind devastated Fenway. The burnt third-base bleachers went unrepaired. They remained in ruins until August, when they were finally hauled away. Rather than use the insurance money for restorations, Red Sox president Bob Quinn spent it on operating expenses. Fenway, a mere 14 years old, maintained the look of a dilapidated ballpark for the next eight seasons. It was an eyesore that aided only third basemen and catchers, who could race into foul territory once occupied by bleachers and snag foul balls.


  If reconstruction seemed unlikely in the Roaring Twenties, one can imagine the impossibility of such a project when the Great Depression struck. But not everyone lost their shirts when the stock market crashed. Among those that maintained the wealth from a family fortune was Tom Yawkey, who purchased the Red Sox for somewhere between $1 million and $1.2 million in 1933. Among his immediate goals was to transform the franchise from an on-field disaster to a contender and Fenway from a ghost town to a baseball mecca. The Sox emerged from their funk to play competitive baseball and the ballpark was revitalized.


  Such success was not immediate. Fate took another nasty turn on January 5, 1934. That is when yet another fire, believed to have been started by a tipped-over heating stove inside the ballpark, devastated Fenway and spread beyond. The lone saving grace was that none of the more than 700 construction workers on the project was injured or killed—they were not in the park at the time. Neither was Yawkey, who was on a hunting excursion in South Carolina when he heard the news. Undaunted, he threw more money into saving Fenway. He spent more than a million bucks on the renovation. During a period of record unemployment, he hired enough workers to complete the job in time for the 1934 home opener.7


  Among the upgrades was a new wall in left field that became the most iconic barrier in baseball. The Green Monster was born. The 37-foot behemoth constructed of concrete and tin, which would be covered in hard plastic in 1976, replaced the flammable wood structure. An added attraction was the hand-operated scoreboard that became a distinctive feature when all other ballparks adopted electronic displays. The thousands of Red Sox signatures, as well as those of other players passing through, strewn about the concrete base of the wall became another unique feature. Signing the wall became a veritable rite of passage for major leaguers.


  The 12 feet added to the left field wall did not remove the threat of well-struck baseballs damaging Lansdowne Street businesses. The Green Monster, which remains the only barrier in baseball that regularly turns doubles or home runs into singles, loomed just 310 feet from home plate and the Dead Ball Era had been over for nearly 15 years. Fenway Park was the smallest venue in the sport. The result was a 23-foot-tall net placed above the wall in 1936 that prevented many baseballs from careening their way into danger mode. The problem of retrieving them “netted” another unique Fenway feature—the metal ladder that extends to the top of the wall in fair territory. Its presence sometimes wreaked havoc on outfielders as balls bouncing off it took strange routes that allowed batters to sprint for extra bases. One such doink off the ladder in 1963 famously sent a baseball far enough away to allow plodding Sox first baseman Dick Stuart to circle the bases for an inside-the-park home run.
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  Balls hit into the netting in batting practice and in games could only be retrieved by climbing the ladder. The irritating and time-consuming routine was made unnecessary in 2003, when 269 seats were placed above the Green Monster and the netting was removed. But the ladder remains as a reminder of the past and yet another quirk in the quirkiest ballpark in America.8


  The final major renovation to the Green Monster had to wait until after World War II. The advertisements that many considered eyesores were removed in 1947 for a clean green look that fit Fenway far more scenically. Lights were also installed that year as the Red Sox proved late to the party. They were the third-last team in the majors to institute night baseball.
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  Another piece of history that was eventually transformed into a visual tribute occurred the season before on June 9, 1946. That is when Ted Williams launched a majestic 502-foot homer to right. It traveled to the right field bleachers—Section 42, Row 37, Seat 21 to be exact. The ball bounced off the straw hat worn by construction engineer Joseph A. Boucher and reportedly traveled a dozen rows higher. The blast is still considered the longest in Fenway Park history. Though the bleachers were benches at the time, the seat in the spot occupied by Boucher was painted red in 1984 to honor Williams and his prodigious blow.9


  Among the other idiosyncrasies of Fenway is the Pesky Pole, which separates fair and foul territory down the right field line, a mere 302 feet from home plate (though some claim it to be shorter). The shortest home-run porch in baseball was named after slap-hitting shortstop Johnny Pesky, who offered that he and ace pitcher Mel Parnell named it after the former won a game for the latter with a home run that curved around the pole into those cheap seats. That was indeed a rare occurrence—only six of Pesky’s 17 career home runs were hit at Fenway. But the explanation has a huge hole. Pesky claimed the homer in question was hit in 1948. However, Pesky hit just one home run in a game pitched by Parnell at Fenway. That was on June 11, 1950. And that one came in the first inning of a game the Red Sox lost.


  The more likely source of the nickname still involved Parnell. The two-time All-Star became a Red Sox broadcaster in 1965 and he often referred to the Pesky Pole. So popular proved that moniker that the Red Sox officially designated the right field foul pole as the Pesky Pole as part of the beloved infielder’s birthday celebration in 2006.10


  Indeed, the Pesky Pole is just one reason that Fenway is a major attraction unto itself. That cannot be claimed about many ballparks in America. Perhaps, in his inimitable way, legendary Sox lefty Bill “Space-man” Lee expressed it best when he said, “Fenway Park is a shrine. People go there to worship.”11



 
  CHAPTER THREE


  The Annual Champs


  WHAT WAS THE FIRST DYNASTY IN BASEBALL HISTORY? ONE MIGHT claim it to be the Chicago White Stockings, which won six National League pennants from 1876 to 1886. Or the Boston Beaneaters, which earned five NL crowns a decade later. How about the New York Giants? They snagged five National League championships in the early 1900s. But they took only one World Series in the process.


  Picky evaluators who save such proclamations for teams that distinguished themselves in the regular season and beyond claim the first dynasty to have been earned by the Boston Red Sox from 1912 to 1918. The initial occupiers of Fenway and teammates of Babe Ruth won four World Series titles during that seven-year period. And two of those ultimate triumphs (1915 and 1916) were gained despite what can be claimed in hindsight as the epic managerial blunder of utilizing the Sultan of Swat only on the mound. The level of such a mistake cannot be compared to that of sending The Babe packing to the Big Apple, which, it can be argued, killed the dynasty. But one wonders given that Ruth had emerged as the most prodigious masher in the Dead Ball Era just how dominant the Sox would have been had manager Bill Carrigan found a way to stick him in the everyday lineup.


  Ruth was a 17-year-old playing for the St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys and still two years from the first game of his short-lived minor-league career when the Red Sox embarked on their dominant 1912 season. Fans streamed into spanking-new Fenway Park to watch the premier hitting team in the league, led by the outfield tandem of future Hall of Famers Harry Hooper and Tris Speaker, who was named AL Most Valuable Player. The trio of Hooper, Speaker, and Duffy Lewis combined for 319 runs scored. Meanwhile, ace “Smoky” Joe Wood compiled a record of 34-5, which remains the second-best winning percentage of any 30-game-winning right-hander in baseball history. Wood and fellow 20-game winners Buck O’Brien and Hugh Bedient were among four starters that finished with WHIPs (walks and hits to innings pitched) under 1.2.
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  The 1912 Sox climbed atop the standings on June 15 and remained there the rest of the year. But the lopsided nature of the race did not preclude moments of drama. The peak of suspense occurred in a September 6 showdown between Wood and already legendary Washington right-hander Walter Johnson, who would win 33 games that year and lead the league with a 1.39 ERA. Wood had won 13 consecutive decisions to threaten Johnson’s American League record of 16. An estimated 29,000 fans packed Fenway that Friday afternoon to watch the two fireballers match their talents at the peak of their careers. Boston Globe sportswriter Melville Webb wrote the following to describe the scene:


  
  The crowds packed the stands and the bleachers and trooped all over the outfield inside the stand and bleacher boundaries. In the grandstand the broad promenade was packed solid ten rows deep with fans on tiptoes to see what was going on. The playing field was surrounded completely by a triple, even quadruple, rank of humanity, at least 3,000 assembling on the banking in left field, and the mass of enthusiasts around in front of the huge concrete stand. . . . So thickly were the spectators massed, and so impossible was it for the squadron of police to keep them back, that the players’ pits were abandoned, the contestants bringing their war clubs out almost to the baselines.1




  Those fans did not leave the ballpark disappointed. Wood hurled a six-inning shutout with nine strikeouts in a taut 1–0 triumph made possible when Lewis doubled in Speaker in the sixth inning. The victory completed a 10-game winning streak that removed all doubt as to the American League champion. So memorable proved that Wood-Johnson battle that Hooper recalled it with relish years later. And in a current era in which Major League Baseball and younger fans become sickened at the thought of a pitcher’s battle, the recollections of Hooper take on added relevance. “That was probably the most exciting game I ever played in or saw,” Hooper said. And when asked to compare the fastest of the fast, Hooper added, “Listen, my friend, there’s no man alive can throw harder than Smoky Joe Wood.”2


  Red Sox manager Jake Stahl rode his flame-throwing ace in the World Series against ace counterpart Christy Mathewson and the Giants. But what was feared to be interference from team owner James McAleer threatened to cost Boston the championship. Wood was scheduled to pitch what could have been a clinching Game 6 (Game 2 ended in a tie, which lengthened the series), but it was believed that McAleer yearned for another home date with Wood on the mound, ensuring a Fenway sellout. The Red Sox players anticipated that Wood would pitch but learned differently after an argument between Stahl and McAleer during the train trip to New York. O’Brien started instead and got knocked out after one inning in a 5–2 defeat.
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  The maneuver that failed all but McAleer’s bottom line could have proven disastrous. He compounded fears of impending doom when he booted the Royal Rooters from their customary seats, which were sold to other fans, causing a riot that required the intervention of mounted police. Making matters worse, Wood’s arm tightened before facing the Giants in Game 7 and he too was thrashed in the first inning. And even McAleer did not benefit much when a coin flip determined that the deciding Game 8 would be played at Fenway. The fans stayed away in droves to protest the treatment of the Royal Rooters—only 17,000 showed up to see Bedient pitch Mathewson to a draw. New York took a 2–1 lead in a thrilling 10th inning, but Giants center fielder Fred Snodgrass’s muff of an easy flyball set an unlikely comeback in motion. An RBI single by Speaker and sacrifice fly by Larry Gardner gave the victory to Wood, who had pitched the last three innings, and the World Series triumph to the Red Sox.


  Sadly, it was Wood’s last hurrah at age 25. He slipped on some wet grass the following spring training and broke his right thumb. That threw off his pitching motion and he developed shoulder soreness. It has also been speculated that throwing 344 innings in 1912 played a role in Wood’s demise. Though he performed well from 1913 to 1915, even winning an ERA title in the last of those years, he was used only sporadically. Wood maxed out at 157 innings in 1915, briefly tried to resuscitate his career as an outfielder, and was out of baseball at the age of 30.


  The conundrum of replacing the production of Wood proved secondary to the loss of offense in 1913 and 1914. The emergence of Dutch Leonard and rise of Ray Collins offset the fall of Wood and collapse of O’Brien, who proved to be a one-year wonder. The Red Sox scored 117 fewer runs in 1913 than they had the previous season. They fell 12 games out of first place by the end of May, costing Stahl his managerial job in favor of catcher Bill Carrigan. The Sox fared better in 1914, but never spent a day in first place as they chased the Philadelphia Athletics in vain and spoiled an epic season from the lefty Leonard, whose 0.96 ERA remains the best in modern baseball history.


  Another southpaw made his debut in 1914 and emerged as one


  

  

  

  

  [image: Sidearmer Carl Mays emerged as a Sox standout in the late 1910s. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS]

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Early Sox standouts (left to right) Harry Hooper, Tris Speaker, and Duffy Lewis at an old-timers event in 1939. COURTESY OF THE BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY, LESLIE JONES COLLECTION]
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