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A CONVERSATION WITH DON JENSEN
In February, longtime Deadball Era Committee 
member Don Jensen will assume the post of 
editor of The Inside Game. Many newsletter 
readers know Don from his contributions to 
baseball scholarship via various SABR outlets 
including the BioProject and for his editorship 
of the distinguished McFarland journal Base 
Ball: New Research on the Early Game. The 
wider world recognizes Dr. Donald N. Jensen 
for his years of service to our country as a 
diplomat, his leadership at the US Institute of 
Peace, and his expertise in Russian security and 
foreign affairs. Recently, Don exchanged some 
thoughts on these and other subjects with retir-
ing newsletter editor Bill Lamb. 
Don, thanks for doing this interview. 
Let’s begin with a thumbnail biography 
Thank you, Bill. I am honored to be asked to 
follow your editorship and keep up The Inside 
Game’s tradition of excellence. 
My family history is a cartoon of San Francisco 
baseball history, so it was hard to grow up not 
loving the game. Dad, though not of Italian her-
itage, grew up in the City’s North Beach neigh-
borhood, which turned out many Italian Amer-
ican ballplayers…He starred on same team as 
Dom DiMaggio at Galileo High School and 
knew Joe…Dad also played minor league ball in 

the Cardinals’ system and his stepbrother 
played with the Pittsburgh Pirates… His mother 
was even Frankie Crosetti’s babysitter…My in-
herited passion thus was for the Seals and Lefty 
O’Doul — — even though they were mostly be-
fore my time…a vague pro-Yankees haze also 
lingered over San Francisco like the fog because 
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of all the local kids who played for them. But I 
fell in love with the Giants when they came West 
— I was seven years old — and always hated the 
Yankees. I saw Musial and Banks in my first two 
Giants games at Seals Stadium…of course, saw 
Number 24 play every day. This love for Mc-
Graw’s team has never left me. 
My playing career ended after I hit .454 in Little 
League – I was a one-tool player. Thereafter, I 
focused on writing about baseball history (my 
math project in high school was a statistical 
analysis of player performance). Since the arc of 
my own education went to Columbia and New 
York City – like the Giants’ path, but in reverse – 
I began to focus on the team’s story going back to 
1883… eventually on the game in New York City 
a place I also love, more broadly. (The natives of 
both San Francisco and New York might be of-
fended, but the two cities resemble each other in 
key ways, just on a different scale). About 20 
years ago I wrote a bunch of bios for the SABR 
Deadball NL and AL books. I enjoyed it and the 
rest followed. 
Question: Given your expertise on Rus-
sia, the invasion of Ukraine must be 

commanding a lot of your attention at 
present. Has it been difficult to maintain 
your involvement in baseball-related en-
deavors during that same time? And if it 
does not risk disclosing confidences, 
what is your outlook on that tragic con-
flict? 
USIP is an independent, bipartisan, nonprofit 
organization funded by the US government to 
advance peacebuilding, Yes, we have been very 
active on Ukraine. Our team has provided analyt-
ical and policy recommendations to the Biden 
administration and developed programs to 
strengthen Ukrainian civil society and resilience 
to Russian aggression. Yes, it also has been a 
challenge to also focus my baseball endeavors. 
But as things have become more predictable in 
recent months I have returned to them. The 
baseball stuff has also provided me balance, so it 
has been a pleasure to assume this new job and 
assess where we are going with The Inside Game. 
Since you asked (and no confidences involved): if 
Western support continues, I think in the end 
Ukraine will prevail as a pro-Western democracy 
(which it is now), though rebuilding the country 
will take years. On the other side, I believe we are 
seeing the end of the Putin project with disas-
trous consequences for Russia. 
Question: Moving on to a lighter subject, 
do you have a particularly fond boyhood 
memory involving baseball? 
Very many, just like everyone else in SABR. For 
me it was the Giants’ first seasons in San Fran-
cisco especially the rivalry with the Dodgers – 
Mays, Cepeda, Marichal, McCovey, on the one 
hand, and Koufax, Drysdale, and Wills, on the 
other. The 1962 season, with the famous playoff 
between the two teams, remains my favorite 
campaign, even though Richardson caught Mc-
Covey’s liner. Russ Hodges, my favorite an-
nouncer, and transistor radios were bursting on 
the scene. I remember very clearly the famous 
sixteen inning Marichal-Spahn dual in 1963 (I 
listened on the radio), and the Marichal-Rose-
boro bat incident two years later. 
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I spent hundreds of hours playing the Cadaco 
All-Star baseball game with the spinners before 
graduating to APBA. As my high school project 
showed, I was always fascinated by trans-era 
comparisons of great players. What would Cobb 
or Lajoie or Bill Terry hit today, for example. 
Now computers supposedly figure it out for you. 
Not as much fun and they lack a key ingredient: 
neither they nor their programmers actually saw 
these guys play. I learned a lot along the way by 
reading Bill James’ historical abstracts. 
Question: You and I first met years ago in 
Cooperstown at the FRED (the annual 
conference of SABR’s Nineteenth Century 
Committee). What got you interested in 
early baseball? And what came first: 
your interest in the late 19th century NY 
Giants or the Manhattan social/cultural 
scene of that era? 
I was a deadballist from boyhood. My dad 
bought two books during the war, Harry 
Grayson’s They Played the Game and John 
Carmichael’s My Greatest Day in Baseball, both 
of which I discovered much later and basically 
memorized. Then of course I read and reread 
Larry Ritter’s book, which as for so many others, 
is my favorite baseball book. Along the way I 
worked backward and discovered a new world, 
the Nineteenth Century game, even as I still kept 
one foot in the Deadball era. 
Getting to know the experts on the Nineteenth 
Century Committee was inspiring and intimidat-
ing – scholars such as yourself, John Thorn, 
David Nemec, Tom Gilbert, the inimitable 
Richard Hershberger, Peter Mancuso, and Bob 
Bailey. The annual Committee conference in 
Cooperstown each April – the “Fred” – remains 
my favorite baseball event of the year. Can’t wait 
to return next April again. 
As for what came first, I would say I followed 
them both at the same time. They are not really 
separable. I lapped up anything about Mutrie’s 
Giants, of course. I also found Johnny Ward a 
most fascinating character – especially his pur-
suit of the sporting life in Gilded Age New York. 
His marriage to Helen Dauvray opened a partic-
ularly interesting window onto the world of stage 

and celebrity. For a long time I considered writ-
ing about their relationship, as you and I have 
discussed often. There is not really enough for a 
book, but I built up an extensive library about 
the period. John Thorn generously rendered in-
estimable help along the way. People talk of the 
1920s being the golden age of sport in this coun-
try, but in key ways it was the 1880s. The pool 
halls and saloons and brothels were a short walk 
from the stately homes in Edith Wharton’s Age 
of Innocence. Innocent it wasn’t. Helen, by the 
way, has strong ties to San Francisco, and is 
buried next to a later husband in Arlington Na-
tional Cemetery on a hill about a mile from here. 
Question: Two figures who loom large in 
NY Giants history are John Montgomery 
Ward and John McGraw, both men of 
longstanding interest to you. Please give 
us your take on the two – similarities/dif-
ferences? And, if you would, briefly as-
sess their place in franchise history. 
Let’s call it “Giants” history, my friend. It is the 
same team. McGraw’s widow Blanche even at-
tended the 1962 World Series. 
A remarkably interesting question, which I pon-
dered a long time before answering. (Shameless 
plug: you and I wrote the SABR bios for these 
guys.) The Giants, even in San Francisco, have 
mostly been an Establishment club. Despite their 
rebellious youths, both Ward and McGraw ended 
up Establishment figures. Both became so much 
identified with the Giants that people tend to 
forget they earlier were associated with other 
teams. They played key roles in making the fran-
chise so storied. 
The differences are obvious. McGraw got what he 
wanted through tempestuousness and bullying, 
Ward through stealth and cleverness. Unfortu-
nately, familiarity with Ward seems to be fading, 
though he may be the most interesting man in 
major league history. The opposite is true of Mc-
Graw, who is honored in Oracle Park even today. 
They even recreated his pool hall. 
Question: Another individual of interest 
to you is concessions pioneer Harry 
Stevens. What got you interested in him 
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and how important is Stevens to the turn-
of-the-century growth of major league 
baseball in your opinion? 
About 2014 or 2015, I was casting about for top-
ics that the 19th Century Committee’s impressive 
army of experts had not yet covered. Not an easy 
job. Unexpectedly, I stumbled across Harry 
Stevens’ story. He was popularly seen a jovial, 
simple figure who introduced hot dogs to ball-
games – sort of a Captain Kangaroo patrolling 
the Polo Grounds. Looking into the sources in 
detail showed a quite different story. He did in-
deed make many of the innovations attributed to 
him – straws in soft drinks, the modern score-
card, but not hot dogs at games. The phase 
“working for peanuts” comes from Harry. 
But his greatest contribution was to develop the 
modern “fan experience.” He gave the highest 
priority to the enjoyment of the people who paid 
admission while keeping the game as the center 
of activity (the opposite approach than that taken 
by his one-time patron, Chris von der Ahe). As 
the years passed he became a powerful baseball 
mogul in his own right– friends with Mathewson 
and Ruth, bailing out owners who needed mon-
ey. A complex guy, he grew to fancy himself as a 
“publisher and caterer.” There is no doubt in my 
mind that he belongs in Cooperstown. 
Question: Switching gears again, if 
placed in charge, where would you hold a 
Deadball Era baseball banquet and who 
would you seat on the dais? And explain 
why for both. 
A great idea! The most fitting venues are long 
gone. My first choice would be the old Grand 
Central Hotel. The National League was founded 
there in 1876. Deadball players attended the 
league reunions that were later held in the build-
ing. My second choice would be the old Waldorf 
Astoria at Fifth Avenue and 34th Street, a hub of 
baseball activity during the Teens. Also no longer 
with us. So I would settle for the Ansonia on 
2109 Broadway between 73rd and 74th. It houses 
condominiums today. Babe Ruth lived there. 
Chicago White Sox first baseman Chick Gandil, a 
key player in the 1919 Black Sox Scandal, had an 
apartment in the hotel. According to Eliot Asinof 

in his book Eight Men Out, Gandil held a meet-
ing in the Ansonia apartment with his White Sox 
teammates to recruit them to throw the 1919 
World Series. 
I like colorful characters, so on the dais would be 
McGraw, Cobb, Joe Jackson, Waddell (if he 
would sit still), and Chase. Maybe throw in Matty 
and Eddie Collins for a dose of respectability. As 
Gloria Swanson said in Sunset Boulevard, they 
had faces then. Larry Ritter would be the MC. Of 
course, Harry Stevens would “cater.” 
Question: Several years ago, you as-
sumed the editorship of Base Ball: New 
Research on the Early Game from journal 
founder (and Major League Baseball his-
torian) John Thorn. McFarland has re-
cently decided to discontinue the series. 
Is there any prospect of that invaluable 
scholarly annual surviving under new 
sponsorship? 
Base Ball: New Research on the Early Game 
had a long and distinguished run. That was al-
most guaranteed from the beginning with John 
Thorn’s brilliant leadership, McFarland’s sup-
port (especially from Gary Mitchem), and the 
outstanding contributions from people such as 
yourself. We won many awards and I am quite 
proud of my work on it. Above all, the journal 
brought the early game to prominence. But Mc-
Farland was long concerned about low commer-
cial sales. Perhaps, having succeeded, the jour-
nal’s time was over. 
I would like to continue it in some way – perhaps 
as an annual supplement to The Inside Game 
that would publish longer articles. Bob Bailey, 
Peter Mancuso, and I have discussed having such 
a supplement publish the combined work of the 
Origins, Nineteenth Century, and Deadball 
committees. We will have to see. 
Question: Obviously, your assumption of 
the editorship of The Inside Game is of 
particular interest to readers. Are there 
any thoughts/plans for future issues that 
you can share with us? 
I feel like what George Seifert must have felt 
when he followed Bill Walsh as 49ers’ coach. 
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How do you keep a good thing going? The out-
standing editorial team remains in place. I am 
really looking forward to working with them. The 
key to quality, as you have said, is good content. 
Finding that is a constant challenge. In addition 
to the usual, and very interesting fare – seasons, 
games, players, and books. I will be especially on 
the lookout for articles that put the game in a 
broader social context. I once asked our illustri-
ous committee chair, John McMurray, if he 
thought we were running out of Deadball topics. 
He denied that and I (now) agree, though we 
may have to dig harder than in the past. I think 
the layout can be freshened up a little and I am 
looking into adding multimedia elements that 
would attract younger readers. 

Question: No newsletter interviewee is 
permitted to escape without naming his 
Deadball Era All-Star team. Please give 
us yours. 
No mollycoddles here: Catcher: Chief Meyers; 
First Base: Frank Chance; Second Base: Eddie 
Collins; Shortstop: Honus Wagner; Third Base: 
Home Run Baker; Outfield: Ty Cobb, Tris Speak-
er, and Joe Jackson; Pitchers: Walter Johnson, 
Cy Young, Grover Cleveland Alexander; Christy 
Mathewson (the starters in my first Cadaco 
baseball boardgame!); Bullpen: Addie Joss, 
Mordecai Brown, Ed Walsh, Eddie Plank; Utility: 
Nap Lajoie, Gavvy Cravath, Benny Kauff (need a 
Fed), Babe Ruth, who can do the Ohtani thing. If 
they took the field – say, against a lineup of 
African American stars – McGraw would manage 
till he was kicked out. Then Spoke would step in. 
The umpire would be Hank O’Day.

MINOR LEAGUE TALL TALES –
JAY KIRKE ABSOLUTELY CRUSHES A 

BALL … IN THE MIDDLE OF
A DOUBLE STEAL

by Chris Betsch  
In 1927, Detroit Tigers manager George Moriarty 
had a regular newspaper column that was syndi-
cated in several papers across the country, not a 
terribly uncommon practice for baseball players 
and managers at the time. In one of his columns 
published in December of that year, he related a 
rather entertaining anecdote from his playing 
days. It made for an amusing tale, but along the 
same lines as the legend of Andy Oyler’s two-foot 
home run, it maybe was a little too incredible to 
believe. The story involved popular Deadball-era 
minor league slugger Jay Kirke. In today’s game 
Kirke would be known as the quintessential “4-
A” player. His professional career started in 1906 
and lasted in one form or another into the 1930s, 
including parts of seven seasons in the majors. 
He could never quite figure out a major league 
curve ball, but he knew what to do with about 
any fastball thrown his way, and it led to a long, 
successful career in the minor leagues. While 

playing for Louisville in the American Associa-
tion in 1921, he set a record for professional 
baseball with 282 hits in a season, his second of 
three seasons in a row with over 200 hits. 
After one of his seasons struggling through a 
feast of non-stop curveballs in the majors, Jay 
was relegated back to the minor leagues. Moriar-
ty wrote this account of Kirke’s first game back: 

Louisville had runners on first and third when 
the big southpaw-swinger stepped into the 
batter’s box. The opposing catcher had just 
signaled for a “pitchout” with the idea of 
thwarting a possible double steal. The back-
stop was right in his deduction. The runner on 
first dashed toward second with the pitch. The 
catcher grabbed the pitch and shot it to sec-
ond base. On toward home came the runner 
from third. Then came the return throw to the 
plate to head off the impending score. The 
throw was perfect, about to cross the plate 
belt-high, but it failed to reach its destination. 
The mighty Kirke stepped in and viciously 
walloped the second baseman’s throw on a 
line over the fence. Much confusion followed. 
Base ball followers never had seen anything 
like that before. 
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Jay Kirke

“You’re out for interference!” yelled the um-
pire. “Why in Sam Hill did you hit that 
throw?” 
The vicinity of the plate became a setting for 
violent protest. But in the midst of the disor-
der Kirke stood there calmly, like a base ball 
Napoleon who had outgeneraled the opposi-
tion.  
“Why did I hit it?” Kirke repeated, “Say, that’s 
the first fast ball I’ve seen in the last two 
years!”  

Moriarty failed to include the year the game ap-
parently took place, or who the opponent was. 
He did mention in the article that Kirke was 
playing for Louisville after having spent time 
with Cleveland, so that would establish the year 
to be 1916. A (very) quick search of articles from 
that year did not turn up any mention of inter-
ference calls against Kirke, and certainly no men-
tion of him swatting a throw home from an in-
fielder. Plus, Kirke started off the season with 
Milwaukee before coming over to Louisville in a 
trade in June, which goes against Moriarty’s nar-
rative. In fact, it was very likely that Moriarty 
didn’t write the article at all, since ghostwriters 
were often used to pen many articles for players 
and coaches in those days. More than likely Mo-
riarty (or whoever wrote the article) was giving a 
tongue-in-cheek tribute to Kirke’s hitting abili-
ties and his superb minor-league career as it 
wound down. Stories such as this should be tak-
en with a grain of salt, but they definitely make 
for some entertaining reading in newspaper 
sports sections.

Boston Post, September 16, 1916
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DEADBALL AT SABR 50
by Dan Levitt  

We had a nice turnout and a full agenda for the 
Deadball Era Committee meeting at SABR 50. 
Dan Levitt subbed as MC for committee chair 
John McMurray, who was unable to attend the 
convention. Dan opened by summarizing the 
state of the committee and newsletter, The Inside 
Game. We now have 512 registered DEC mem-
bers, and the newsletter is one of the more prolif-
ic in SABR. Since 2019 we have published eleven 
newsletters, totaling more than 330 pages of 
original content. 
Dan then announced editorial changes at The In-
side Game. Current editor Bill Lamb will retire 
from the newsletter after the November issue. 
Under Bill’s oversight and control, The Inside 
Game was more than a newsletter; it is now a 
journal of top-tier research and other activity re-
garding the Deadball Era. We owe a great debt to 
Bill for his tenure as editor. Fortunately, Bill is 
leaving the publication well cared for. Don 
Jensen, editor of Base Ball: New Research on 
the Early Game, will take over as editor of The 
Inside Game. During our meeting, Don spoke for 
a few minutes about assuming the reins. We also 
put out a call for contributors (members with 
ideas for articles should reach out to Don; those 

with an interest in book reviews should follow up 
with Dan). 
Next came the Ritter Award presentations. Be-
cause we had not met as a committee since 2019, 
we tried to catch up on our author remarks. 
Charles DeMotte, co-winner of the 2020 award 
for James T. Farrell and Baseball: Dreams and 
Realism on Chicago’s South Side, spoke on his 
efforts in writing and researching Farrell. Dan 
then read some comments on the other 2020 co-
winner, War Fever: Boston, Baseball, and 
America in the Shadow of the Great War by 
Randy Roberts and Johnny Smith, and 2021 Rit-
ter Award winner Oscar Charleston: The Life 
and Legend of Baseball’s Greatest Forgotten 
Player by Jeremy Beer. We finished the Ritter 
Award portion with a presentation from Dave 
Heller, winner of this year’s award for Gettys-
burg Eddie Plank, who shared some research 
and writing insights. 
The meeting concluded with a research presenta-
tion from Don Jensen on Harry Stevens. Stevens, 
who began his venture in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, practically created the modern concession 
system at ballparks. He became one of the great 
characters in baseball, and Jensen concentrated 
on his activities and business growth during the 
Deadball Era. The meeting adjourned after one 
hour.

Meeting host Dan Levitt

Photo by D
ixie Tourangeau

Audience

Photo by D
ixie Tourangeau
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Don Jensen
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JUDGING MERKLE –
“A TRUE AND JUST DECISION”

by John Zinn  
The primary responsibility of baseball team 
owners, or magnates as they were called in the 
Deadball Era, is furthering the best interests of 
their team. At the same time, however, owners 
share league governance responsibilities which 
require them to act for the common good. Sel-
dom have owners faced governance challenges 
with so much at stake as those brought about by 
the so-called Merkle game of September 23, 
1908. The bottom of the ninth inning of that cru-
cial contest caused what may very well have been 
the greatest controversy in baseball history. Even 
allowing for Cubs owner Charles Murphy’s pen-
chant for exaggeration, his claim the magnates 
were making decisions “for the whole world” was 
true in a baseball sense.1 The three owners who 
had the final say agreed, proclaiming the case 
“the most important ever presented to the board 
of directors of the National League.”2 The goal of 
this essay is to explore how the magnates han-
dled this difficult and controversial situation. 
The controversy began on a dreary, overcast af-
ternoon at the Polo Grounds where the New York 
Giants, in a tight, three-way pennant race with 
Chicago and Pittsburgh, played the Cubs. The 
game was tied 1-1 in the bottom of the ninth, 
with two out and runners on first and the third 
when the Giants Al Bridwell singled to drive in 
what appeared to be the winning run. The runner 
on first was inexperienced Fred Merkle who, in 
what some claimed was the customary behavior 
of the day, did not bother to touch second, but 
ran immediately towards the Giants’ clubhouse 
in center field. Watching closely was Cubs sec-
ond baseman Johnny Evers. A few weeks earlier, 
in a similar situation, Evers argued unsuccessful-
ly that if the runner did not touch second, he 
could be retired for the third out and the poten-
tial winning run did not count. Also watching 
closely, or so he claimed, was umpire Hank 
O’Day, also the arbiter in the earlier game. 
What happened next has been the subject of 
much debate, but there is no question that based 

on what O’Day told him, Bob Emslie, the other 
umpire, called Merkle out at second, leaving the 
game still tied. O’Day further ruled that with the 
crowd on the field amidst gathering darkness, it 
was impossible to continue. So the game ended 
in a tie. Under league rules, it should have been 
replayed the next day. However, Charlie Murphy 
quickly, and foolishly, filed an appeal that forced 
or enabled league president Harry Pulliam to 
postpone the replay. Both teams then appealed 
to Pulliam, claiming the game should be awarded 
to them. Pulliam turned down the appeals and 
ordered the game replayed. His decisions led the 
Giants and Cubs to appeal to the court of last re-
sort, the National League’s board of directors. As 
a result, five owners – Charles Ebbets, Garry 

Ironically, the same day this cartoon ap-
peared, the magnates were handed a contro-

versy that made life anything but easy – 
Cincinnati Enquirer – September 24, 1908
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Herrmann, George Dovey, Charles Murphy, and 
Barney Dreyfuss who, along with Pulliam, served 
on the board – were faced with decisions that 
could decide the closest pennant race in league 
history. 
There are effectively two sides to the Merkle de-
bate – should the play be judged by the letter or 
the spirit of baseball law. The game’s rules have 
long required runners to touch the next base be-
fore being forced out. Why then should Merkle’s 
situation be any different? The spirit of the rules 
argument, however, is that the ball could not 
have been returned in time to make the force 
play, Merkle followed accepted practice and a 
technicality should not cost the Giants a game 
they won fairly. Cincinnati Reds owner, Garry 
Herrmann, a member of the board of directors, 
aptly summarized the tension between the two 
positions in a private letter to Pulliam noting 
that while “custom” and “sportsmanship” were in 
the Giants favor, it “was a very dangerous propo-
sition to throw a law aside.” The Reds owner 
added that while most fans in Cincinnati did not 
want the Giants to win the pennant, everyone he 
had spoken with felt the Giants won the game.3 
Needless to say, the press did not hesitate to take 
sides with Bozeman Bulger of the New York 
Evening World insisting that if the Giants were 
denied the victory, the public would “lose confi-
dence in the honesty of the game.”4 If sports talk 
radio existed in 1908, the controversy would 
have consumed hours of air time. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, the story of what hap-
pened when the board met to render judgment 
on the appeals was “improved” in the memories 
of participants and other interested parties. 
Writing in the New York Tribune in 1921, 
sportswriter William Macbeth claimed Boston 
Braves owner George Dovey and Pirates owner 
Barney Dreyfuss told him the board was “up a 
tree on the whole proposition.” By a fortuitous 
chance, Dreyfuss happened to pick up Christy 
Mathewson’s testimony from a pile of some 35 
affidavits. Looking at it, the Pirates owner face 
supposedly lit up because the Giants pitcher’s 
statement provided the solution to their dilem-
ma. Even though Mathewson had a great deal at 

stake, he admitted that Merkle never touched 
second. According to Dreyfuss and Dovey, this 
made the board’s decision so obvious that they 
tossed the rest of the affidavits in the wastebas-
ket and ruled against the Giants.5 As we shall 
shortly see, this version of events could never 
have taken place. 
Many years later, Johnny Evers, the instigator of 
the controversy, offered another explanation of 
how the board made its decision. Also envision-
ing a deadlocked meeting, Evers claimed the fi-

Except for Stanley Robison of St. Louis and 
William Shettsline of Philadelphia, all of the 
magnates in this picture were part of the Oc-

tober 5, 1908 board meeting
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nal decision was not made until Jack Ryder, a 
Cincinnati Enquirer sportswriter by then conve-
niently dead, broke into the room and delivered a 
“helluva speech.” According to Evers, the mag-
nates gave into Ryder’s argument that the game 
had to be played over or the National League 
would be a “laughingstock.”6 As with the fable 
spun by Macbeth, there is no evidence support-
ing Evers’ story. Fortunately, these and other 
legends can be discarded because a written 
record of the magnates’ deliberations survives. 
At the time, the National League employed a 
stenographer to record not just the minutes of 
such meetings, but a verbatim transcript that 
preserves a detailed record of what really hap-
pened. 
The issues facing the board were challenging 
enough, but there was the potential for further 
difficulties due to the dynamics among the mag-
nates. The owners of the Deadball Era have been 
described as a “small circle” where “personal al-
liances and rivalries developed, fell apart and, on 
occasion reestablished themselves.”7 Within this 
“circle,” some were more powerful than others, 
but on this occasion, the less powerful would 
judge the powerful. The Giants, Pirates, and 
Cubs had dominated the National League since 
1901, winning every pennant. Their on-the-field 
success generated higher ticket sales which were 
shared with the visiting team. Since ballpark 
admissions were by far the most important 
source of revenue, less successful clubs were de-
pendent on big pay days in New York and Chica-
go. As result the owners of those clubs tended to 
have a greater voice in league affairs. Yet this 
time, it was Ebbets, Herrmann, and Dovey, the 
also-rans, who sat in judgment of their more 
powerful counterparts John T. Brush and Charlie 
Murphy. The three men may not have been in-
fluenced by such concerns, but the role reversal 
likely added more stress to a case that already 
had more than enough. 
Further complicating the situation were inter-
personal relationships that created conflicts of 
interest, real or perceived. Just one example was 
the relationship between the Pirates’ Barney 
Dreyfuss and Boston’s George Dovey, a friend-

ship that began when the two men played on the 
same semipro baseball team. Not only did Drey-
fuss encourage Dovey to buy the Boston Braves 
franchise, he “helped find” the financing which 
raised the question of whether the Pittsburgh 
owner had a secret ownership “stake” in the Bos-
ton club.8 The day before the NL board of direc-
tors meeting, Herrmann received a telegram 
warning darkly that it “is generally supposed the 
Boston stock is controlled by Pittsburgh” and 
imploring him and Ebbets to see the Giants re-
ceived “a square deal.”9 Hardly an auspicious be-
ginning to such an important gathering. 
The day of judgment came on October 5, 1908 at 
the Hotel Sinton in Cincinnati. Part of the reason 
for waiting until then was to see if on-the-field 
results might make the September 23 game ir-
relevant and reduce the pressure on the mag-
nates.10 Their best hope in that regard was the 
Chicago-Pittsburgh game the day before the 
meeting where a Pirates victory would clinch the 
pennant for Pittsburgh. Unfortunately for the 
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directors, not to mention the Pirates and their 
fans, the Cubs won, making the October 5 meet-
ing not only necessary, but crucial. The meeting 
took place in Cincinnati at the request of Herr-
mann who was deeply involved in the 1908 pres-
idential campaign.11 Willingly or not the other 
parties acceded to his request. 
When the board of directors gathered that morn-
ing, they learned that the primary appellant, Gi-
ants owner John T. Brush, would not arrive until 
that afternoon. They agreed to delay hearing the 
New York club’s appeal, but used the morning to 
resolve the first major question they had to de-
cide – who would do the judging. The primary 
concern was Dreyfuss and Murphy, both of 
whose clubs had a vested interest in the out-
come. League rules prohibited directors from 
voting on such matters and Pulliam quickly ruled 
the two could not participate. Probably to every-
one’s relief, the loquacious Murphy immediately 
agreed with Pulliam’s decision. Characteristical-
ly, however, the Chicago owner insisted he still 
had the right to vote on the Dreyfuss’ participa-
tion since the Pirate owner appealed his disquali-
fication.12 Although Murphy lost his right to vote 
on the appeals, he retained his “seat and voice,” 
allowing him both to speak on behalf of the Cubs 
appeal and participate fully in the hearing. While 
Murphy’s interjections made the proceedings 
more difficult, allowing him to be heard made for 
a fairer process. 
Dreyfuss was far less amenable. Even before ar-
riving in Cincinnati, the Pirates owner insisted 
he was going to vote on the appeals.13 Now facing 
those who would decide if he could do so, Drey-
fuss claimed he should be allowed to vote be-
cause his team was “out of the race” which was 
not true since a three-way tie was still very much 
a possibility.14 Dreyfuss, clearly not interested in 
winning friends, insisted he was “just as fair as 
anybody” and “a heap sight fairer” than others he 
did not name, but who, by implication, were in 
the room.15 Pulliam’s decision was affirmed with 
only Murphy supporting Dreyfuss.16 A day earli-
er after his team suffered a devastating loss to 
the Cubs, the Pittsburgh owner had graciously 
gone to Murphy’s office to congratulate him.17 

Such gentlemanly behavior did not, however, 
carry over to the Cincinnati meeting. 
On hearing the vote, Dreyfuss grabbed his coat 
and stormed out of the room warning his fellow 
magnates “You will be sorry; I am through with 
the National League.”18 The reason for Dreyfuss’ 
attitude is not difficult to determine. The Pirates 
owner had been feuding for years with both Gi-
ants owner Brush and his manager John Mc-
Graw.19 Before the meeting even began, Dreyfuss 
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opposed delaying the proceedings to accommo-
date Brush’s travel problems.20 The Pirates own-
er later acknowledged he “favored the game be-
ing awarded to Chicago.21 Sadly, Dreyfuss’ be-
havior did not rise to the level called for by the 
occasion. His departure before the Giants appeal 
was even discussed also proves he could not have 
played the role attributed to him in William 
Macbeth’s 1921 article. 
With Dreyfuss gone and Murphy disenfran-
chised, there were only three “judges” left, but if 
Murphy had his way, the number would have 
been reduced even further. The Chicago owner 
claimed both Ebbets and Herrmann should also 
be excluded because they had made comments to 
the media. In Herrmann’s case, the reference 
was to his supposed statement to the Cincinnati 
Enquirer that there “was no justice in the claim 
of the Chicago club.” Herrmann denied having 
made the comments, prompting what was prob-
ably one of a regular stream of apologies from 
the blustering, impetuous Murphy.22 As far as 
Ebbets was concerned, the Brooklyn owner said 
all he had done was endorse Pulliam’s support 
for the umpires and say he hoped the Giants won 
the pennant (on the field). Fortunately, the 
group recognized the absurdity of having Dovey, 
a relatively new owner, act as a court of one. By 
the time the morning session was over, Ebbets 
was probably relieved that his motions to open 
the hearing portion of the meeting to the press 
had twice died for lack of a second.23 
When the magnates reassembled for the after-
noon session, it was time for the main event, the 
appeal of the New York club. Present at last to 
verbally back up a veritable mountain of previ-
ously submitted documents was John T. Brush. 
The Giant owner has been described as a “dour 
man” with a “resilient nature and iron will” that 
he used to exercise “his considerable power over 
fellow magnates via backroom cajolery and re-
lentless scheming.”24 The question was whether 
he could use that “considerable power” to per-
suade Ebbets, Herrmann, and Dovey of the mer-
its of the Giants appeal. In this forum, Brush’s 
behind-the-scene skills were of less value and he 
faced an audience unlikely to be intimidated. Al-

though not always successful, Ebbets had not 
been reluctant to take on Brush especially when 
the game’s welfare was at stake.25 While Dovey 
was an unknown factor, Herrmann was a skilled 
politician who after years of dealing with Ameri-
can League President Ban Johnson had plenty of 
experience working with difficult and demanding 
people. 
Brush spent over 90 minutes reading into the 
record some of the 35 affidavits supporting his 
club’s appeal.26 While no recording of the Giants 
owner’s voice survives, descriptions of his “dour” 
personality suggest the experience was not un-
like a 90-minute root canal without an anesthet-
ic. Brush’s basic argument was Bridwell made a 
clean hit, the runner was safe at home before the 
third out was made, and the Giants won the 
game according to the rules. Brush also placed 
great importance on the official scorer’s report to 
the league office that the Giants won which he 
claimed was official certification of a New York 
victory.27 
Somewhat surprisingly, Brush did not emphasize 
the statements of multiple witnesses that con-
trary to the umpires’ claims, the two men did not 
confer on the field.28 Those statements were 
complemented by some sportswriters’ affidavits 
that suggested confusion as to how the umpires 
made or explained their decision. Taken togeth-
er, Brush might have used these statements to 
argue the umpires left the field without calling 
Merkle out and the game a tie. To then do so af-

Johnny Evers
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terwards unfairly deprived the Giants of a victory 
that they won legitimately on the field.29 Instead, 
by arguing the Giants won the game according to 
the rules, Brush seemed to hope/think he could 
prevail through his own version of the letter of 
the law position. 
Once Brush was finished, Charlie Murphy spoke 
on behalf of the Cubs’ appeal that since the Gi-
ants failed to replay the game the next day, the 
contest should be forfeited to Chicago. Murphy 
began by saying “I will be very brief” and, at least 
on this occasion and no doubt to everyone’s re-
lief, he was a man of his word.30 When Murphy 
completed his statement, Ebbets, who was chair-
ing the meeting, asked Pulliam to summarize 
how he handled the appeals and why he did not 
require the game be made up the following day. 
Murphy objected to Pulliam’s speaking and 
Ebbets rebuffed him, saying “this is an ex-
traordinary occasion, and I think it is only right 
to have Mr. Pulliam explain his position.” This is 
just one example of how the three magnates al-
lowed all the interested parties to be heard and 
tried to get everything on the record. With that, 
the embattled league president was able to have 
his say which did not add any new information.31 
Next up were umpires Bob Emslie and Hank 
O’Day with both Brush and Murphy remaining and 
poised to further their cases by asking questions 
of the two arbiters. Both umpires stuck to their 
original statements that although Emslie was 
closest to the play, he did not see what happened, 
but O’Day did. Emslie said that based on what 
O’Day told him, he called Merkle out at second, 
ending the inning without any scoring.32 As Cait 
Murphy noted in Crazy ’08, the consistency of 
their stories suggests prior collaboration.33 De-
spite the repeated efforts of Brush, both umpires 
held firm on their position. The Giants president 
even objected to Emslie’s presence, asking why 
he was here if the board had his statement. 
Ebbets responded that the umpire was there for 
the same reason Brush was – to allow him to 
present his statement in person.34 It was a put-
down to which Brush had no response. Sensitive 
to the claims the two umpires did not meet on 
the field, both Ebbets and Dovey had Emslie con-

firm on the record that they did.35 With the 
grilling of the umpires complete, the hearing part 
of the board meeting came to an end. 
After a long grueling day, the board members, or 
what was left of them, reconvened in executive 
session at 8:00 that evening. Since Pulliam had 
properly recused himself from deliberations 
on appeals of his decisions, only Ebbets, Herr-
mann, and Dovey, plus the stenographer, were 
present.36 One newspaper account claimed the 
meeting lasted until midnight while another said 
it took 90 minutes. But based on the record, the 
session required far less time.37 The entire meet-
ing transcript covers 95 pages, only nine of which 
were needed to record the executive session. 
First on the agenda was the Chicago appeal 
which Herrmann suggested they “get … out of 
the way,” doubtless because of its relative sim-
plicity. Ebbets and Dovey voted to turn down the 
appeal without comment before Herrmann, in 
making it unanimous, put the basis for the deci-
sion on the record. As expected, Murphy’s first 
appeal aborted the possibility of playing the 
game the next day so turning down the second 
Chicago appeal was easy.38 
Turning to the Giants appeal, Ebbets, still in the 
chair, asked “Is your mind sufficiently clear on 
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that, or shall we go into deliberation” before vot-
ing. Herrmann and Dovey were ready to vote and 
in complete agreement that Merkle had been 
forced out, the run did not count, and the game 
was a tie. No credence was given to Brush’s ar-
gument about the official scorer. Ebbets noted 
that the umpire is “the master of the field, he is 
the arbiter and he is the judge of the facts.” With 
that, the day’s proceedings ended with a unani-
mous decision to uphold Pulliam’s decision and 
turn down the Giants appeal.39 It’s certainly pos-
sible, if not likely, there was prior discussion be-
fore the executive session, but even so, Evers and 
Macbeth’s stories of confusion and debate were 
clearly inaccurate. 
Most likely once they adjourned the formal ses-
sion, the three men worked on the written an-
nouncement which was released the next day. 
While their statement properly lays out the is-
sues and the basis for their decision, the degree 
of abuse heaped on Merkle for his “reckless, 
careless, inexcusable blunder” is unfortunate.40 
Especially since just as much responsibility could 
have been placed at the door of John McGraw 
and his veteran players. They were, after all, 
aware, or should have been, of the dispute in 
Pittsburgh a few weeks earlier and could easily 
have warned a young player in one of his first big 
games. When Merkle reached first, all David 
Brain, coaching at first base, had to do was re-
mind him to touch second if Bridwell got a hit.41 
The statement addressed the spirit of the rules 
argument by noting that the failure of other 
teams to take advantage of a runner not touching 
second did not mean the Cubs had lost their 
right to do so. In addition, the directors dis-
missed Brush’s mountain of affidavits, arguing 
that to set aside an umpire’s decision based on 
spectators’ statements would be a “bad and dan-
gerous precedent.”42 As might be expected, the 
board’s decisions displeased both sides. Cubs 
manager Frank Chance blasted Ebbets as “not 
qualified” and “prejudiced.”43 Murphy must have 
had strong words with Herrmann because the 
Chicago owner apologized in writing a few days 
later.44 The Giants were even more upset, with 
Brush claiming the board “seemed determined to 

rob us of the game from the very start.”45 The Gi-
ants never forgot, much less forgave, and their 
lingering animosity was likely a contributing fac-
tor to Pulliam’s 1909 suicide. 
It certainly can be argued that the magnates’ de-
cisions were predetermined since they could not 
overrule their umpires without setting a danger-
ous precedent and damaging the league’s credi-
bility. There was, however, the question of 
whether the umpires had, in fact, made those de-
cisions on the field. Failure to do so and then act 
off the field would be questionable at best. An 
unsigned column in the New York Tribune 
asked, not entirely rhetorically, why, if the um-
pires failed to do their job properly, the Giants 
“should be robbed of a game won on the merits 
of the play.”46 It’s also not as if the Giants’ posi-
tion lacked support beyond the less-than-objec-
tive local media. Pat Powers, president of the 
Eastern League, in a letter to Brush, claimed 
there was an unwritten baseball rule that once 
the winning run scored, no attention was paid to 
the other runners and, therefore, the Giants won 
the game. Not surprisingly, the letter quickly 
found its way into a New York City newspaper.47 
Not in the public eye but potentially more dam-
aging was a letter from Ban Johnson to Brush 

The vilification of Fred Merkle begins – 
Cincinnati Enquirer – October 7, 1908
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informing the Giants president that if he did not 
get justice from his peers, the American League 
would “gladly make room for you.”48 Given 
Brush’s reputation for “backroom cajolery,” it is 
almost certain that he communicated the offer/
threat to the board. Facing pressure from multi-
ple directions and knowing both sides would be 
unhappy with their decisions, Dovey, Ebbets, 
and Herrmann deserve credit for the integrity of 
their process and their decisive action. Most like-
ly they realized the only responsible resolution 
was to have the disputed game decided on the 
field rather than in a smoke-filled room in 
Cincinnati. In doing so, they properly shifted the 
limelight, not to mention the burden, from 
themselves to the contending teams where it be-
longed. Charles Ebbets said the board’s goal was 
to conduct “a very complete and full investiga-
tion,” using “every means possible to arrive at a 
true and just decision.”49 The evidence suggests 
they did just that. 
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bizarre plays in major league 
history. The book is meant to 
be read in descending order 
from 150 to one since occa-
sionally one entry continues 
the theme of a previous entry. 
However, one does not have 
to read the book that way. It 
would probably be just as en-
joyable to pick up the book at 
any point and read a few en-
tries at one sitting and then 
come back to it multiple times 
over the course of a week or 
so. 
Each numbered entry con-
tains a short paragraph or two 
describing the play in a mat-
ter-of-fact manner followed 
by a comment. This comment, 
usually much longer, provides 
humorous anecdotes, im-
probable connections, and 
other information regarding 
the teams or players involved 
in the play. The 193-page 
book contains a preface, con-
clusion, notes, bibliography, 
and index. Hirsch includes 
plays that have been thor-
oughly documented via first-
hand newspaper accounts and 
ignores plays from baseball 
lore and literature that cannot 
be documented as to the exact 
time, date, location, and other 
particulars. 
Hirsch has several criteria for 
inclusion: the play should be 
unique (if similar plays hap-
pened more than once they 
are grouped together), the 
more players involved the 
better, and the play should be 
improbable. The earliest en-
try in the book is from 1905 
and Deadball fans should 
note that only eight of the 150 

entries fall into the Deadball 
Era. While 69 of the entries 
happened between 2001 and 
2019, Hirsch does a reason-
ably balanced job of selecting 
his plays throughout baseball 
history from 1905 to the 
present. Fifty-four entries oc-
curred in 1980 or earlier, 
while 2009 contains 13 en-
tries, 2019 six entries, and 
several other years have five 
and four entries. For the most 
part the last 120 years are 
well represented. 
Fuller accounts of some of the 
games where these odd plays 
occurred might be found in 
the SABR Games Project story 
files. Researchers should not 
look at this book for in-depth 
analysis, opinion, or com-
mentary. For the most part, 
only the bare facts are pre-
sented and the comments, 
while interest ing and at 
points amusing, are usually 
brief. Many of the incidents 
will be familiar to the average 
SABR member, but more than 
a few will be new and will 
bring chuckles. 

Regular season, post-season 
and World Series games, and 
even some spring training 
games are included. Triple 
plays involving multiple field-
ers are well represented and 
while arguing about some of 
the choices would be akin to 
arguing about the number of 
angels on the head of a pin (as 
they did in the Middle Ages), 
this book indicates why base-
ball has such a hold on many 
fans across the world. Who 
would have believed that the 
most bizarre plays in history 
both happened in 1974 and 
that the first week in October 
1916 (see Hy Myers) was 
equally as bizarre? 
Rich Arpi is a reference li-
brarian and archival cata-
loger for the Ramsey County 
Historical Society in St. Paul, 
Minnesota. He has been a 
SABR member since 1982 and 
is an active member in Min-
nesota’s Halsey Hall Chapter, 
giving numerous presenta-
tions on Minnesota baseball 
history over the years. 

PUBLISHER ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
Baseball’s Most Bizarre Plays was published by McFarland & 
Company, a longstanding and generous benefactor of the 
newsletter. Those interested can order the book by email 
(info@mcfarlandpub.com) or telephone (800-253-2187). Your 
patronage of McFarland is appreciated.

Catcher [Skipper] Roberts, who was loaned to the [Chifeds] 
when Wilson became ill, rejoined the Pittsburgh club yester-
day and got into action against the locals as pinch hitter for 
Dickson in the sixth. Hendrix tossed him out.

Chicago Tribune, August 16, 1914

mailto:info@mcfarlandpub.com
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/r/robersk01.shtml
mailto:info@mcfarlandpub.com
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/r/robersk01.shtml


PAGE  - THE INSIDE GAME — Vol. XXII, No. 419

THE CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN:
A Q&A WITH EARLY NEW YORK 
BASEBALL HISTORIAN JIM REISLER

by John McMurray  
Most Deadball Era researchers focus on the peri-
od’s prominent players, teams, and games. In its 
approach, Jim Reisler’s book Before They Were 
the Bombers: The New York Yankees’ Early 
Years, 1903-1915 (McFarland, 2002), very much 
stands apart. The New York Highlanders com-
piled a 734-759 record over their first ten sea-
sons, and the subsequent three years as the New 
York Yankees before Jacob Ruppert bought the 
team were an even more undistinguished 
196-261. In spite of the team being largely out of 
contention during the period he examines, 
Reisler’s book won the 2003 Ritter Award in the 
second year of the award’s existence. During a 
recent interview, Reisler recounted what stood 
out to him about an era in New York baseball 
history which had been largely ignored until he 
conducted his research. 
Question: Few baseball historians pay much at-
tention to New York’s American League team 
during the Deadball Era. The Highlanders and 
early Yankees never played in the World Series 
and had only five winning seasons from 1903 
through 1919 (the entire span of the Deadball 
Era), though they did have three second-place 
finishes. What made you decide to write a book 
about this team? 
Reisler: Several things, actually. I’ve lived in New 
York a long time, but grew up in Pittsburgh. So 
going to the old, iconic Yankee Stadium to see 
the Yankees play was always special to me. His-
tory was everywhere and that big, old ballpark, 
and got me wondering about the team’s origins. 
Besides, discussions about the Yankees always 
seemed to start with Babe Ruth. But what was 
the team like before Ruth arrived in 1920? It 
seemed to me as though there were a bunch of 
lost or overlooked seasons. And once I realized 
the Yankees started in 1903, I got to work. 
Question: The team’s name has long been a sub-
ject of interest. While first known as the New 

York Americans, the Yankees nickname was re-
portedly conceived of nearly a decade before it 
was popularly used. In addition to Highlanders, 
there was some occasional use of New York In-
vaders in the press early in the team’s existence. 
Please trace the history of the team nickname. 
Also, was the shift away from Highlanders to 
Yankees in 1913 exclusively because the team left 
Hilltop Park or was there any desire to give the 
team a new identity after years of second-divi-
sion finishes? 
Reisler: The name Highlanders dates to 1903. 
But what I discovered was that the nicknames of 
Deadball Era teams could be a little vague. Yes, 
the New York American League franchise was 
the Highlanders – they were named by their 
owners – but they were also the Americans, the 
Yankees or Yanks, and, as you suggest, the In-
vaders. I’m going from memory here, but I think 
the name Yankees just evolved more than any-
thing – it’s a form of “Americans,” which they 

Jim Reisler
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seemed to be called most often, and the name 
was a better fit in newspaper columns. 
Question: You focus your book on the New York 
teams from 1903 through 1915. The team was 
commonly known as the Highlanders from 1903 
through 1912 and as the Yankees thereafter. Of 
course, the team was sold to Jacob Ruppert and 
Til Huston in 1915 bringing in the new era. Still, 
why did you discuss the specific years that you 
did rather than just limiting your research to 
the Highlanders? 
Reisler: In looking back, I probably should have 
taken the book through the post-1919 season 
when Ruth came on board. But when Jacob 
Ruppert bought the team, it seemed like “the end 
of the beginning,” and a good place to stop. Be-
sides, any discussion of the 1919 season, even 
from a New York perspective, could fill an ency-
clopedia. 
Question: The 1904 Highlanders were the finest 
New York American League team of the Dead-
ball Era, known best for Jack Chesbro’s famous 
wild pitch and for falling just short of winning 
the pennant. Yet the team also had a number of 
names which are familiar to Deadball re-
searchers, including Deacon McGuire, Wid Con-
roy, Patsy Dougherty, Willie Keeler, and Jack 
Powell. The team was also managed by Clark 
Griffith. What do you believe is most important 
for those interested in the Deadball Era to know 
about this 1904 team? 
Reisler: A couple of things, starting with the fact 
that they were a solid team, which became very 
good, very fast with savvy veterans like McGuire 
and Conroy, and a bunch of Hall of Famers 
(Chesbro, Keeler, and Griffith). That the season 
also came down to a showdown with Boston was 
a preview of sorts to the long New York-Boston 
rivalry, with passionate fans – “cranks,” back 
then. And finally, it’s a reminder that the Yan-
kees – or Americans – did achieve some success 
before Ruth came on board. There’s a miscon-
ception that Ruth made the team and that they 
were doormats before 1920. They had some poor 
seasons, but occasional good ones as well, as 
1904 showed. 

Question: The New York Giants were a perenni-
al World Series contender in the National 
League during the Deadball Era, and the High-
landers often were an afterthought. Why was 
one New York team so much more successful 
than the other? 
Reisler: There are many people who know far 
more about John McGraw than I do. But my 
sense is that McGraw, from the time he joined 
the Giants as manager in 1902, was the differ-
ence maker. He recognized talent, knew how to 
innovate in a “small-ball” kind of way, and had 
the kind of competitive fire that won games (and 
okay, he knew how to play dirty). Besides, the 
Giants had already been in New York for more 
than a decade when the Yankees – or Americans 
– arrived. They were the glamor team from the 
big city and had a loyal following, especially 
among the Wall Streeters, who could get up town 
quickly on the train to the Polo Grounds, as well 
as the Broadway show crowd. The American 
Leaguers were definitely the Invaders, as their 
sometime nickname suggests. 
Question: For all of their lack of success, the 
Highlanders/Yankees of the early century gen-
erally had a high payroll. Obviously, baseball 
did not have free agency so it would not have 
been a way to entice free agents to come to New 
York. Even so, why did paying well not corre-
late to more wins? 
Reisler: That’s a hard question to answer. My 
sense is that in an effort to win as soon as possi-
ble they often reached for veterans who were a 
little past their prime. Even Willie Keeler, an all-
time great wasn’t the same man “hittin’ them 
where they ain’t” as he had done a few years be-
fore with John McGraw in Baltimore. 
Question: Highlanders pitcher Russ Ford had a 
strong 1911 season, winning 22 games for a 
.500 club and becoming the team’s highest-paid 
pitcher. Ford’s development of the emery ball—
which he pretended outwardly was a spitball—
spurred pitching dominance for several seasons 
throughout baseball. Ford reportedly taught 
other pitchers, including Eddie Foster and Earle 
Gardner, how to throw the pitch. Please tell us 
about Ford’s impact on pitching and why Ford, 
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even with his high salary and pitching success-
es, jumped to Buffalo of the Federal League in 
1914. 
Reisler: I think Russ Ford had a truly modern 
approach to being a professional athlete – that is 
earning as much as he could while he could. And 
that attitude may have been that that the spitball 
– and with it, his career – wouldn’t be long for 
the world. As it happens, the spitball was out-
lawed in 1920, though savvy pitchers continued 
to use it for decades. 
Question: Hal Chase replaced George Stallings 
as manager in 1910. As the team struggled, 
Stallings alleged that Chase wasn’t giving his 
best effort in order to get Stallings fired so that 
Chase could replace him. Given that Chase, who 
debuted with the Highlanders in 1905 as a play-
er, had a long history of holding out and caus-
ing internal trouble on the team, why would the 
Highlanders then hire Chase as manager when 
there were well-publicized rumors of him not 

giving his best effort? Then why did Chase quit 
as manager after managing the team to a .500 
season in 1911? 
Reisler: More than a century later, Hal Chase is 
still a mystery, the subject of books and a lot of 
head scratching about how somebody so pro-
foundly and blatantly dishonest and arrogant 
managed to last so long. Chase was an incurable 
cheat. It is said he would arrive just half a step 
late when playing first base to help an opponent 
leg out a hit. And he was known to take instruc-
tions with a nod or two from gamblers in the 
stands during the game. But he could hit. And he 
was popular. And he was a real drawing card. But 
Chase wasn’t popular among his players, who 
wanted to win, knew what he was doing, and saw 
him whittle away games with his dishonesty. And 
I think Chase knew that; he could do a lot of 
things in baseball, but his demeanor and behav-
ior kept him from being a successful manager. 
And yet, he played all the way to 1919, 14 years 

1905 NY Highlanders (with Hall of Famers Clark Griffith and Willie Keeler seated third and 
fourth from left; Jack Chesboro standing second from right). 
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after starting with the Highlanders in 1905. Re-
markable. 
Question: In 1913, the Highlanders moved from 
Hilltop Park to the Polo Grounds. Hilltop Park 
was anything but a state-of-the-art ballpark. 
What substantive changes did the move to a 
new park bring for the Yankees? 
Reisler: It made them a real “big-league” team, a 
New York team on par with the Giants. The Polo 
Grounds was a big, urban park, a special place 
that said “New York.” That was in contrast to 
Hilltop Park, which had been thrown up in six 
weeks, was way uptown and with its nice view of 
the Hudson River and the Palisades, could feel 
downright bucolic – and seeming like it was a 
long way from the hustle and bustle of Manhat-
tan. 
Question: Which player(s) in early-century 
Highlanders/Yankees history deserve more at-
tention than they currently receive? 
Reisler: The 1915 team was mediocre, but fea-
tured Wally Pipp and Roger Peckinpaugh, two 
players who would have long, successful careers. 
That team even had a future Hall of Famer on its 
pitching staff, Dazzy Vance. But the player I 
found especially interesting on the early High-
landers was Kid Elberfeld, the shortstop from 
1903-1909; he was even the manager for part of 
the ’08 season. Elberfeld was a lifetime .271 hit-
ter – solid but not great. But he was a real hot-
head as well as smart – the personification of a 
successful Deadball Era ballplayer. That doesn’t 
mean he’s overlooked. It just means I really ap-
preciated learning more about him. He even had 
the perfect Deadball Era nickname. 
There’s one more semi-response to your question 
that I’d like to add. It’s not that Willie Keeler, the 
early Highlanders star and Hall of Famer, needs 
more attention. He’s had plenty. But in my re-
search, I found he was the team’s captain, named 
in 1903, making him the Yankees’ first captain in 
their long history. It was clearly stated in a New 
York Times piece. But according to the Yankee 
press guide, Hal Chase was the team’s first cap-
tain. I wrote to the team’s media department and 
then sent the article. But I never heard back, nor 

has the oversight ever been corrected as far as I 
can see. It’s hardly a big deal, but it would be 
nice at least set the record straight – and add an-
other credential to Keeler’s great career. Maybe 
this is something that a SABR person, more 
knowledgeable than I, could take up. 
Question: For a Deadball Era researcher, what 
are the challenges and the benefits of research-
ing a topic which has seldom been explored pre-
viously? In answering that question, our read-
ers would be interested in learning about your 
research process and what lessons you took 
away from it. 
Reisler: First, the benefits. From start to finish, 
the project was a joy. I felt like an anthropologist 
discovering some overlooked civilization. And I 
was fortunate to get it done in time for the team’s 
100th anniversary, which earned the book a little 
attention. For research, I went to the Hall of 
Fame library several times, trips that were al-
ways fun. The staff there really works with you 
and finds all kinds of resources. Otherwise, I 
went to the local library and spent hours and 
hours – and more hours! – looking at microfilm. 
There was really no secret to the process. But I 
always feel as though I should have found more. 
Then again, that’s me; I finish every project with 
the same self-doubt. 
What’s important to keep in mind about this 
project is that it was more than 20 years ago. I 
mention that because there are so many more 
resources available today to researchers, from 
recent books that are frankly far better than 
mine, and archives that have come online in re-
cent years. I haven’t written a book about base-
ball for quite some time, but it’s exciting to real-
ize how many more resources have opened up. 
My plan is to retire next year – and then start 
some kind of Deadball Era project, while using as 
many resources as I can find and taking the time 
to get it right. 

Robert Edgren 1913

Clare Briggs 1915



PAGE  - THE INSIDE GAME — Vol. XXII, No. 423

THE INSIDE GAME: THE YEAR 2022 IN REVIEW
As in recent years past, we conclude this year’s 
run of The Inside Game with a summary of 
what has been published in the newsletter dur-
ing 2022. Of primary importance, we were 
able to keep our commitment to publish at 
least four issues annually for the tenth-con-
secutive year. Contained in the 115 pages of 
this year’s issues were 12 original Deadball 
Era-related research articles; two Q & As with 
DEC newsmakers; a pair of Chairman’s Col-
umns; ten book reviews; miscellaneous news 
items; and vintage cartoons, historic newspa-
per bulletins and advertisements, and other 
ephemera. The quality and breadth of the 
newsletter’s content remains a source of pride 
to those who work on it. But to repeat a famil-
iar refrain, the newsletter does not write itself, 
and contributors both new and old are most 
welcome. Those interested in doing research 
articles are invited to contact incoming news-
letter editor Don Jensen. 
Among this year’s news features was Doug 
Skipper’s informative commentary on the 

2022 Larry Ritter Award winner, Doug 
Heller’s biography of Hall of Famer Eddie 
Plank, while the current issue contains DEC 
chairman John McMurray’s interview of early 
New York Highlanders/Yankees historian Jim 
Reisler, and my conversation with new news-
letter editor Jensen. This year’s research arti-
cles covered a broad range of Deadball-related 
topics and were supplied by veteran contribu-
tors Norman Macht, Phil Williams, John Zinn, 
Dixie Tourangeau, and yours truly, as well as 
by first-timers Gerald C. Wood and Chris 
Betsch. Under the oversight of section editor 
Dan Levitt, incisive book reviews were con-
tributed by Ralph Christian, Mark Sternman, 
Dave Willer, Andrew Milner, Rich Arpi, Dave 
Lande, Mike Haupert, and Bob Whelan, an-
other corps of newsletter vets sprinkled with a 
few newcomers. New reviewers, however, are 
always needed and anyone wishing to join our 
book review cadre need only contact Dan 
Levitt. The contributions of all those men-
tioned above are much appreciated. 

FAREWELL 
For the past ten-plus years, it has been my 
privilege to serve as editor of The Inside Game. 
But all good things, etc., … The time for change 
has arrived. Happily, the newsletter’s future is 
in excellent hands with incoming editor Don 
Jensen, a friend and accomplished baseball 
author/editor, taking the helm. In taking my 
leave, I wish to acknowledge the tireless help 
and insight provided by editorial staff col-
leagues Dan Levitt, Bob Harris, Mark Dugo, 
the late Gail Rowe, and DEC Chairman John 
McMurray. Working together to put out the 
newsletter over the past ten years has been a 
truly collegial endeavor and a pleasure for me. 
I am pleased that Dan, Bob, Mark, and John 

are remaining aboard to assist Don. And I 
hope to keep my hand in a little bit by con-
tributing a research piece from time to time. 
From Dennis Auker to John Zinn, thanks are 
also due to the nearly 50 contributors who lent 
their original research articles to the news-
letter during my tenure as editor. Same goes 
for all those who contributed to the 175+ book 
reviews published in the newsletter over the 
past decade. Last, my thanks to newsletter 
readers for their interest in The Inside Game 
and for providing issue feedback. I hope that 
our paths may cross at some future time. Till 
then, farewell. Serving as newsletter editor has 
been my honor. 
 Bill Lamb, Editor 
 The Inside Game
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NEW DEADBALL ERA 
COMMITTEE MEMBERS


The Inside Game is pleased to welcome to the 
committee the following SABR members who 
have expressed interest in the Deadball Era: 
 Brett Bennett Charlie Palmer 
 Greg Kelly Richard Steele 
 Daniel G. Neumann Robert Ventrella 
We look forward to their active participation in 
committee endeavors. These new committee 
members, as well as our newsletter contribu-
tors, can be contacted via the SABR directory.

(Connellsville, PA) Daily Courier, June 25, 1909

GAMES/BioPROJECT

Since the newsletter last appeared, the 
Games Project has been busy. The 14 recent-
ly published game accounts of particular in-
terest to DEC members span Addie Joss’ 
major league debut in April 1902 by Larry 
DeFillipo to a late-August 1919 contest be-
tween the Tigers and Browns by Nathan 
Bierma. Meanwhile, the BioProject posted 
profiles of Deadball Era players Snake Deal, 
John Henry, Fred Carsich, Joe Bernard, and 
Rube Ellis, and Polo Grounds landlords Har-
riet and James J. Coogan. As per usual, we 
urge you to give these bios a look if you have 
not already done so. PRICE OF BASE BALLS MAY SOAR 

AS A RESULT OF EUROPEAN WAR; 
LEATHER IMPORTED FROM RUSSIA 

Most Americans appreciate that the ultimate ef-
fect on this country’s business of the horrible 
conflict in the nations of Europe cannot be but 
bad, points out the Boston Commercial Bulletin. 
Few Americans, however, appreciate the fact that 
it may have a serious effect on American sport. 
If commerce between Russia and the United 
States is suspended for any material length of 
time, the national game of baseball may be mate-
rially affected. Every grade of baseball above the 
25-cent variety is covered with Russian horse-
hide. 
The Russian horse, having been exposed for 
thousands of years in the open steppes to the 
fierce Russian winter, has developed a hide of 
extraordinary strength and tenacity. Leather 
made from this hide is the only variety that will 
stand the terrific strain required in the covering 
of a baseball. 
Consequently the prevention of exportation of 
Russian hides, strange as it may appear, if con-
tinued for any length of time, might send up the 
price of baseballs to such a figure as seriously to 
hamper the enjoyment of the American small 
boy, though not perhaps to check in any appre-
ciable manner the richly financed professional 
game.

(Rochester) Post Express, August 12, 1914

http://sabr.org/bioproject
http://sabr.org/bioproject
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New-York Tribune, March 11, 1910

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030214/1910-03-11/ed-1/seq-5
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030214/1910-03-11/ed-1/seq-5

