
[image: image]


HACK’S 191


ALSO BY BILL CHASTAIN

NONFICTION

The Steve Spurrier Story: From Heisman to Head Ball Coach

Payne at Pinehurst: The Greatest U. S. Open Ever

Steel Dynasty: The Team That Changed the NFL

Purpose and Passion: Bobby Pruett and the Marshall Years

100 Things Jets Fans Should Know and Do Before They Die

100 Things Giants Fans Should Know and Do Before They Die

September Nights: Hunting the Beasts of the American League East

Jackrabbit: The Story of Clint Castleberry and the Improbable 1942 Georgia Tech Football Season

FICTION

The Streak

Peachtree Corvette Club


HACK’S 191

Hack Wilson and His Incredible 1930 Season





BILL CHASTAIN













[image: image]

LYONS PRESS

Guilford, Connecticut

An imprint of Globe Pequot Press


[image: image]

Copyright © 2012 by Bill Chastain

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.

Lyons Press is an imprint of Globe Pequot Press.

Text design: Sheryl Kober

Layout artist: Justin Marciano

Project editor: Kristen Mellitt

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

ISBN 978-0-7627-6963-6

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


To John Kuenster Thanks for the beginning.


CONTENTS

Foreword by Don Zimmer

CHAPTER ONE: Sunny Boy

CHAPTER TWO: Hack

CHAPTER THREE: Marse Joe

CHAPTER FOUR: The Rajah

CHAPTER FIVE: The Depression, Martinsburg, and the Great Shires

CHAPTER SIX: Home Runs, Babe Ruth, and the Rabbit Ball

CHAPTER SEVEN: Catalina Island, Spring Training, and $80,000 Per Year

CHAPTER EIGHT: RBIs and the Table Setters

CHAPTER NINE: Beginning of the Season

CHAPTER TEN: May

CHAPTER ELEVEN: June

CHAPTER TWELVE: July

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: August

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: September

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: 1930 in Perspective

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: After 1930

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: The Missing RBI

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Perspective on 191 RBIs

Acknowledgments

Notes

Bibliography

About the Author


FOREWORD

When I think of Chicago, fun comes to mind—great town, great fans. If you are a Cubs fan, you never change. You’ll be a Cubs fan for life. That’s the case now, and it’s been the case for as long as I can remember.

There is no greater city in the United States to be a fan favorite, and Hack Wilson became as big a fan favorite as that city has ever known. After he had 191 RBIs, he owned the city—anybody with 191 RBIs ought to own the city.

A lot of people might think I’m old enough to remember Wilson’s playing days—I’m not. I did read some about that historic season, and I heard people talking about it during my playing career and in the days since I quit playing and went on to managing and coaching. I wish I could have seen some of it, because Chicago is particularly fun when you’re winning, but I didn’t quite get there. Driving in 191 runs—are you kidding me?

I wasn’t around for the 1930 season, so Bill Chastain’s Hack’s 191 is a great way to go back to the days of Al Capone, Prohibition, the Windy City, Rogers Hornsby, Joe McCarthy, and Hack Wilson himself to find out what happened during that historic year.

Wrigley Field was the perfect setting for Wilson to establish his record. It is baseball heaven, simple as that; that’s some ballpark. The place has two different personalities. You can play there on consecutive days and the experience can be like playing in two different parks. When the wind blows in you can’t hit a ball out of there. And when the wind blows out, you hit a fly ball that should be an out and the wind will blow the thing into the seats. That’s the way the park was. I managed there and I can remember looking out over the center field fence, and I lived there on Waveland Avenue. Every morning I would take a look at which way the flag was blowing, in or out, and that’s the way you’d figure out how to play the game that day. You might play the infield in with the wind blowing in during the first inning. You could win or get beat 1–0. Other days you just hope you can keep getting the ball up in the air so you can outscore the other team.

Driving in runs is a big part of playing winning baseball. First thing you need is guys to get on base, and the Cubs had those guys in 1930. Then you need a guy like Wilson, who actually seemed to hit better with runners aboard. A lot of the current baseball experts contend that you either hit or you don’t with runners on base. I don’t believe that. Great hitters rise to the occasion when the game is on the line. Wilson had to be great to come through in the clutch as much as he did and the players in front of him had to be great, too.

I’ve always wondered why the RBI record did not receive more attention. Why isn’t Wilson’s record talked about like the home run record? You could ask a hundred people and only a few might know Hack Wilson had the RBI record. Ask that same group about the home run record and they would all know. That’s sad since RBIs are so meaningful; a season where you get 191 RBIs—and in a 154-game season—that’s just unheard of. Except it shouldn’t be.

Hack Wilson is a tragic figure for the way his career and life ended. But he’ll forever remain a baseball icon, and I doubt his record will ever be broken.

—DON ZIMMER, JULY 28, 2010


CHAPTER ONE 

Sunny Boy


HACK WILSON STUCK OUT LIKE A PIT BULL IN A POODLE SHOW. Standing 5'6", 195 pounds, this freak of a man wore size 6 shoes and an 18 collar on his shirts. Thick muscles in his shoulders and neck embodied the sweat and toil from his days swinging a hammer in the shipyards and working in various steel mills. Yet tiny hands prevented him from using a regular bat, so the handles he used were quarter-size in diameter. Violent collisions with the baseball often occurred when he whipped his bat through the strike zone.

New York had Babe Ruth. Chicago had Hack Wilson.

Wilson lived large and the city with broad shoulders embraced him. How could Chicago not love Wilson? He stood as an Everyman in a Cubs uniform and someone who, according to Bill Veeck Jr., would give anyone the shirt off his back.

“Literally and figuratively, I saw him do it more than once,” said Veeck, whose father Bill Veeck Sr. worked as the Cubs general manager. “He’d wear gaudy shirts and those floral ties—let’s call them lurid. And he loved checked suits.

“Hack was a saloon man. It was Prohibition, and they called them speakeasies and other things, but it was all the same. Wherever we went, he’d draw a crowd around him. With Hack, guys would always come up and ask for something to remember him by, and he’d peel off his shirt—for the simple reason he could always put his jacket back on and still feel respectable.”

Wielding a bat he called “Big Bertha”—a 40-ounce, thin-handled number with a large barrel—Wilson clubbed his way through the National League in 1929. At the end of the season, he had a .345 batting average, 39 home runs, and 159 RBIs, which were good for a free beer on any barstool in any speakeasy in Chicago. By virtue of Wilson’s slugging and that of the others in the lineup, the Cubs waltzed to the World Series, capturing the National League pennant by a 10 1/2-game margin over second-place Pittsburgh. The city of Chicago loved the Cubs and could not get enough of their team.
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Few cities in the United States felt the boom of the 1920s like Chicago.

Stock prices soared during the decade. Take the examples of American Can, AT&T, and RCA. In March of 1928, American Can sold for 77, AT&T 179 1/2, and RCA 94 1/2. By September 3, 1929, American Can had risen to 181 7/8, AT&T stood at 335 5/8, and RCA 505.

Such gains empowered a city like Chicago, which thrived as the population center of the Midwest, boasting nearly three million residents. Like other cities in the country, Chicago lived with Prohibition, also known as the Noble Experiment, which followed the ratification of the 18th Amendment on January 16, 1919, and was put into place on January 16, 1920, in response to considerable pressure from the temperance movement. Prohibition banned the sale, manufacture, and transportation of alcohol for consumption. Never did one law get so ignored by the masses. You could outlaw many things and the general population would obey. But where alcohol was concerned, those who liked to drink continued to do so regardless of the law. Quelling the gusto of a thirsty nation by law could only go so far, spawning a public demand for alcohol and places where alcohol could be consumed. Since law prohibited such a practice, businessmen on the other side of the law answered the other half of the basic economic function of supply and demand. Prohibition agents worked for the federal government to try to slow down the supply, raiding distilleries and speakeasies whenever possible, only the battle to be waged was too large. Breweries and distilleries were easy to build and operate underground, and Chicago had more than its share of these illegal operations, which were run by gangsters. None of the gangsters was bigger than Al Capone, who ruled the Chicago roost to make sure Windy City citizens could get a drink.

Capone, though capable of brute force, had risen through the ranks by perfecting the art of the bribe. Capone bribed politicians, judges, police officers, prosecutors, congressmen, and newspapermen to help him amass a fortune estimated to be in excess of $20 million. “Big Bill” Thompson, the mayor of Chicago, won election for his third term in 1927 and had received donations of $250,000 from Capone and his associates. In addition to the money he made from alcohol distribution or service through his many speakeasies, Capone operated brothels and gambling houses. Extorting money from businesses also contributed to his fortune.

Capone became the face of Chicago, and he enjoyed celebrity status in a skewed sort of way. To those in his corner, Capone bravely waged a battle against the federal government while providing a business that answered a public need. Capone himself seemed to buy into that perception, downplaying what he did by saying: “All I ever did was to sell beer and whiskey to our best people.”

By the late 1920s, Capone basically controlled the illegal revenueproducing businesses on the West and South Sides of Chicago while George “Bugs” Moran had control of the North Side.

The exploits of Capone and the other players in Chicago’s gangster arena were covered by eight different Chicago newspapers, with the daily news followed as religiously as the sports pages, except the reports offered details about federal raids and murdered gangsters rather than game stories and how Joe Smith threw a curveball. Part of the allure came in the detachment of Joe Citizen from the violence, which seemed exclusive only to the participants in gangland warfare.

Violence among the gangsters had come to be an accepted accompaniment to the Prohibition setting, but on February 14, 1929, the mayhem escalated to a new level with what came to be known as the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. Dressed as police officers, a group of Capone’s men made their way through the snow-lined streets of Chicago on a chilly 15-degree morning. Their destination: Bugs Moran’s liquor depot, located at the S.M.C. Carting Company on 2122 North Clark Street, about 15 blocks from Wrigley Field.

Moran, a known Cubs fan, had been late to show up that morning at his warehouse and actually arrived to see what he believed was a police raid. Hoping to avoid arrest, Moran fled, thereby dodging his execution. Nobody inside the warehouse had resisted, even though they had the weapons to do so, because they too believed they were being raided. They were lined up, then gunned down, executionstyle. By the time a neighbor checked on the noise coming from the building, six men were dead against a wall, while another, who would later die, had crawled away. Capone’s alibi had been that he was in Florida at the time.

This episode opened a new chapter of gangland violence in Chicago. Despite the dangers associated with procuring a drink and the fact that by consuming illegal alcohol, those partaking were supporting a vicious gangster like Capone, the drinking continued. A mentality prevailed along the lines of, “somebody else is dealing with the violence, all I want is a drink.” After all, prosperity brought rewards.

Hack Wilson could be counted among the thirsty masses. Wilson and his running mate, pitcher Pat Malone, spent considerable time at the speakeasies. Among the clubs they frequented was the Green Mill jazz club on the North Side, run by “Machine Gun” Jack McGurn, who was believed to be Capone’s henchman for the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre; and they often patronized Capone’s Cicero speakeasies.

While the Cubs might not have benefited from the climate of crime and vice, they certainly benefited from the prosperous times and the city’s large population. Plenty of people coupled with disposable income equaled the perfect scenario for a Major League team. Getting paying customers to attend a ballgame required only a quality product, which the Cubs were more than willing to put on the field. And the rewards were great.

Over a million and a half Cubs fans pushed through Wrigley Field’s turnstiles in 1929 to set a new single-season attendance record for the franchise. By winning the National League pennant, the Cubs achieved unprecedented popularity in the city. Their opponent in the World Series would be the American League champion Philadelphia Athletics.

William Wrigley Jr. owned the Cubs and personified the American dream. A door-to-door soap salesman as a youth, he became a business magnate with few peers holding his wealth.

Part of Wrigley’s shtick when selling soap had been giving away chewing gum when customers bought his cleaning product. Finally the thought occurred to him that his customers were buying his soap in order to get the free gum. Once that part of the equation hit home, Wrigley had an epiphany and decided to concentrate on the gum. What money he had put away from selling soap, Wrigley invested in his efforts toward building a chewing gum business. America loved Wrigley’s gum and while his customers chewed, the profits mounted. Ultimately, the decision to get into the gum business turned a soap salesman into a tycoon, wealthier than most anybody in the country. To Wrigley’s credit, his wealth did not cause him to lose his charm. People gravitated to the outgoing Wrigley, who usually could be found in the bleachers during Cubs games. If the Cubs were playing, Wrigley wasn’t at work; he was at the ballpark. He had worked since the age of 10, which prevented him from attending games as a kid, something he had always regretted. Once he owned the team, he began making up for lost time.

Wrigley had many attributes that made him a good owner, but the most attractive of those was the fact that he resisted the temptation to meddle. While he loved his team, he knew that he did not have the necessary qualifications to run the ballclub properly. Players often recalled conversations in which the Cubs owner would tell them that it wasn’t his way to tell them how to play the game. But he would offer to assist them if they needed a helping hand. Not only did Wrigley develop personal relationships with most of his players, he paid them better than most owners paid their players, and he would regularly invite them to social functions.

Bill Veeck Sr. became Wrigley’s general manager shortly after Wrigley bought the team in 1925. Veeck worked as a Chicago sportswriter at the time and according to legend, Wrigley took note of Veeck’s constant criticism of the team. He hired Veeck, telling him that if he had all the answers he should give running the club a shot. Veeck’s answers worked pretty well, and the Cubs became contenders. Of course, Wrigley’s willingness to open his checkbook helped Veeck obtain many of the players on his wish list, turning the Cubs into a popular and successful franchise. The Cubs became the first National League team to draw a million fans in home attendance when they turned the trick in 1927, and they were able to exceed a million fans in 1928 and 1929 as well.

Aside from having put together a quality product on the field, Wrigley took pains to make sure the fan experience would be of equal quality. Upon taking control of the team, Wrigley targeted the mainstream of society rather than the hard-core baseball crowd that could get a little rough. Initially he sought to improve the physical facilities, coughing up approximately $2.3 million to improve cleanliness, convenience, comfort, and aesthetics at Wrigley Field. In short, he converted a decent facility into a baseball showplace. Wrigley also had the foresight to seek female fans. Sound logic told him many men were not allowed to attend games because they would be leaving their wives at home. “Ladies Day” promotions helped fuel the demand, which, in turn, helped grow the attendance by attracting not only husbands and wives, but also entire families.

The 1929 World Series would be the Cubs’ first appearance in the Fall Classic since 1918, and World Series tickets were in great demand among the team’s loyal legions of fans. Disposable income had never been higher, the speakeasies swelled, and the good times rolled in Chicago, which had a rollicking feeling like Las Vegas would years later. Prior to the start of the World Series, fans swarmed the Cubs’ ticket office hoping to purchase seats. If Wrigley Field’s capacity had been tripled, they could easily have sold out. Cubs management had to return over half a million dollars to fans sending in money for tickets.
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Connie Mack arrived late to Wrigley Field prior to the start of Game 1 of the 1929 World Series between his Philadelphia Athletics and the Cubs. While the World Series reigned as sports’ marquee event at the time, the media hype that would engulf sports decades later did not exist. Managers were not forced to attend mandatory press conferences where their decisions and insights could be scrutinized thousands of times during the daily news cycle prior to each World Series game. Managers and players alike had to deal with one creature: the print media. And the sportswriters who fed the beast were a primitive form compared to the probing lot that would evolve decades later. Mack’s ploy served him well: show up later than usual and avoid the baseball hacks as well as the countless handshakes and conversations.

Fifteen years had passed since the last time one of Mack’s teams played in the World Series. Now 66 years old, Mack had witnessed a great deal since first leading the Athletics to a pennant in 1902. Longevity separated him from other managers, as did the fact that he also owned the team, meaning he did not have to worry about getting fired by an owner who questioned his moves. To most, Mack stands out in history because he managed games while wearing a suit and tie with shirts boasting white starched collars. Sitting stoically on the bench, Mack would always hold a scorecard, which he occasionally brandished to position his outfielders. Mack treated players and umpires respectfully, which contributed to his becoming one of the more beloved figures in baseball.

When Cornelius McGillicuddy’s full name could not fit into the limited space of a newspaper box score in 1884, “Connie Mack” became his alias. He had been a catcher with the Pittsburgh Pirates and was considered the National League’s outstanding catcher in 1893 when he fractured his ankle during a game. The injury ended Mack’s playing career and led to his first job as a manager in 1894 with the Pirates. When the team finished sixth in 1896, Mack was fired.

Mack put together the Athletics in the early days of the American League—formerly known as the Western League—when the upstart league wanted a team in Philadelphia to rival the Phillies. By 1901, he had a club in place known as the “White Elephants” in a sarcastic tribute to surly New York Giants manager John McGraw, who made the comment: “Looks like the American League’s got a white elephant on its hands in Philadelphia.” Those White Elephants became the Athletics.

Mack’s early Athletics teams had been the first true dynasty in Major League history with the likes of Eddie Collins, Frank Baker, Chief Bender, and Jack Coombs in uniform. After the heavily favored Athletics lost the 1914 World Series to the Boston Braves, Mack dismantled the team, and by 1916 the Athletics had declined to the point where they had a record of 36-117. Meanwhile, Babe Ruth and the New York Yankees emerged to dominate the American League, making real the possibility that Mack might never return to the Fall Classic. But there in the fall of 1929, baseball’s grand statesman stood perched at the doorstep of the World Series with a legitimate chance to once again rise to the top of the baseball world. In the Cubs, the Mackmen had a formidable obstacle to overcome.

A typical Cubs mauling occurred September 2 during a morningafternoon doubleheader against the St. Louis Cardinals at Wrigley Field. During the morning contest, the Cubs pounded out 11 runs on 16 hits, and in the afternoon 12 runs on 20 hits. Fueling this potent collection of offensive talent were Wilson, Rogers Hornsby, Kiki Cuyler, and Riggs Stephenson, who were known as Murderer’s Row. The nickname Murderer’s Row, of course, had already been issued to the 1927 Yankees, but that did not keep the Chicago newspapers from adopting the name for the home team’s sluggers. Based on this group’s potential to score runs, Mack needed to properly calculate his pitching. According to a report in the New York Times, indecision haunted Mack about whom to start in the opening game on October 8. Mack had a highly touted staff that included Lefty Grove, George Earnshaw, and Rube Walker, but Mack threw Howard Ehmke into the mix and narrowed down his choices to Ehmke and Earnshaw. John Kieran of the New York Times wrote: “A few minutes before game time Connie Mack was in the Philadelphia clubhouse matching straws and tossing coins to see whether he would pitch Howard Ehmke or George Earnshaw.”

Imagine the commotion such a play by the manager would cause with today’s media. Ehmke ended up being the choice, which caught everyone off guard, including Philadelphia outfielder Al Simmons.

“Is he pitching?” Simmons asked Mack.

“Yes, don’t you like him?” Mack said.

Simmons glanced at teammate Jimmy Dykes before looking back at his manager and shrugging his shoulders.

“If it’s all right with you, it’s all right with me,” Simmons said.

Mack gave the impression that the decision had been a spur of the moment, fly by the seat of his pants move, which in fact it was not. In late August, Mack called the 36-year-old Ehmke to his office with the intention of giving him his unconditional release. Ehmke had been a 20-game winner for a last-place Red Sox team and had even thrown a no-hitter. But that had been six years earlier and despite the side-arming right-hander’s ability to keep hitters off balance with his soft stuff, the end of his career was near. Once in Mack’s office, Ehmke looked at his manager and spoke.

“I have always wanted to pitch in a World Series,” said the 14-year veteran. Ehmke then lifted his right arm. “There is one great game left in this old arm.” Mack had heard enough. “All right, Howard, when we go west I want you to stay here,” Mack said. “When the Cubs come in to play the Phillies, you watch them. Learn all you can about their hitters. Say nothing to anybody. You are my opening pitcher for the World Series.”

Ehmke spent most of September scouting the Cubs, scrutinizing their every move and hoping to find a tendency or weakness to exploit for the chance he might get to face them on the grandest of all stages.

Joe McCarthy wasn’t caught off guard by Mack’s move, though. Prior to the end of the 1929 season, the Cubs manager told famed sportswriter Ring Lardner, who had begun to write fiction and plays by 1929, that he wasn’t afraid of the A’s using Grove or Earnshaw.

“We can hit speed,” McCarthy said. “But they’ve got one guy over there I’m afraid of.”

McCarthy used an expletive in describing the pitcher as a junk ball pitcher.

“His name is Howard Ehmke,” McCarthy continued. “And he’s the sucker we’re going to see in this Series.”

Fans swarmed outside Wrigley Field prior to Game 1. Amid the chaos, one of the disturbances saw Chicago police arrest two Cubs employees and two Wrigley Field vendors who had assaulted independent vendors selling hot dogs to the fans waiting to enter the park. Many of those attending the game had left work early, which was reflected at the Chicago Board of Trade, where the normal number of brokers and speculators had been culled to half. Babe Ruth could be counted among those in attendance, looking oddly out of place sitting in the Philadelphia dugout prior to the game. Wearing a brown suit instead of his customary Yankees pinstripes, the famed slugger would be watching the World Series rather than playing in it after taking part in six of the previous eight. Wilson spoke briefly with Ruth and posed for a photo before working his way back toward the Cubs’ dugout, chatting with fans as he walked.

Contrary to the many stories that have been perpetuated over the years, Capone was not in attendance that day. Weeks after the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, Philadelphia police arrested Capone and charged him with carrying a concealed weapon. Based on the ease with which Capone was captured and the relatively petty charge for which he was captured, speculation suggested he wanted to get caught to let the heat die down in Chicago while he served a oneyear sentence.

Around 1:00 p.m., the Cubs took fielding practice as photographers flocked to the Athletics’ dugout for a photo shoot of the two managers shaking hands. Five radio stations covered the game to help satisfy the Chicago public’s insatiable appetite for the Cubs. By the time the game started, Wrigley Field swelled with fans. Arch Ward of the Chicago Tribune dismissed the Game 1 attendance figure of 50,740 when he wrote, “The statisticians must have made a mistake. There were that many photographers on the field.”

The umpires arrived late, causing a delay to the game that had been scheduled to start at 1:30 p.m. If the start of the game seemed slow in coming, Ehmke’s pitches appeared to take days to arrive at home plate. Changing speeds from slow, to slower, to slowest best described the manner in which Ehmke approached the heavily right-handed Cubs lineup. He simply frustrated the powerhouse lineup to no end. In addition to changing speeds, the right-hander alternated arm angles throughout the game, employing a submarine delivery on occasion. Cubs hitters couldn’t lay off the slow stuff, nor could they make contact.

Not until the ninth inning did the Cubs mount any sort of formidable threat to Ehmke’s masterpiece. By then the hitters had seen Ehmke several times, allowing their timing to adjust to meet his pitches. Wilson alerted the Athletics to this fact when he led off the ninth by lining a shot back up the middle at Ehmke. The line drive struck Ehmke near the groin, but he had the presence of mind to pick up the ball and throw out Wilson at first base. Ehmke appeared dazed as he fell to the ground, but he recovered to squash a Cubs’ rally after allowing one run; he struck out Chick Tolson to end the game. Ehmke finished with 13 strikeouts to set a World Series record, and the Athletics had a 3–1 win to go one up in the best-of-seven Series.

“None of us figured on batting against Ehmke, who had a threequarter side-arm delivery,” Rogers Hornsby said. “It made Mr. Mack look like a smart gambler, and he won. But Ehmke got the breaks and I’m not taking anything away from him when I say that. He could have been a bum just as easily. In the first inning we got a man on base when I came up. I hit a fair ball straight for the right field bleachers, which certainly meant Ehmke was finished in this game. But the wind was blowing in off Lake Michigan, and the ball landed foul. Then I struck out and we didn’t score.”

Any Cubs fans who went to the movie theater following the game were treated to an interview with Wilson that had been conducted by Westbrook Pegler prior to the start of Game 1. Wilson fielded the question of whether he would be doing any slugging during the game and he answered: “Yes, but it will be the ball.” There were several highly publicized incidents involving fisticuffs on Wilson’s resume.

Chicago turned chilly and gray prior to Game 2 on October 9, prompting fans to huddle under any kind of coat, sweater, or covering they could find. Even Wilson, Cuyler, and Stephenson could be seen huddling together under a blanket.

Malone took the mound for the Cubs. The hulking Irishman ran with Wilson, which translated to his being quick to tip the bottom up at any speakeasy in Chicago and equally as quick at throwing down with his fists. The son of a section foreman for the Pennsylvania Railroad, Malone cut a figure few would dare cross. Described as “colorful” by some and “crazy” by others, he had put together an outstanding season in 1929, posting a 22-10 mark with a 3.57 ERA. Any time he pitched, he brought confidence to the team because in addition to talent, he possessed a certain tenacity on the mound. The Athletics likely would have selected “crazy” based on Malone’s behavior prior to the Series, when he made clear that he did not like Al Simmons and had “sinister intentions” toward him. But the Athletics outfielder, who hailed from nearby Milwaukee and had scores of fans there to cheer him on, singled in two runs at a critical period in the fourth and later homered to lead a 9–3 Athletics win, putting the Cubs two games behind with the Series shifting to Philadelphia’s Shibe Park.

Simmons stood out among the vocal Athletics smelling a Series sweep. “We will be a rough, tough team to beat from now on,” he said.

A cranky McCarthy rationalized to reporters that if the Athletics could win two games, “so can we.”

“This thing is not over until the fourth game is won,” McCarthy said. “It has been done before, this business of one club coming back after losing two, or even three games.”

McCarthy appeared to be feeling the pressure of the situation and took out some of his foul mood on first baseman Charlie Grimm, who played the banjo. The Cubs manager instructed Grimm to leave his instrument at home, making his point that another loss would put the Cubs in a dire situation. Banjos were for fun and horseplay, the kind of stuff reserved for teams on the winning side of the ledger.

After a travel day, Game 3 took place on October 11 with the temperatures dropping on a chilly fall day in Philadelphia. Fans stood or sat in rocking chairs next to fires to stay warm while waiting outside Shibe Park for bleacher seats to a game attended by just 29,921, which paled in comparison to the anticipated crowd of 35,000. A reasonable explanation for some of the dip in attendance had to do with the $1 bleacher seats. Three thousand such tickets were available, but fans had to endure a long wait in line for the ticket office to open. Looking to make a buck, a seedy element arrived way in advance to procure the front spots in the line, hoping to parlay their position into a profit by asking folks for $5 in exchange for their place in line. Evidently the strategy backfired and attendance suffered.

Wilson led a 3–1 Cubs win, going two for three at the plate and robbing Simmons of extra bases by going to the wall in center field to flag down his drive. Guy Bush started for the Cubs despite going winless over the final six weeks of the season, and he proved up to the task by allowing just one run on nine hits. The banjoless Grimm, who entered Game 3 hitting .667 for the Series, went hitless. Later at the Benjamin Franklin Hotel, Grimm’s teammates took up a collection to rent him a banjo.

Winning Game 3 gave the Cubs a much-needed lift. They had put themselves back into position to win the Series. They needed just one more win in Philadelphia to force the Series back to Chicago where, despite losing the first two games, they felt confident of their advantage. Fans shared in the Cubs’ optimism and were elated with the Game 3 victory, evidenced by more than 500 Western Union messages wired to McCarthy, 75 sent to Wilson, and 50 to Guy Bush. Woody English, the Cubs shortstop, who had made four errors in three World Series games, received 25, most of which were of the encouraging variety, insisting he remained the best shortstop in baseball.

Bench jockeying reached a crescendo in this Series. Bawdy language punctuated barbs that were loud enough to be heard throughout the ballpark. The idea of the practice: to upset players on the opposing team. Master bench jockeys understood that the timing of the cracks was almost as important as the cracks themselves. For example, if the opposing pitcher had just struck out three in a row, that wasn’t the time to remind him that his wife had a wide seat. Instead, the seasoned bench jockey chimed in after a call went against that pitcher or he had walked a couple of hitters in succession. The Cubs did not have to worry about having someone who knew how to stir it up. They knew they could count among their numbers one of the best bench jockeys in the game, Hal Carlson.

Prior to the series, Carlson, and those whom he employed to help pepper the Athletics with their morsels of wisdom, figured that Lefty Grove, Al Simmons, and Mickey Cochrane were ripe targets. Each had been known to grow visibly agitated when the bench jockeying reached a crescendo. Living up to expectations, the Cubs’ barrage of bench jockeying had been of such quality that Cochrane even offered what amounted to a compliment when he noted of the Cubs: “They should be in the Kentucky Derby instead of a World Series. They’re the best bench jockeys I ever heard.”

Cochrane said the Cubs were riding him, Haas, and Simmons, which got him stirred up.

“But maybe it’s a good thing at that,” Cochrane said. “It seems to help my hitting.”

Wilson had no sympathy for Cochrane or the Athletics.

“I’m glad they liked it,” Wilson said. “They started it in Chicago and we says, ‘If you want it, we’ll give you plenty,’ and that’s what we’re doing.”

Everything went the Cubs’ way at the outset of Game 4. Grimm, who obviously depended on his musical hobby, hit a two-run homer in the fourth for a 2–0 lead. In the sixth, the Cubs got successive singles by Hornsby, Wilson, Cuyler, Stephenson, and Grimm, and an error by Athletics pitcher Jack Quinn to go up 6–0 with no outs in the inning. The Cubs had a chance to bury the A’s at this point, but Quinn managed to escape the jam by getting Zack Taylor to fly out, which scored Grimm for the Cubs’ seventh run, before striking out Charlie Root and Norm McMillan to end the inning. Despite not cashing in for more runs in the sixth, the Cubs looked like they would cruise to their second win after adding another run in the seventh against Eddie Rommel, who surrendered a one-out triple to Hornsby and an RBI single to Cuyler to push the Cubs’ lead to 8–0. Mack considered raising the white flag and regrouping for Game 5 by sending in his substitutes at the beginning of the eighth inning, but that line of thinking changed after the developments that took place in the bottom of the seventh.

Root had pitched six scoreless innings when Simmons led off with a home run onto the left field roof, just fair by inches. Jimmie Foxx then singled to bring up Bing Miller.

Back in the fifth inning, Wilson had muffed a fly ball by Dykes, which should have been a wake-up call that his sunglasses were not adequate and prompted him to equip himself with darker shades. But he kept the same lenses, and Miller lofted a fly ball to center that Wilson lost in the sun, turning the first out of the inning into a single. Dykes and Joe Boley followed with run-scoring singles, and one out later Max Bishop’s RBI single chased Root in favor of Art Nehf to pitch to Mule Haas.

Nehf entered the game to the public address announcer calling him “Cvengros,” mistaking him for another Cubs pitcher. Unfortunately for Nehf and the Cubs, the introduction mistake would rank low on the list of embarrassments before the day was over.

“While Art Nehf was taking his warm-up pitches, one of the returns from catcher Zack Taylor was a trifle high,” Chicago newspaperman Warren Brown said. “Art looked up, and as the blazing sun got in his eyes, he ducked hastily and the ball went on past him to be retrieved by one of the infielders. No one paid much attention to that—then. What if the sun is in a direct line from pitcher to catcher?”

Haas hit the ball to center field and Wilson could not find it in the sun, blindly reaching for the ball with his bare hand at the last instant with no luck. The ball rolled to the wall allowing Haas enough time to round the bases. Once he touched home the Athletics still trailed by a run, but the damage had been done. By the time they retired the Athletics in the seventh, the Cubs trailed 10–8. Lacking a score panel with a 10, Shibe Field’s scorekeeper hastily found some white paint and scripted a panel reflecting the number of runs scored by the A’s in the seventh.

“There was talk that I danced with joy during that big inning,” said Mack years later. “It’s not true. I just sat there, and when we won the game I walked off with hardly a word to the boys. It doesn’t help any to appear to be too pleased before such an important series is won. Such an attitude might lead to overconfidence, and that’s fatal.”

An emotional Mack did tell his team: “I’d just like to be able to express to you the things I feel, but I can’t. I . . . I have to let it go at that.”

After leaving his players he told reporters he had never seen anything like the rally his team put together.

“There is nothing in baseball history to compare with it,” Mack said. “It was the greatest display of punch and fighting ability I have ever seen on a ball field.”

McCarthy tried to sound optimistic after Game 4 when he said: “The breaks of the game beat us today, but we’re not whipped in this series yet by any means. It took the worst breaks I’ve ever seen. The sun had a lot to do with it. In the seventh the sun shone directly out there. It was just going down behind the grandstand. Artie Nehf was almost blinded and poor Hack was in a terrible fix out there in center field.”

McCarthy surmised: “You can beat a ball club and even move a ballpark, but you can’t do either to the sun.”

Dykes, who had three hits in Game 4, had the cockiest remarks following his team’s comeback, telling reporters the series was “all over” before adding, “I wish I could bat all the time in the National League. I’d sure lead that circuit. All you have to do against these Cub pitchers is stick your bat out and you get hits.”

Cuyler, who penned a column for the North American Newspaper Alliance, wrote the following after Game 4:


There have been some hard luck stories told about losing ball games, but I doubt if any team ever got the tough breaks we did today in losing to the Athletics, 10 to 8, in the fourth game of the World Series.

In a game like that there’s always a breaking point—one play that decides the issue. In our case today it wasn’t any one particular play in the seventh, when the A’s scored all their 10 runs, that caused our defeat. It was the unusual brilliance of the sun, which blinded Charlie Root, Art Nehf, and Hack Wilson.

When Bishop singled to center in the seventh, his hit was a ball which Root would have fielded but for the blinding sun. Root tried to shield his eyes a bit and in doing so just touched the ball and it went to center field. If he had fielded it, there was a chance for a double play.

Then when Neff came in to pitch to Haas, the sun shone so brightly that Nehf couldn’t even see the return throw Zack Taylor was making after every pitch. Then Haas hit an easy fly to center and it looked like a certain out. When Wilson appeared to be under it he staggered and made a blind effort to catch it but the ball went past him for a home run and the A’s were within a run of a tie.

Imagine that kind of a situation with a ball club like the Athletics. They couldn’t be stopped then. Sheriff Blake tried and so did Pat Malone, but the Athletics were riding high and firm of purpose. The way they lashed out at those balls was a pity.

It was an awfully tough break for Root and all of us, for we thought we had the game in the bag and were on our way to a world’s championship.



Despite reports to the contrary, Wilson left Shibe Field without hanging his head or looking the part of a man who felt like he had lost his best friend. But he appeared inconsolable in the clubhouse afterward. He brushed past McCarthy when the manager tried to cushion his failures. According to one reporter’s account, “There was fire in his eyes and who knows what was in his heart that minute.… He seemed dazed as he stepped outside.” And according to Sam Murphy’s report in the New York Sun, Wilson picked up his four-year-old son, Bobby, once he was outside and hugged him and kissed him and while doing so “his sturdy frame shook with emotion. He wept.”

During the taxi ride from Shibe Field to the hotel, Bobby sat up in his father’s lap and told his father, “The devil with them, daddy, we’ll get them next year.”

Other accounts said Wilson returned to the team hotel and spent some time in the lobby talking to friends and others who wanted to make conversation. He didn’t start to beat himself up until the following day when he told reporters, “Looks like I’m the big chump of the Series.”

“I play good ball all season, and in the most important game I’m ever in I blow up,” Wilson said. “The bugs will have all winter in which to think up wisecracks to hand me next season, and I won’t be able to do anything except tip my cap to the greetings.”

In the brief history of baseball
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