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			Introduction

			October 28, 1995. World Series. Game 6. Atlanta Fulton County Stadium. Press box. 

			Witnessing the demise of that year’s edition of the Indians under the weight of stellar Braves pitching as a sports journalist, I understood three things: 

			
					I had to work fast procuring quotes in the locker room to make deadline.

					I had to sustain objectivity in my writing and reporting.

					I felt like crying.

			

			My task as a sportswriter was slowed by the emotions of Cleveland players shedding tears through their words while being interviewed. I found myself hoping against hope they would stop weeping long enough to give me a few cogent sentences, but I understood their emotional pain. I was feeling heartbreak as well. I could always preserve impartiality in my game stories but could no more maintain it in my heart than I could stop breathing. 

			I was and will always be an Indians fan. My passion for the team, born in the early 1960s, strengthened even through the misery of three barren decades and disappointment of failed opportunities, never prevented me from remaining unbiased as a journalist. In fact, I have argued, the depth of my personal fandom has made me more, not less, critical of the franchise as it continued to search for that elusive World Series championship.

			And, as always, there are the memories. I recall vividly most of the entries in this Indians time machine. I was just three when Rocky Colavito was stupidly and recklessly dispatched to the Tigers, but I remember my joy when he returned. Little could my eight-year-old mind compute that the trade that brought him back could prove more devastating than the one that shipped him out. I remember Sudden Sam McDowell losing games he should have won by throwing curves to .180 hitters he could have blown away with fastballs. I never dreamed that his career was slowly being ruined by alcohol. Nobody did. There was the tragedy of Tony Horton and the thrill of Frank Robinson’s Opening Day blast. My childhood was rich with memories both horrible and wonderful.

			Such events during the darkest days served only to fortify my love for the Indians. Those that grace the pages of this book, some of which were experienced by generations before mine, helped form the storied history of the Cleveland Indians. It has indeed been a roller coaster ride, the gloom of the 1960s through the early 1990s lasting far longer than the sustained joys of the 1940s, 1950s, 1990s, and the modern-day Terry Francona years.

			It has been said that only through experiencing feelings of misery can one fully appreciate happiness. The same can be claimed about Indians fans. Certainly, those too young to have known the annual heartaches of the Curse of the Rocky Colavito decades still felt delight when the team exploded into greatness in the 1990s at shiny new Jacobs Field. But that glee could never have reached the same level in younger fans as it did in those who maintained their love and passion for the Indians through their worst era.

			This book, however, is for all Cleveland fans—all baseball fans, really. Even those who root for other teams can identify with the trials and tribulations of the Indians over more than a century. Readers will recall with relish the moments, the players, the teams they embraced in both their childhood and adult years. 

			Enjoy.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Sinking, Stinking Spiders

			The 1962 New York Mets have been forever deemed the poster child for incompetence since compiling a 40–120 record in that inaugural season. But accompanying the word “ineptitude” in the dictionary should be a team photo of the 1899 Cleveland Spiders. They made the Mets look like the 1927 Yankees.

			The tangled web spun by Spiders owner and local streetcar mogul Frank Robison was created quickly and motivated by greed. The National League team had proven itself artistically successful. Cleveland posted winning records in each of the previous seven seasons and placed second in 1892, 1895, and 1896. But the Spiders ranked near the bottom in attendance every year, falling to dead last in 1897 and 1898.1

			Robison believed the lowly St. Louis franchise would attract stronger fan support with a better team. So under the then-current National League rules, which allowed owners to own stock in multiple teams, he transferred premier Spiders talent to the Browns. Included was immortal right-hander Cy Young, fresh off a 25-win season and after whom the annual award for pitching excellence is named. Among those also hijacked were .400-hitting outfielder Jesse Burkett and fellow future Hall of Famer Bobby Wallace, who led the Spiders with 99 runs batted in 1898.2

			Nary a bum was targeted in the transfer. Included among those shipped to Missouri was a second baseman with the lovely name of Cupid Childs, who had averaged 118 runs scored in eight seasons for the Spiders. Jack Powell had won 23 games the year before. Shortstop Ed McKean smashed a team-high nine home runs, a prodigious total in the dead ball era that placed him fourth in the National League. Even player-manager Patsy Tebeau proved vulnerable. He too was ordered by Robison to literally follow the words of Horace Greeley: “Go west, young man.”       
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					Owner Frank Robison crushed the Spiders in 1899 by shipping their best players to St. Louis. 

					Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library

				

			

			Robison could hardly be blamed for taking radical action, though his purchase of the Browns while remaining in control of the Spiders certainly strayed into the territory of vengeful business. He had grown hateful of Cleveland fans, whose lack of support resulted in him barely making payroll in 1898. He at first denied interest in buying the Browns, claiming in what today would be politically incorrect terms that such a rumor “had originated in some Chinese laundry.” But he soon jumped on the opportunity to purchase the St. Louis franchise at a meager cost when it filed for bankruptcy.

			Tebeau sought to soothe the albeit small Cleveland fan base by promising that Robison would not raid the roster and predicting a “banner season” for the Spiders. But two weeks later and a mere 17 days before the launch of the regular season, Robison indeed transferred his best to a St. Louis team he had renamed the Perfectos. What had become known as “syndicate baseball” was about to transform a strong group into more than a laughingstock. The lone player that took the opposite route from St. Louis to Cleveland was second baseman Lave Cross, who was named player-manager. And he was returned to the Perfectos early in the season. Simply and irrefutably stated, the 1899 Spiders were the worst team in the history of the sport.

			That the team opened the regular season in St. Louis served to rub salt in the wound. That wound became more painful after a 10–1 shellacking by the Perfectos that exposed weaknesses in all areas of the game that the Spiders would prove unable to repair the rest of the year. They allowed an absurd average of 10 runs in their first eight games and soon embarked on an 11-game losing streak that dropped their record to 3–20. While Robison whistled in the dark by praising the spirit of the club and predicting emergence from the funk, his team would remain so deeply entrenched in the cellar that fans launched a boycott. A paltry average of 145 masochistic fans trickled into League Park to watch the seemingly daily slaughter.3

			National League rivals soon refused to make the trip because their take of ticket revenue proved smaller than their travel expenses. Robison, whose boast that his Spiders would fly once they rounded into condition merited the same level of credence of a claim that pigs could fly, soon raised the white flag. He sent Cross, the team’s only .300 hitter, packing to St. Louis after Cleveland dropped to 8–30. Robison blamed umpires for the galling record while taking a shot at what he intimated was an unappreciative fan base. “I cannot keep running a club with a salary list of $30,000 for an attendance of 100 a day,” he grumbled. He replaced Cross with Joe Quinn, the first Australian-born player in the majors.4

			Playing in a virtual vacuum proved impossible. The Spiders crawled away from home from late May forward, transforming themselves into permanent road warriors. They played just eight home games the rest of the year while serving as a punching bag for National League competition. They battled epic bouts of futility. They lost 13 in a row in early June. They dropped 14 straight in July. They ran off 11 consecutive defeats a month later. Cleveland sportswriters derided the traveling circus as “misfits” and “exiles.” Sporting Life correspondent Elmer Bates joked that Clevelanders should take a glass-half-full approach to their fandom. After all, they no longer had to be concerned that a rival would pass the Spiders in the standings, nor were they ever bothered by others asking them the score of a game because everyone assumed they were losing.5

			 Opposing teams felt more pressure to win than the lost-cause Spiders. Among those who felt the wrath of management was Baltimore pitcher Jerry Nops, who apparently believed he could beat Cleveland in June with a hangover. The result was a defeat that motivated his eventually legendary manager John McGraw to fine and suspend him. The ashamed Orioles responded in the next game by stomping the Spiders, 21–6.6

			“The players are doing the best they can and only ask that the spectators use no firearms,” wryly offered The Sporting News7 before the almost-permanent exodus. The Spiders did return to Cleveland in late August for games against the New York Giants and Boston Beaneaters after spending seven consecutive weeks on the road. The two teams refused to host the Spiders for series that were supposed to be played in Cleveland. The result, as one might expect, was six defeats in seven games and the beginning of an epic 24-game losing streak that remains a National League record.

			That skein concluded in a monumental collapse. The day of infamy was September 16. The place was Boundary Field. The opponent was the Washington Senators. Only 400 fans showed up to witness what resulted in history. The Spiders had been outscored 194–55 in losing 23 straight. They had fallen behind permanently in the first inning of 10 of those defeats and such a scenario seemed possible again when Washington scored a run immediately. But the Spiders exploded for eight runs in the second inning on six hits and three Senator errors.

			Cleveland, however, was not a team that could stand prosperity. Its offense shut down while Washington chipped away and forged ahead 11–8 with a five-run eighth. The Spiders never recovered, falling 15–10 to establish a mark that has remained intact for nearly 12 decades. Winning pitcher Jack Fifield certainly remembered it fondly—it was the only victory of his career. But then, the 1899 Spiders aided in many players achieving lifelong highlights.8

			The Spiders won their next game, then lost their last 16. They had dropped 40 of 41, a stretch of ineptitude unmatched in baseball history. And they went out with a flourish. They summoned 19-year-old local amateur pitcher Eddie Kolb to hurl the season finale. His only relationship to the Spiders was as a cigar boy at the Cincinnati hotel in which they were staying. The result was certainly predictable. The Reds pounded Kolb en route to a 19–3 shellacking that finally, gratefully, put the Spiders out of their misery.9

			History, however, keeps them alive. And statistics scream out the woeful tale. The Spiders finished an incredible 84 games out of first place and 35 games behind second-last Washington. They finished 11–101 on the road—that number of defeats away from home will remain a major league record forever, as teams now play only 81 road games.

			Not one pitcher on the outrageously horrific staff won more than four games. “Ace” Jim Hughley finished with a 4–30 record and 5.41 earned run average. Not bad considering the team finished with a 6.37 ERA, nearly double the league average. The Spiders allowed a major league record 1,252 runs, an average of 8.2 per game, and more than 13 hits per nine innings. Starters Charlie Knepper, Frederick “Crazy” Schmidt, and Harry Colliflower (who compiled a disturbing 8.17 ERA) combined for a 7–50 record.

			The hitting was better—but not by much. The Spiders scored 529 runs, an average of 3.4 per game. Their .253 team batting mark was 29 points below the league average. They managed just 12 home runs on the season, atypical even in the dead ball era. Wallace alone slugged that many that year with the Perfectos. The Spiders placed last in the National League in runs, hits, doubles, triples, home runs, walks, batting average, on-base percentage, and slugging percentage.10

			Cleveland fans angered by the betrayal of Robison, who had stopped paying Spiders players in mid-August before finally compensating them off in November, did receive a small level of consolation that the Perfectos were far from perfect. They did not achieve the intended benefits of his player maneuverings. Though they beat the Spiders in 13 of 14 meetings (who didn’t?) and finished second in the National League in attendance, they placed fifth in the standings and fell out of the pennant race by mid-June. They won just five more games than they lost against teams not called the Cleveland Spiders.11

			The Spiders received no opportunity to rebound. They were among four teams dropped from the National League after the 1899 season. But Cleveland was not without baseball for long. The city became a charter member of the fledgling American League in 1901. And its experience with Robison motivated a change for the better. What became known as syndicate baseball was banned by the National League. The wholesale movement of players by owners of multiple teams could no longer sully the reputation of the Grand Old Game and create a competitive imbalance.

			In the total scope of baseball immortality, the Spiders rank high among Cleveland teams. And perhaps that is a good thing. For nearly 120 years later, their haplessness translates not into anxiety and emotional pain, but rather a good laugh. That 1899 season was at least one to remember. After all, that was the year the Spiders earned the title of Worst Team in Baseball History.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Loss of Joss

			It was 1911, 28 years before Lou Gehrig gave the most storied and courageous speech in baseball history as a man consumed not by his destiny on death’s door, but by his good fortune to have played with the New York Yankees. Indeed, more than a quarter century before “the luckiest man on the face of the earth” talked his way into the hearts of America, even those who cared little about sports, the Indians experienced their own tragedy that befell a beloved player.

			That player was Addie Joss. The brilliant right-handed pitcher died at age 31 on April 14, 1911, the victim of tubercular meningitis. Joss was so revered by his teammates and foes that his death inspired the threat of a players’ strike and the first all-star game in the history of the sport.1

			The all-too-short life of Addie Joss began 31 years earlier, almost to the day of his passing. He was born on April 12, 1880, in Woodland, Wisconsin, the lone offspring of Jacob and Theresa Joss. His father was a Swiss immigrant whose relocation to that part of the United States was inspired by a desire to dabble in the cheese-making trade. Jacob had become adept enough in his profession to own his own factory in his new hometown. But though he conquered his professional pursuits, he could not conquer his battle with the bottle. Jacob died of alcoholism when his son was a mere 10 years old. That forced his mother to open a millinery shop and sewing school in nearby Juneau, Wisconsin, to make ends meet.2

			So tall and skinny had her son developed that he gained unflattering, but appropriate nicknames such as the Human Slat and the Human Hairpin. And though his physique proved ideal for a pitcher, he launched his baseball career as a second baseman on the Juneau High School team. Upon graduation at the tender age of 16, he joined the teaching profession in the nearby town of Horicon but remained active on the diamond. He joined the baseball team in that town as a pitcher and established a unique motion that would emerge as his calling card throughout his career. Joss turned his body toward second base, kicked his leg skyward, yet remained upright following his delivery. That allowed him to establish ideal fielding position.3           
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					These frame-by-frame photos show the windup and delivery that made Addie Joss an all-time great. 

					Wikimedia Commons, courtesy of Louie Van Oeyen

				

			

			Joss joined a financially struggling franchise in Oshkosh in 1899 that froze player salaries, including his at a mere $10 per week. After that team was disbanded, he hooked up with a secondary club in Manitowoc as a second baseman before earning a spot on the mound with its premier team and forging a record of 4–1. He was soon discovered by Charles J. Strobel, owner of the Toledo club of the Inter-State League, who offered Joss his first professional contract.4

			So taken was the Toledo manager with the talent of Joss that he tabbed the just-turned-20-year-old as his Opening Day starter. He was not sorry he did. And neither was Joss—for more than one reason. He not only earned his first victory, but among the attendees was Lillian Shinavar, who would become his wife in 1902. Lillian began dating one of the finest pitching prospects in baseball. Joss recorded a mark of 19–16 in his first pro season, then totaled 25 victories and 216 strikeouts a year later. Though he remained thin, he had filled out to a more strapping 6-foot-3, 185 pounds. It came as no surprise when the Cleveland Bronchos of the American League invited him to spring training in 1902.5

			His performance there was enough to convince manager Bill Armour to plug Joss into his rotation. Joss began with a bang, taking a no-hitter into the sixth inning against the St. Louis Browns and finishing with a one-hit, 3–0 victory. He finished that season with a league-leading five shutouts, 17–14 record, and strong 2.77 earned run average. He proved so adept at a mere 22 years old that he was invited to compete with fellow American League standouts in a winter tour.6

			Joss took his momentum and ran with it, improving markedly his next two seasons in establishing himself as one of the premier pitchers in the game. He dropped his ERA more than a half point in 1903, leading the league in WHIP (walks and hits to innings pitched) and topping one and all in ERA in 1904 (during which he allowed no home runs) despite a distinct lack of hitting support. He had already emerged as one of the stingiest pitchers in baseball history. He managed his first 20-win season in 1905, then posted ERAs under 1.84 over each of the next four years.

			But Joss proved more than one-dimensional. He landed an offseason job as a Sunday sports columnist with the Toledo News Bee after the 1906 season. He wrote about serious issues, as well as humorous anecdotes from his own experiences in baseball. He even covered the World Series. It was no wonder that he gained favor with fans, who backed him during his holdout for a salary increase before the 1907 season that resulted in a hefty (for that time) $4,000 contract. He peaked in 1908 with a 24–11 record and 1.16 ERA, which remains the eighth-best ever in the major leagues.7

			Joss pored over engineering books following that season before designing an electronic scoreboard called the Joss Indicator that was eventually installed at League Park in Cleveland. It provided fans the opportunity to track balls and strikes and posted the lineups of both teams.

			It was no solitary achievement or statistic, but rather a single performance that will forever be most remembered about Joss’s career. The date was October 2, 1908. The Naps and White Sox, in the stretch run of a heated pennant chase with Detroit, battled on a cool Cleveland afternoon. Chicago sent future Hall of Famer Ed Walsh to the mound. He performed brilliantly in seeking his 40th victory that year, yielding just one unearned run and four hits while striking out 15. But his effort paled in comparison to that of Joss, who retired all 27 Sox he faced for the second perfect game in baseball history—a perfect game before the term “perfect game” had ever been uttered. The Naps might have tied the Tigers for the title, but a rainout game was never rescheduled, per the rules of the era, and they finished a half game behind.8

			Joss maintained his status as ace of a bad Cleveland team in 1909, but hauntingly suffered from fatigue throughout that season. He pitched more than 80 fewer innings than he had in 1908 and his strikeouts dipped dramatically. He appeared to have regained his strength to begin the following year, tossing a no-hitter on April 20, again against the White Sox. He continued to pitch well but was eventually sidelined by a torn ligament in his right elbow. He hurled his last game in late July 1910. Little could anyone have imagined that it would be the final regular-season performance of his career.9

			The arm problems never dissipated. He planned to return to the mound in May 1911 after resting it. But as the Naps returned north from spring training and stopped in Chattanooga for an exhibition game against the minor league Lookouts, he fainted while talking to old friend Rudy Hulswitt, a shortstop on the opposing team. Joss was dispatched to his hometown of Toledo, where, after being diagnosed with tubercular meningitis, his condition continued to deteriorate. Eleven days after his collapse and two days after his 31st birthday, Addie Joss was dead.

			His teammates were stunned. So were the pitchers, hitters, coaches, and managers he had spent the last nine years dominating. The entire Naps roster planned to attend his funeral on April 17. But American League president Ban Johnson refused to cancel their scheduled game in Detroit. The infuriated band of players ignored the edict, threatening to sign a petition and hopping on a train to Toledo in direct defiance of Johnson’s orders. The Detroit News callously called their actions a “mutiny” while others deemed it a strike. But the huge majority of media members wrote editorials backing the players, blasting Johnson for his heartlessness and offering that devotion to a beloved fallen teammate usurped any obligation to play a comparatively meaningless early regular-season game. Johnson eventually relented, rescheduling it for later that year.10

			The enormity of the event became evident when famed evangelist and former major league outfielder Billy Sunday delivered the eulogy. Sunday was effusive in his praise for Joss, using baseball analogies to describe his fight against the inevitable.

			“Joss tried hard to strike out death, and it seemed for a time as though he would win,” Sunday eulogized. “The bases were full. The score was a tie, with two outs. Thousands, yes millions, in a nation’s grandstands and bleachers sat breathless watching the conflict. The great twirler stood erect in the box. Death walked to the plate.”11         
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					All-Stars came far and wide to honor the fallen Addie Joss in 1911. 

					Wikimedia Commons, courtesy of Louie Van Oeyen

				

			

			Johnson had finally come around to the impact of Joss’s passing. He green-lighted a plan by Naps president C. W. Summers to schedule a special game between Cleveland players and the premier American League talent on July 24, which would be known as Addie Joss Day. The proceeds from the event would be donated to his widow and two children. So enamored had his peers been with Joss that they all agreed to participate. Even nasty Ty Cobb, perhaps the most hated player in baseball history, agreed to attend.

			It was the first collection of premier talent ever assembled—the inaugural All-Star Game would not be played for more than two decades. The battle at League Park drew a then-huge crowd of 15,270. Their purchase of tickets and scorecards, as well as contributions from National League representatives, resulted in $13,000 provided to the Joss family. Such superstars of the era as Cobb, Eddie Collins, Sam Crawford, Tris Speaker, Shoeless Joe Jackson, Walter Johnson, Nap Lajoie, and Naps starting pitcher Cy Young graced the field that day.12

			Not only had Joss earned legend as arguably the greatest pitcher in Cleveland baseball history despite his tragedy-shortened career—he statistically bested even the immortal Bob Feller—but the game inspired by his death planted the seeds for other such classics. The concept of an all-star battle between the American and National Leagues was raised again just four years later by Baseball Magazine editor F. C. Lane, who called the potential contest “the real grand Opera of baseball.” Though the idea did not take, it was just a matter of time before Chicago Tribune sports editor Arch Ward provided the impetus for the annual All-Star Game, which was launched in 1933.

			Joss would not be forgotten. He was finally chosen by the Veterans Committee for the Hall of Fame in 1978. And nearly 40 years later, television network Sports Time Ohio produced an homage to the pitcher titled Addie Joss: Revealed. The highly acclaimed documentary highlighted his perfect game in 1908 and his untimely passing, as well as the love and admiration he had gained from his peers. Not only was it narrated by Indians play-by-play broadcaster Matt Underwood, but passages were read by such current Indians standouts as All-Star Corey Kluber, who in his own right had established himself as a rival of Joss as one of the finest hurlers ever to wear a Cleveland uniform.

			Joss finished his career with a 160–97 record and 1.89 ERA that ranks second in Major League Baseball history to Walsh, ironically. More impressive is that Joss’s career WHIP of 0.968 is the best. Given those numbers and the likelihood that Joss would have flirted with 300 wins had his career not been cut short, that it took more than six decades for him to be elected into the Hall seems shocking. But not as shocking as his sudden passing in 1911.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Tragedy and Triumph

			Something different was happening in 1920. With the team now known as the Indians in honor of Native American Louis Sockalexis, a former Tribe player and member of the Penobscot tribe of Maine, there were hints that this season would be special as it reached its halfway point.

			The Indians were tied for first place on Independence Day. But that was far from shocking considering that for two consecutive years they were at least in the periphery of the pennant race. What piqued interest and whet appetites were individual performances on the field. It had nothing to do with Tris Speaker. He was on his way to batting .388, but his brilliance was a given. It was more about fellow outfielder Elmer Smith, who was blossoming en route to a 103-RBI season. And nondescript infielder Larry Gardner, who at age 34 was about to add 32 RBI to his largest career output. And pitcher Jim Bagby, who had never previously and would never again approach the victory total of 31 he would achieve that year.

			Something was indeed happening in 1920 and Cleveland fans streamed to the ballpark in larger numbers than ever. Nearly one million fans converged on League Park as the team sought its first pennant. World War I was over, the Roaring Twenties was about to begin, and Indians fans were ready to celebrate. It had become apparent early that year that only the White Sox and Yankees stood in their way.

			A critical battle with Babe Ruth
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