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An Interview with Baseball Writer 
and Deadball Enthusiast Nicholas 
Dawidoff

Charles Crawley: You have written or edited three baseball books: 
The Catcher was a Spy: The Mysterious Life of Moe Berg; Baseball: A 
Literary Anthology; and The Crowd Sounds Happy: A Story of Love, 
Madness, and Baseball. Each one is in a different genre—a biography, 
an anthology, and a memoir. But they all deal with baseball. What makes 
baseball such a literary sport?

Nicholas Dawidoff: I think baseball is a literary sport for many 
reasons beginning with enthusiasm. The people who are writing about 
it are fans and thus writing about a joy and a passion. Any decent 
writer wants to invest emotion and caring in their subject. Baseball 
is interesting, has a history and much lore. The season is long, the 
characters are many, the events are plentiful and because there’s a game 
just about every day, there is the feel of a parallel world going on—a 

Pinch Hitting for 
the Chairman: 
Deadball & the 
WBC

by Charles R. Crawley
(crcrawley@yahoo.com)

Normally this spring would 
find me watching the Chicago Cubs 
and preparing for the new season. 
But this year I was sidetracked by 
the World Baseball Classic, which I 
had missed the first time around.

I was mystified that the 
Netherlands could field a team, 
much less beat the Dominicans. 
The world is a much more 
complicated place than I would 
have it, and that seems to be a good 
thing, even if it makes our brains 
work harder. Who could imagine a 
team of baseball players from the 
Netherlands, unless you know the 
history of Dutch colonialism?

And then I enjoyed watching 
the Puerto Ricans and Dominicans, 
the latter having almost an all-star 
at every position. And I can’t wait 
for the day when the Cuban door 
swings open and we get all those 
good ballplayers from the land of 
Fidel and Che.

Team U.S.A. even seemed to 
be having a good time, with some 
players giving it their all, enthused 
by the quality of play they found. 
One looks forward to the day when 
American club owners will allow 
their stars to play in the WBC. Only 
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An Ugly Ending to One of 
the Prettiest Races in 
Baseball History

by Dennis Pajot (denpajot@sbcglobal.net)

After Milwaukee’s one year stay in the major 
American League in 1901, the city was host to two 
minor league franchises in 1902. The American 
Association placed a team in Milwaukee, taking the 
traditional name Brewers, while a Western League 
franchise took the name Creams—called by some in 
the press “The Angels”—managed by future Hall of 
Famer Hugh Duffy. 

The Brewers placed a distant sixth in the 
American Association, but the Creams were in the 
race right up to the finish. This 1902 Western League 
pennant went to the wire with four teams in very close 
contention on the final weekend. To add to the drama, 
the four teams were paired off against one another. 
The second to last game of the year perhaps sealed the 
fate of Duffy’s Creams for the season.

The Creams traveled to Omaha for a three game 
series to end the season. Entering this series the top 
four spots in the Western League took this shape:

Denver 81–54 .600
Omaha 82–55 5985
Milwaukee 79–53 .5984
Kansas City 80–54 .597 

On Saturday, September 20, Milwaukee beat 
Omaha 3 to 2, pinning Mordecai Brown with the loss. 
In Colorado, Kansas City beat Denver 7 to 6 tightening 
up the race even more, and putting the Brewers into 
first place. 

On Sunday, September 21, the Kansas City-Denver 
game was rained out. 

The Sunday game at Omaha’s Vinton Street 
baseball yard was played before “a delirious throng of 

some 7000 or 8000 people.” Neither team scored in 
the first three innings; pitchers Frank “Yip” Owen for 
the Omahogs and John McPherson for the Brewers 
allowing only a hit each. 

In the fourth inning the Western League pennant 
took a turn against Milwaukee.  The exact sequence 
of what happened differs in newspaper accounts, but 
the basic facts come through. The lead off batter for 
Omaha in this fourth inning was Robert Carter.  Some 
reports say that before the inning started Milwaukee 
manager Hugh Duffy went to umpire August Moran 
and insisted the fans in the playing area be removed.  
How many fans is open to question. The Milwaukee 
Sentinel reported “the crowd had surged on the 
field”; the Milwaukee Daily News reported the 
“crowd overflowed the foul lines.” The Omaha Daily 
News reported “a dozen spectators were propped up 
against the left field fence.” Umpire Moran ordered a 
policeman to clear the field, but some fans were slow 
to leave. The umpire called for Cream’s pitcher John 
McPherson to pitch, but McPherson refused until all 
spectators were off the field. The umpire replied “No, 
I’ll not wait another minute” and called a ball on the 
Omaha lead-off hitter. Apparently McPherson still 
refused to pitch and Moran gave Carter his base on 
balls.  

There is a disagreement in the press coverage 
whether McPherson walked Carter, or Moran gave a 
pass to Carter. The Omaha World-Herald indicated 
McPherson walked Carter. The Omaha Daily 
News reported Moran called a ball on Carter; then 
McPherson pitched and walked him. The Omaha 
Daily Bee simply said Carter was given a base on 
balls. The Milwaukee Journal said nothing of Carter, 
only commenting that the next batter was given his 
base by the umpire. The Milwaukee Sentinel and the 
Evening Wisconsin reported that the umpire gave a 
free pass to Carter. After the season, Harry Vaughn, 
who had finished the season with the Creams, told 
the Milwaukee Daily News: “The overflow at Omaha 
crowded our outfielders. Before we could get our 
players back into position Umpire Moran sent two 
Omaha men to base on balls without a ball being 
pitched.”  

The walk to Carter brought Duffy in from his 
center field position, and a few other players joined 
in to argue with Umpire Moran. (Some reports claim 
it was at this point that Duffy called for the field to 
be cleared.) The next Omaha batter, Joe Wright was 
waiting at the plate. “Then in stentorian tones, he 
[Umpire Moran] ordered Colonel McPherson to hurtle 
the sphere in the direction of Mr. Wright, who stood 
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at the plate with his sapling uplifted threateningly, but 
the colonel refused, and as he maintained his position, 
and insisted on a forensic debate of the question, 
Ump. Moran dispatched Mr. Wright to first on four 
balls that were never delivered.” 

With runners on first and second, Duffy now 
told his pitcher to get to work. The next batter, Joe 
Dolan, beat out an intended sacrifice to load the 
bases. Asa Stewart then was hit by a pitch, bringing 
in Carter with the first run of the game. An amateur 
replacement, Harry Welch, followed with a single 
to left. A wild throw by Milwaukee left fielder John 
O’Brien was lost in the crowd, and all four runners 
scored.  Omaha center fielder Jack Thomas then 
singled.  A failed play at second on the next batter put 
Omaha runners on first and second. After a sacrifice, 
the Cream’s third baseman, Jim Cockman committed 
an error, allowing another run to score. This led to 
another argument by the Creams with Umpire Moran, 
and Milwaukee shortstop Frank Gatins was ejected 
after offering to punch the arbiter.  After play resumed 
the Omahogs scored one more run. Total tally for the 
fourth inning: seven Omaha runs. 

As Duffy returned to the bench after the inning 
the Omaha World-Herald reported that the umpire 
was a “robber” and assassin”, and First Baseman John 
Thornton called Moran a “swopplespingler.” 

The Creams never got back in the game, losing 9 
to 4. 

Manager Hugh Duffy immediately stated he 
would protest the game to Western League President 
Sexton, based on the grounds there was no rule that 
authorizes the umpire to call balls if the Creams failed 
to play. According to Duffy, the umpire would have 
had to wait until the field was cleared, or forfeit the 
game to Omaha. 

On Monday, September 22, Milwaukee’s hopes of 
a Western League pennant ended “one of the prettiest 
races in baseball history.” Kansas City beat Denver 5 
to 2, for its 82nd win against 54 loses. 

Back in Omaha, Duffy’s team ended the season not 
acting like “Angels,” with another ugly incident. The 
game was a scoreless tie through 6 innings. 

Again, the exact sequence is conflicting in the 
newspaper accounts, but all accounts relate a nasty 
on field sight for the ladies’ day crowd.  The reports 
are so different it is hard to believe the papers were 
reporting to readers about the same game. What is 
definite is that in the seventh inning Brewer second 
baseman Frank Miller was ejected from the game for 
arguing a call with umpire Moran. Either later that 
inning or the next, Jack Evers, who entered the game 

as a replacement when Miller was ejected, got into a 
fight with Moran. It appears Evers struck the umpire 
either with the sleeve of his sweater or his fist, and 
Augie Moran countered “with a good soak on the 
rowdy’s jaw.” Four policemen were needed to keep 
Evers from Moran, “who was very willing” to let the 
player get close to him again. Evers was arrested after 
he struck several of the officers. 

The inning ended with Omaha scoring three runs, 
and eventually winning 4 to 0, dropping the Brewers 
to third place.

As things turned out the Brewers would not 
have taken first place even if the Omaha protest was 
upheld, and Duffy did not attend the Western League 
meeting the following week.

The final standings show how close a race the 
Western League pennant of 1902 had been:

Kansas City 82–54 .603
Omaha 84–56 .600
Milwaukee 80–55 .593
Denver 81–56 .591
St. Joseph 71–57 .555
Colorado Springs 62–75 .452
Des Moines 54–83 .398
Peoria 35–04 .250 

Unfortunately the season did not end (at least in 
Omaha) with on field incidents baseball would be proud 
of.u

Sources:

Omaha World-Herald September 22, 23, 1902
Omaha Daily News September 22, 23, 1902
Omaha Bee September 22, 23, 1902
Milwaukee Daily News September 22, 23, 

November 13, 1902
Milwaukee Sentinel September 22, 23, 24, 1902
Evening Wisconsin September 22, 23, 1902
Milwaukee Journal September 22, 23, 1902

Ugly Ending, cont. from page 2.

Second baseman Frank Miller of Milwaukee
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Ed Barrow: The 
Bulldog Who Built the 
Yankees’ First Dynasty

By Daniel R. Leavitt

2008. Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press [ISBN 978-0-
8032-2974-7. 379 pages. $29.95 
USD, hard cover]

Reviewed by Anthony Basich 
(abasich@gmail.com)

In Ed Barrow: The Bulldog 
Who Built the Yankees’ First 
Dynasty, author Daniel Levitt 
offers a well-detailed account of 
the great baseball man including 
his meteoric rise through the 
professional baseball world, the 
beginning of the Boston Red 
Sox’s descent from championship 
status and what would become the 
legendary Yankee dynasty of the 
1920s. While the author’s prose 
suffers from a dry, stiff lack of 
storytelling, the subject matter and 
the well-detailed narratives paint 
Barrow’s life admirably. 

To begin the book, Leavitt 
entitles his introductory chapter, 
“The Best Deal the Yankees 

Ever Made,” then supports this 
claim by describing how the 
small-business atmosphere of 
professional baseball during the 
Deadball Era, allowed a team like 
the Yankees to pursue Barrow 
– a year after making their most 
famous acquisition of Babe Ruth. 
Leavitt contends that Ruth was 
not even the most significant deal 
the Yankees made with the Sox. 
Barrow was the most significant 
as they hired him for a position 
that is known now as the general 
manager.

Leavitt takes us through 
Barrow’s childhood in Des Moines, 
helping to organize that city’s 
amateur baseball league in 1887, 
then becoming team president of a 
minor-league franchise in the Ohio 
town of Wheeling, then going on 
to become co-owner of a minor-
league team in Patterson, NJ, 
which would sign a young Honus 
Wagner. As Leavitt describes, 
Barrow was in his late twenties 
by now, but was already proving 
to be a successful eye for talent as 
Wagner was one of several players 
of his Patterson team to lead strong 
careers the big leagues. 

It was during this time, that 
Barrow would gain enough respect 
among his fellow owners that he 
would ascend to the presidency of 
the Atlantic League. Unfortunately, 
the league would collapse in 
1899 due to the feuding and poor 
business acumen among the 
owners.

Leavitt does a nice job detailing 
Barrow’s relationship with 
American League president Ban 
Johnson. The two were owners 
together in the Atlantic League and 
it was Johnson who helped Barrow 
become the manager of the Detroit 
Tigers in 1903.

In exquisite detail, Leavitt 
follows Barrow’s managerial career 
with the Toronto Maple Leafs of 
the minor Eastern League during 
the first years of the twentieth 

century. As Leavitt points out, field 
managers during this time acted 
very much like general managers in 
how active they were in acquiring 
players. This Barrow did quite 
actively always trying to make a 
trade or a signing throughout the 
season in order to improve his 
club.

Throughout the biography, 
Leavitt describes many brief 
anecdotes that paint Barrow’s 
character as controlling, yet always 
having a tendency for making some 
more or less unorthodox decisions 
as a manager or an executive. 

While managing a minor league 
team, Barrow arranged to have 
his catcher married during the 
game, as the player was going to be 
arrested “on a charge of breach of 
promise,” since the player involved 
said he would marry the woman 
accusing him and subsequently 
abandoned her. As Barrow did 
not have a backup stopper, he 
convinced the player to marry the 
girl during the game. The marriage 
happened in the bottom of the 
seventh and the player was back on 
the field for the top of the eighth.

While he was managing the 
Tigers, Barrow went so far as to 
repudiate Kid Elberfeld for his 
frequent errors in the field. Barrow 
released to the press accusations 
that the player deliberately 
committed these errors in order 
to throw the game. Such actions 
foreshadow the rocky relationship 
Barrow would have with Babe Ruth 
during their time together in both 
Boston and New York.

Barrow was not only a fan of 
boxing, but was a boxer himself 
as a young man. While watching a 
match in Boston in 1903, Barrow 
was challenged to a fight by a local 
heavyweight also in the stands. 
Barrow accepted, climbed into the 
ring with the heavyweight, and 
punched him right in the stomach. 
Before retaliation, a player who 
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Ed Barrow,
cont. from page 4.

Continued on page 6.

attended the fight with Barrow 
jumped in the ring and separated 
the men. 

While managing the Tigers, 
Barrow implemented his own 
“Barrow rules,” outlawing 
drinking, poker or craps and 
enforcing a curfew. Although his 
desire for discipline here contrasts 
with his more fiery tendencies, 
Leavitt shows the reader how 
curfews and other kinds of 
restrictions is something that 
Barrow would commonly enforce 
throughout his long career.

Most books dealing with 
subject matter during the Deadball 
era will encounter the Federal 
League as an issue during the years 
of 1913 to 1915. Leavitt’s book is a 
little different as this story is told 
through Barrow’s perspective as 
the president of a minor league, 
the International League. Along 
with challenging Barrow’s minor 
league in two markets (Baltimore 
and Buffalo), the new outlaw major 
league would raid the players 
from his league’s rosters. Barrow 
went so far as to blacklist any 
International League player who 
fled to the new Federal League.

Leavitt intricately takes the 
reader through the World War 
I years as Barrow flirts with 
becoming the president of another 
third major league, a Union 
League, proposed by Ban Johnson. 
He is then censured by the owners 
in his own International League 
as they were disgruntled about 
how Barrow’s politicking and 
maneuvering to jump to this new 
league, forcing him to resign from 
the position. While unemployed, 
he becomes acquainted with Red 
Sox owner Harry Frazee who 
initially offers Barrow partial 
ownership of his club. Barrow 
accepts the manager’s post after he 
is unable to afford buying into the 
franchise.

Included in the chapter about 
the Ruth deal is an un-footnoted 
dialogue that had purportedly 
happened between Frazee and 
Barrow as the owner is telling his 
manager about the desperate deal. 
Apart from telling his boss how 
much of a mistake he is making, 
Barrow also pleads with Frazee to 
make it a strictly financial deal with 
no “ten-cent” players in return. 
“There is nobody on that ball club 
I want,” Barrow is described as 
saying. Leavitt then spends quite a 
few pages meticulously describing 
Frazee’s financial difficulties 
during this period. 

Leavitt portrays Barrow as a 
man with superior leadership and 
organizational skills, exquisite 
business abilities and owning 
principles that he refused to 
abandon. Leavitt writes that 
Yankee owners Jacob Ruppert 
and Tillinghast Huston saw and 
appreciated how Barrow handled 
himself as International League 
president during the Federal 
League wars and saw him up 
close and in action as the Red Sox 
manager. 

There is an encyclopedic 
quality to this biography with 
a wealth of details, anecdotes 
and data – both statistical and 
financial. Yet the book lacks a 
consistently focused narrative 
quality. At times, reading the 
book feels laborious despite its 
highly interesting and important 
subject matter. However, the book 
does deliver Barrow’s life story 
in a complete fashion. Dedicated 
readers of Deadball-Era literature 
would be particularly interested in 
Barrow’s various stints as manager, 
owner and league president in 
several minor leagues during the 
1890’s & early twentieth century.u

Before They were 
Winners: Greatness in 
Waiting: An Illustrated 
History of the New 
York Yankees, 1903-
1919

by Ray Istorico

2008. Jefferson, NC: McFarland 
and Company. [ISBN: 978-
0786432110. 240 pages. $55.00 
USD, hard cover.]

Reviewed by Steve Steinberg 
(ssteinberg@trinorth.com)

So much has been written 
about the New York Yankees, 
baseball’s dominant team in 
the 20th century. Yet until they 
acquired Babe Ruth early in 1920 
and won their first pennant in 
1921, there is a distinct gap in their 
early history. Ray Istorico has done 
a commendable job of telling that 
story in both words and pictures. 
This book is also a key Deadball 
Era resource, since it mirrors 
almost that entire time period and 
vividly captures the game of that 
bygone time.
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Greatness in Waiting, 
continued from page 5.

Istorico presents almost 200 
images, most of them from the 
wonderful George Bain Collection 
that the Library of Congress has 
been digitizing and presenting on 
its web site, www.loc.gov. Also 
represented are Chicago Daily 
News images from the Chicago 
History Museum (formerly the 
Chicago Historical Society).

Greatness in Waiting is 
chronological and focuses on many 
lesser-known Yankee teams and 
personalities. Istorico features 
them in chapters that are short 
and easy to read. For example, he 
devotes entire chapters to:

•	 Colorful and combative 
Yankee infielder and manager Kid 
Elberfeld

•	 Lawyer Dave Fultz, who 
founded baseball’s first union in 
1912, the Players’ Fraternity

•	 Pitcher Marty McHale, who 
found success as a vaudevillian and 
stockbroker

Istorico offers many details 
which give a better understanding 
of the team and the times: 

•	 While many are aware of 
the Yanks’ coming close to winning 
the 1904 pennant, much less well 
known is the trade that cost them 
that pennant. Before the season, 
they dealt lefty Jesse Tannehill to 
Boston (for Long Tom Hughes), 
where he won 21 games in 1904.

•	 The Yankees’ sensational 
late-season run two years later, 
fueled by a 15-game win streak, 
when they were in first place as late 
as September 24 before falling to 
the White Sox

•	 The 1909-1910 transition, 
when Keeler, Chesbro, and 
Elberfeld left the Yanks and 
talented pitchers Ray Caldwell, 
Russ Ford, Jack Quinn and Jim 
Vaughn emerged 

•	 The rise of the Yanks under 
George Stallings in 1910 (his 
departure was one of ownership’s 

great blunders of this era) and 
their fall under Hal Chase in 1911 

•	 An entire chapter on the 
emery ball, which Russ Ford 
developed, kept secret, and made 
famous

•	 The site of a new ballpark 
for the Yankees in Kingsbridge 
(Bronx), owner Frank Farrell’s 
“daydream” of 1912-1914. It would 
have been the ultimate Deadball 
Era park: the New York Times 
reported that the center-field fence 
would be 300 yards from home 
plate

•	 The early 1918 Robert 
Ripley carton showing the Yankees’ 
“Murderers’ Row,” two years 
before the arrival of Ruth

Perhaps the most important 
part of Greatness in Waiting 
covers the last five years before the 
Babe arrived, 1915 to 1919, which 
were the first years of Yankee 
owners Ruppert and Huston. Back 
in 2002, McFarland published 
Before They were Bombers by Jim 
Reisler, which covered the Yankees 
only until 1915. Istorico completes 
the “missing chapters” between the 
pre-Ruppert and Huston arrival 
and the purchase of the Babe, 
which include Wild Bill Donovan’s 
three years at the helm and Miller 
Huggins’s first two years in New 
York.

Shortcomings of the book are 
few. I might take issue with some 
of the author’s judgments, such as 
that the Federal League “dissolved 
due to monetary problems” (the 
story is more complicated) and 
that Hal Chase would have a 
plaque in Monument Park, if not 
for his gambling scandals (he was a 
Yankee for less than ten seasons). 
There were very few factual errors, 
not an easy feat in an ambitious 
book with so much detail. This 
reviewer reveled in the details, yet 
some may find it a “dense read.”  
Still, even for them, this book 
works as an important reference 
volume. Unfortunately there are no 

endnotes, which would have served 
future researchers well. 

Ray Istorico quotes a 
Pittsburgh Dispatch reporter 
from 1904 who described the 
Yankees of the early years, words 
that certainly brought a smile to 
John McGraw’s face. “There is 
absolutely little or no American 
League sentiment in New York at 
the present time …The average 
baseball fan of Gotham looks upon 
the American League as a minor 
organization.” Ban Johnson finally 
had his AL franchise in New York, 
but it would have an uphill struggle 
for many years. For the Deadball 
Era baseball fan, this Yankee story 
is every bit as fascinating as their 
years of dominance.

This book is the first of a new 
concept for McFarland, one in 
which the photos occupy center 
stage, equal to the story. The many 
photos and higher quality paper do 
add to the cost of producing this 
book and thus its list price.u

Errata (Mea Culpa from 
the Editor)

In our review of The Mascots 
of 1911 by Bob Schroeder in The 
Inside Game, Volume 9, No. 1, we 
allowed some mistakes that were 
caught by our friend and eagle-
eyed reader Gabriel Schechter. Let 
us stand corrected:

•	 Long-time Giants catcher 
was John Meyers and not Meyer.

•	 The Giants were not 
champions but pennant winners 
from 1911-1913.

•	 The Victory Faust story 
was told by not by John Meyers in 
Ritter’s The Glory of Their Times, 
but by Fred Snodgrass.

•	 Victory Faust was with the 
Giants only in 1911 and 1912.
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The Big Bam: The Life 
and Times of Babe Ruth.

By Leigh Montville
2007. Anchor [ISBN: 978-
0767919715. 416 pages. $15.95 
USD, hardcover.]

Reviewed by Stephanie Liscio 
(stephanieliscio@yahoo.com)

In his introduction to The Big 
Bam: The Life and Times of Babe 
Ruth Leigh Montville admits that 
there are more than two dozen 
Babe Ruth biographies in print 
by the time he publishes his own 
in 2006.  “The grand year for 
researching Babe Ruth biographies 
was 1973,” according to Montville, 
as Henry Aaron pushed to beat the 
Babe’s career home run record.  
Even though Montville claims that 
he wants to “tell the story again 
for the SportsCenter generation,” 
one must wonder if he approaches 
the topic for the same reason that 
many writers did during the early 
1970s.  Barry Bonds was about to 
pass Ruth’s record, and eventually 
Aaron’s as well.  Montville says 
he also hopes to explain how so 

many myths developed around 
Babe Ruth during and after his 
life.  He calls upon many of the 
resources used by authors during 
the 1970s, such as old recorded 
interviews and documents as well 
as new interviews, web sites, and 
newspaper articles to construct 
a new account of Ruth’s life and 
career.  1

For the Babe Ruth novice, 
The Big Bam is a well-written 
and compelling account of the 
slugger’s life.  For someone well-
versed in the history of Ruth, it 
may not offer much in the way of 
new information.  Montville begins 
with what is known of Ruth’s 
childhood, and discusses some of 
the conflicting accounts and gaps 
in information.  Once Ruth reaches 
adulthood and professional 
baseball, the book runs 
chronologically, basically season 
to season.  At times throughout 
the book, Montville contextualizes 
the baseball events within a wider 
historical topic.  For example, he 
shows how the Great Depression 
altered the careers of Ruth and 
other baseball players.  Ruth 
accepted several pay cuts during 
the early 1930s, and his salary even 
was the subject of a public vote in 
1933.  2

Montville does a great job 
of analyzing the media coverage 
of Ruth throughout his life, 
likely due to his background as a 
sports reporter.  One of the most 
enticing aspects of the book is how 
Montville portrays the hype and 
hysteria that surrounded Ruth as 
he traveled around the country.  
When Miller Huggins suspended 
Ruth and fined him $5,000 for 
missing curfew in St. Louis with 
the Yankees in 1925, the story was 
broken by a young reporter with 
the St. Louis Globe-Democrat 
named Ray Gillespie.  This set 
off a media storm chain reaction 
that followed Ruth back to New 
York.  Reporters even camped out 

at the house of Ruth’s girlfriend, 
and later second wife, Claire 
Hodgson.  3 Tales such as this 
show some of the controversy that 
surrounded Ruth and the crush of 
media coverage that followed him 
everywhere.  

Even though The Big Bam 
includes a bibliography, it does 
not include endnotes or footnotes 
throughout the text.  This could be 
a point of frustration for those who 
wish to learn the source of specific 
bits of information.  Even though 
there are a great number of Babe 
Ruth biographies, I recommend 
Montville’s account of his life, 
specifically for new fans of the 
Bambino.  It is a well-written and 
comprehensive look at Ruth’s life 
and the chaos and attention that 
usually surrounded him.u

(Endnotes)
1  Leigh Montville, The Big 

Bam: The Life and Times of Babe 
Ruth (New York: Doubleday, 
2006), 1, 5.

2  Ibid, 314-325.
3  Ibid, 208-211.
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The Spitball/
Knuckleball Book
by Tom E. Mahl

2008. Trick Pitch Press [ISBN: 
978-0978628406. 256 pages. 
$32.95 USD, hard cover.]

Reviewed by Ron Selter 
(rselter@socal.rr.com)

This book covers the subject of 
the spitball and its successor pitch 
the knuckleball.  The history of the 
origin and use of the spitball and 
its importance in the Deadball Era 
has been thoroughly researched.  
The story in the book pivots 
around the banning of trick pitches 
(including the spitball) before the 
1920 season.  It was this decision 
by the major leagues along with 
the new practice of using a clean 
ball throughout the game that led 
to the Lively Ball Era and the game 
as we know it today.  The most 
interesting historical point made in 
the book was that the spitball was 
banned not so much on its merits, 
but because the use of the spitball 
made it impossible for umpires 
to detect and eliminate the use 
of other illegal trick pitches.  The 
situation before the 1920 season 
was that many pitchers threw 
illegal pitches (the emery ball 
and the shine ball where the ball 
was defaced).  Umpires could not 
determine when the illegal pitches 
were being thrown.  The illegal 

pitches broke in unpredictable 
fashion the same as the spitball.  
Pitchers throwing the illegal 
pitches would fake preparing a 
spitball by holding their gloves in 
front of their face and pretending 
to load up the ball with spit.  When 
the spitball became illegal, home 
plate umpire seeing an unusual 
breaking pitch cross the plate now 
knew it was an illegal pitch and 
could eject the pitcher.

This nicely organized book 
reveals to the reader the plans 
for the banning of the spitball 
as a means to increase hitting 
and therefore attendance.  When 
the spitball was banned before 
the start of the 1920 season an 
exception was made for limited 
number of major league spitball 
pitchers.  This exception was to 
end after the season.  However, in 
the 1920 season some of exempted 
spitball pitchers were among the 
top major league pitchers.  The 
owners did not want to lose these 
valuable players and the exempted 
spitball pitchers were allowed to 
continue throwing the spitball for 
the rest of their careers.

The book details the careers of 
the legal spitball pitchers and in 
addition examines the role of the 
illegal spitball pitchers (Gaylord 
Perry being the best known) 
in the post WWII period.  The 
end of the spitball, except for its 
occasional illegal usage, led to the 
development of the knuckleball.  

A fascinating final chapter 
shows how these pitches (both the 
spitball and the knuckleball) were 
thrown and how they work.  This 
chapter draws upon contemporary 
scientific studies as to what makes 
a breaking ball break.

Included throughout the 
book are more than 100 photos 
as well as a number of very rare 
illustrations showing how the ball 
is gripped to throw these unusual 
pitches. 

Overall this book is a nice 
treatment of a little-known aspect 
of pitching and its part in baseball 
history.  The Spitball/Knuckleball 
Book wi1l be a welcome addition to 
one’s baseball library. u

world a writer can inhabit with 
his imagination. Each game has a 
narrative; it unfolds slowly leaving 
much time for reflection. It’s also 
unpredictable and dramatic. In 
the end, baseball is for fun, doesn’t 
matter so much, and therefore, a 
writer can let loose, take creative 
chances that other realms don’t 
permit. That said, it matters to 
people, they care about baseball, 
and why it matters is a diverse and 
wonderful subject.

CC: Do you have any particular 
baseball writer or writers that you 
especially admire, and why do you 
admire them?

ND: I most admire Roger Angell 
for his graceful sentences, his wit, 
his brio, his memorable storytelling, 
his insight into human character, 
for the depth at which he sees 
the game and most of all for his 
enthusiasm. He is the writer who, 
for me and many other readers, 
made baseball more than it was. 
That’s a real achievement. 

CC: In The Crowd Sounds 
Happy, you talk about The Glory 
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of Their Times as being a key book in your youth. 
This doesn’t exactly sound like a book for kids. What 
appealed to you about Glory? And what other baseball 
books would you put in that category?

ND: The Glory of Their Times took me into 
another world, an earlier, more disheveled America. 
As a child I loved history, the connection between 
past and present, the knowing that you didn’t just 
float free in the world but were connected to other 
worlds, came from something. This book took my 
favorite thing, baseball, and accomplished all that. 
Here was an earlier America where the kids all did 
what I did. Then, of course, there’s the magnificent 
job the author, Lawrence Ritter, does at evoking all 
the fascinating people and places that are his subjects. 
The book is just brimming with gripping stories, 
meticulous and fascinating detail, the joy of being 
young and alive and on the move out in America with 
a bat in your hand. There’ so much in that book. A kid 
wants to feel thrilled. That book thrilled me. No other 
books in the category come close. But I do admire 
so much for some of the same reasons Roger Kahn’s 
The Boys of Summer and Ted Williams (with John 
Underwood) My Turn At Bat, and Jim Bouton’s Ball 
Four. In each book, you are in there and all around 
you it’s real and vivid. 

CC: We know from The Crowd Sounds Happy that 
you played baseball through your high school years. 
How has that helped your writing or appreciation of 
baseball literature?

ND: Maybe it was more the other way. Playing 
into college helped me to feel the game, both the 
physical experience of the sport and the atmosphere. I 
read a lot of baseball books and I thought about them 
there at shortstop and wondered if life could be the 
way it was in books. Mostly you made up your own 
stories, but the books encouraged you to see baseball 
as a game that all but insisted on stories. One thing I 
remember is reading about the Dodger outfielder Pete 
Reiser who used to stand there thinking “hit it to me, 
hit it to me” and that was how I used to be, and I liked 
to think of him between pitches. There was something 
affirming about doing what an old big-leaguer had 
done. It was also helpful to notice the habits of the 
professionals and try to emulate them. Ted Williams 
was thinking about his swing all that time and that felt 
permissive because so was I! (Wish I’d had a better 
one!) I don’t know, maybe it’s that by liking to play so 
much, by having the playing mean so much to me, I 
felt happy to inhabit that world on the page too.

CC: The Red Sox were your team of choice, after 
initially being a Mets fan. Since the Red Sox have 

won two World Series, have they lost any of their 
poignancy for you?

ND: They aren’t poignant anymore at all. They 
have a huge payroll and a well-fed fan base. I hope 
they win, but if they don’t I don’t mind. It was a lot of 
fun in 2004 and 2007 and everyone should have that 
chance!

CC: In Baseball: A Literary Anthology, you 
include several Deadball writers such as Charles van 
Loan, Damon Runyan, and Ring Lardner. Do you have 
a favorite Deadball author among these or others, and 
why?

ND: Lardner, for “You Know Me Al.” It’s 
masterpiece of comic writing for all time and so 
evocative of Lardner’s time too. I wrote a book about 
a guy named Moe Berg who played in the 1920’s, 
and Lardner helped me to see just how unusual the 
Princeton and Columbia and Sorbonne-educated Berg 
was among his less bookish colleagues.

CC: In Baseball: A Literary Anthology, you 
include a selection from The Celebrant by Eric Rolfe 
Greenberg, that you introduce as a “unique and widely 

Dawidoff, continued from page 8.

Nicholas Dawidoff, Baseball Author and 
Deadball Enthusiast

Continued on page 10.
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Deadball & the WBC, 
cont. from page 1.

admired novel.” It’s one of my favorite books as well. 
What do you think accounts for its uniqueness and 
why is it admired?

ND: It’s a rich, colorful story meshing the world 
of baseball and jewelry manufacture-such an unusual 
combination! Baseball fiction is a very difficult genre 
judging by the fact that the number of distinguished 
baseball novels and story collections is so brief. Here’s 
a list of the best of them I recently compiled for the 
Wall Street Journal. 

http://online.wsj.com/public/article_print/
SB120976564574563651.html

CC: Do you have a favorite Deadball player or 
team? Why are they your favorite?

ND: I like ballplayers with character and so I like 
Goose Goslin, who (though not exactly Deadball Era) 
is known for his high spirits, Sam Crawford for his 
serious outlook, Rube Marquard for his big-hearted 
determination to make his own way in the world 
(overcoming a scary father and a big contract), stoic 
Fred Snodgrass who was man enough to suffer a muff, 
Hans Lobert for, I imagine, being the guy who brings 
out the best in every other fellow. I know them all 
from The Glory of Their Times.

CC: Are there any other genres that you would 
like to try in the baseball vein, such as poetry, or 
journalism, in the true spirit of Deadball polymath?

ND: Well, my first job out of college was writing 
baseball for Sports Illustrated and I still occasionally 
write baseball pieces, so journalism’s taken care of. To 
none of the others need I apply. They wouldn’t have 
me.u

Dawidoff, cont.from page 9.

Library of America offers 
Special Deal to SABR 
Members!

The Library of America is offering SABR members 
a 50% discount, plus an additional $3.00 off, on 
Baseball: A Literary Anthology, edited by Nicholas 
Dawidoff, in hardcover. That means that you could 
have the best single collection of baseball writing 
available for $14.50, with free shipping to anywhere in 
the US.

What do you get besides the best Deadball literary 
writing by Charles Van Loan, Damon Runyon, Ring 
Lardner, and Carl Sandburg, but also some of the 
all-time baseball writing ever, by Bernard Malamud, 
James Farrell, John Updike, Gay Talese, Roger Kahn, 
Pat Jordan, Mark Harris, Roger Angell, Dom DeLillo, 
and others.

The coupon code for SABR members is SABR3 
and the offer is good through June 15. 

Go to www.loa.org/highlights and take a look 
at this anthology and the many other fine collections 
of America’s finest writers, including Mark Twain, 
Flannery O’Connor, Willa Cather, and William 
Faulkner. u

then will we be able to judge if the USA can really 
compete these days on the world stage.

But what really drew me in were the Asians. I 
was mesmerized by the quality of play exhibited by 
the Koreans and especially the Japanese. And here’s 
where the Deadball part comes in.

It seems like the Asians play a more Deadball-type 
game, built around pitching and defense, with low 
scoring games. Their runners know how to bunt, hit 
and run, and run the bases. And you can actually see 
a play at the plate! No Alfonso Soriano standing and 
admiring his home-run turned single, standing on 
first base when he should have been at second. And 
I remember all those years watching the Boston Red 
Sox, as they waited for the ninth-inning home run to 
save them.

Please excuse this rant, but watching the 
Japanese-Korean championship game, I couldn’t help 
but wonder if this is what a Deadball bug must have 
felt like. And it sure was more fun that waiting for a 
ninth-inning homer.u


