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To the Phillies’ nearly 2,000 players, managers, coaches,
and front office people who during the 123 years of this
colorful, yet unconventional franchise have seldom
ceased to make it interesting.
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Introduction

In the 129 years of the Philadelphia Phillies, there is one unavoidable description of the franchise. It was often last, but seldom dull.

This is a club, after all, that had a lefthanded catcher named Jack Clements. Bill Hulen was a shortstop. He was also lefthanded. The Phils had a pitcher who was aptly nicknamed “Boom Boom” Beck. Another hurler bore the nickname of “Losing Pitcher” Mulcahy. After hitting over .300 in four straight seasons, outfielder Johnny Moore was sold to the highest bidder—a minor league team.

Third baseman Hans Lobert once raced a horse around the bases. First baseman Eddie Waitkus was shot by a crazed admirer. Mike Schmidt tried to disguise himself by wearing a wig onto the field. John Kruk rebelled when a woman called him an “athlete.” One time Scott Rolen was forced to wear women’s clothes when he left the ballpark. And Ryan Howard once claimed the he first knew he was an exceptional power hitter when his mother told him when he was about eight years old..

Darren Daulton said that the 1993 pennant-winning team was made up of “gypsies, tramps, and thieves.” Reliever Tug McGraw called one of his favorite pitches “The Peggy Lee — —Is that all there is?” Jim Konstanty, another relief pitcher, trained with an undertaker. Richie Ashburn once hit the same woman twice with foul balls during the same at-bat.

“I’m 49 and I want to live to be 50,” said manager Eddie Sawyer upon resigning after one game in 1960. “Even Napoleon had his Watergate,” insisted manager Danny Ozark after a particularly difficult losing stretch. “It’s better living off the fleas than have them living off you,” affirmed ex-pitcher Grover Cleveland Alexander when questioned about his post-retirement job at a flea circus. When asked how he liked playing on Astroturf, Dick Allen replied, “If a horse can’t eat it, I don’t want to play on it.”

The Phillies, the oldest, continuous, one name, one city franchise in professional sports, surely have suffered more indignities than most other teams. No club ever finished in last place 31 times, as the Phils have. Who else ever lost 23 games in a row, or blew a pennant after holding a six and one-half game lead with 12 games left to play? And what team hit .315 for the season, but lost 102 games while finishing 40 games out of first place?

But look at it this way: The Phillies have become one of the best and most exciting teams in baseball. Between 2007 and 2011 they won five division titles and went to two World Series, one of which they won. That was only the second time (the first was in 1980) that the Phils have ever won the Fall Classic, although they had previously appeared in ones in 1915, 1950, 1983, and 1993.

Ah, but amid all the highs and the lows, the pranks and the putdowns, the laughter and the tears resides a lovable franchise that has seldom ceased to be interesting. The Phillies might be one of the most colorful franchises ever to emerge from a clubhouse. No drab, corporate drones are they. No, indeed. This is a franchise that could never come off an assembly line. It has its own individual mold, and if that mold was ever broken, there would be no way to duplicate it.

How could you possibly duplicate a team that had the 1950 Whiz Kids? Or the 1980 and 2008 World Series winners? Or Ed Delahanty, Grover Cleveland Alexander, Chuck Klein, Robin Roberts, Richie Ashburn, Jim Bunning, Mike Schmidt, or Steve Carlton—Hall of Famers, one and all? Or Pete Rose who should be one, too? And what could be any better than Dick Sisler’s home run in 1950, Dick Allen’s gargantuan clouts, Rick Wise’s two-homer no-hitter, Tug McGraw’s relief, Garry Maddox’s defense, John Kruk’s quips, Jim Eisienreich’s heroic comeback, Rico Brogna’s glove, Bobby Abreu’s consistency, or having the three best players at their positions in club history—Howard, Chase Utley, and Jimmy Rollins—all on the same team?

And along with all the stars and superstars, the Phillies have had no shortage of entertaining characters. Some of the ones you’ll meet in this book include Tim McCarver, Bob Uecker, Russ Meyer, Jeff Stone, Larry Andersen, and Jay Johnstone. All at one time or another wore the colors of the Phillies. So did world-famous evangelist Billy Sunday, NFL Pro Football Hall of Fame coach Earle (Greasy) Neale, and a guy who did some managing named Charles Dillon (Casey) Stengel.

We also squeezed in a few stories involving the media. Broadcasters and writers, a species that in some cases has reached legendary heights in Philadelphia—and that is not merely a statement describing the genius of their vocabulary—often rubbed elbows with the world of the abnormal. Some of their experiences are told here.

Many of the stories in Tales from the Phillies Dugout are intended to be humorous. Conveying a concentrated dose of levity is, after all, the primary focus of this book. But some stories are serious. Some are even tragic. All in all, though, this is a book about a very special franchise, its abundance of noteworthy—and often colorful—individuals, and the significant and sometimes trivial events with which they’ve been connected.

—RICH WESTCOTT


Chapter 1

The Early Days
1883-1899

Reaching Out

The first owner of the Phillies was a left-handed former second baseman who was born in England and who was the first professional baseball player. His name was Al Reach, and if that name sounds familiar, it’s because it appeared on sporting goods, including American League baseballs, for many decades.

In 1863, Reach was paid the unfathomable sum of $1,000 for suiting up with the Athletics, an independent team in Philadelphia. The money was good for that time, but it fell a bit short of the sums Reach earned later in his flourishing sporting goods business.

Aside from making Reach wealthy, the sporting goods business was also responsible for providing the old second sacker (Ben Shibe, the future owner of the American League’s Philadelphia Athletics, was Reach’s partner in the business) with the means to launch a National League baseball team in Philadelphia called the Phillies. The team, having been formed to take the place of the defrocked Worcester Brown Stockings franchise, came into existence in 1883.

Actually, the Phillies crept into existence. Their entry into the big time came more like a whimper than a whirlwind. What else would you call a team that surged through its maiden season with a 17-81 record?

The Phillies, however, did set themselves up for one particular distinction. With the team having emerged from its cocoon 123 years ago, the name Phillies ranks as the oldest continuous nickname in American professional sports.

Which Flying Things?

The Phillies’ first manager was a likeable chap with an assortment of playing and managing experience in professional baseball. His playing days dated back to 1871, and his managerial career started five years later.

The man’s name was Bob Ferguson. Nothing unusual about that. But he carried the nickname of “Death to Flying Things.”

Why was old Death to Flying Things called Death to Flying Things? There are several theories. One said that when he played—usually in the infield—he caught everything that was hit his way. That’s an arguable position since our boy DTFT made more than 600 errors in 14 professional seasons. In his one Phillies season alone he amassed 88 miscues.

Another explanation claimed that Ferguson had the admirable ability of being able to kill all bugs that got near him. Perhaps that’s a more plausible theory.

Take your pick. Whatever the answer, DTFT’s career as the Phillies first skipper ended abruptly. He was fired after his team got off to a 4-13 start, although he remained as the team’s regular second baseman throughout the season. Fergy’s replacement, third baseman-outfielder-pitcher Blondie Purcell, guided the club to a 13-68 record the rest of the way.

A Record of Futility

The Phillies—make that every team in the major leagues—have championed a heaping measure of futility over the years. None, however, can match that of pitcher John Coleman, a right-hander who began his six-year big league career with the 1883 Phils.

As the Phillies’ main hurler that first year, Coleman worked in 65 games, covering 538.1 innings. But wait, there’s more. He gave up a league-leading 809 hits. Even more gruesome, Coleman’s record was a super-sickly 12-48. No one in major league history has ever given up more hits, lost more games, or undoubtedly suffered a greater dose of indignity than the unfortunate Mr. Coleman.

No Wizard

For a second dose of futility, try this: In 1884, the Phillies had a new third baseman. His name was Joe Mulvey, and he spent six seasons manning the club’s hot corner.

The term manning is used loosely. That’s because Mulvey committed the staggering total of 135 errors in his first two seasons. He kicked away 73 balls the first year, then improved to 62 the second year. During his 12-year career, Mulvey collected 479 miscues in 987 games. Obviously, no wizard was Joe.

Left-Wingers

It is an unwritten rule in baseball that left-handers don’t catch. And they don’t play shortstop, either. Leave it to the Phillies to break the mold.

Between 1885 and 1897, the team’s regular catcher was that eminent southpaw, Jack Clements. Jack worked behind the plate while wearing a right-handed catcher’s mitt. Only two other backstops have caught more games for the Phils than Clements.

Not surprisingly, Clements also caught more games (1,073) than any left-handed catcher in baseball history during a 17-year career in the big leagues. He was said to be the first catcher ever to wear a chest protector.

Another lefty was Billy Hulen, the Phillies’ regular shortstop in 1896. Hulen played in 73 games at shortstop, the highest total ever achieved by a left-hander at that position.

The Wright Stuff

Maybe the impression given by now is that the Phillies were a sorry bunch of incompetents not suitable for prime-time baseball. That may have been true at the outset, but the Phils’ fortunes began to change when Harry Wright became the team’s manager in 1884.

Wright’s tombstone in a Philadelphia cemetery labels him “The Father of Professional Baseball.” That epitaph rings true, given the fact that Harry was the pilot of the undefeated 1869 Cincinnati Red Stockings, baseball’s first professional team. Wright also gave the world flannel uniforms with knickered pantlegs and colored stockings.

Harry built the Phillies into a contending team while holding the reins through the 1893 season. One of his—and the Phillies’—most unusual seasons came in 1890 when Wright and three others, including owner Al Reach, all served as managers of the team. An eye ailment causing temporary blindness forced Wright to the sidelines, paving the way for the others to become substitute skippers.

No pushover, Wright, the second winningest manager in Phillies history (behind Gene Mauch), once fined Ed Delahanty after the slugger ignored a bunt sign. It mattered little to Wright that Big Ed hit a home run on the pitch.

Harry was also not fond of the enthusiasm of some coaches. “I don’t approve of noisy coaches,” he said. “If the Philadelphias can’t win without howling themselves hoarse, then I don’t want to win at all. This bellowing from the coaching lines isn’t baseball.”
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Manager Harry Wright was no fan of noisy coaches.
Photo provided by National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, New York



A Legitimate Beef

Not all Phillies managers have been gems like Harry Wright. Over the years, the club has had its share of bumblers who gave new meaning to the word incompetent. The Phils also have been richly endowed with skippers who strayed from the norm.

Arthur Irvin, a fine shortstop as a player, piloted the club in 1894-1895. Some years later, Irvin drowned when he apparently jumped from a ship in the Atlantic Ocean following the allegation that he was a bigamist.

Another “unusual” 19th-century pilot was George Stallings, a medical doctor during the offseason, but an abusive demon during the spring and summer. Stallings, later the skipper of the “Miracle Braves” in 1914, managed the Phillies in 1897 and part of 1898.

Stallings was such a nasty buzzard that the players made no attempt to hide their hatred of him. Their animosity reached the boiling point early in 1898 when a group of players led by outfielder Dick Cooley told Phillies ownership that they would no longer play for Stallings.

“We are fed up with the way Stallings has been riding us and decided we had enough of him and would regard him as our manager no longer,” a statement from the players said. “For weeks, he has been handling us like cattle. We may not be the best team in the league, but we don’t intend to put up with Stallings’s tactics.”

Soon afterward, Stallings was ushered—or was it booted?—out the door. As far as the players were concerned, justice had been served.

Preacher Man

Any student of religion can identify Billy Sunday. For the uninformed, he was a world-famous evangelist who traveled the country during the late 1800s and up to the 1930s, spreading the gospel to crowds numbering as high as 100,000. Sunday was in his day what the fictional Elmer Gantry and the real-life Billy Graham were in theirs.

But there was one critical difference. Sunday was a reformed baseball player who spent parts of eight seasons in the big leagues. His final games in 1890 were spent with the Phillies.

As the story goes, Sunday, as did most of the players of his era, liked to tilt the mug with a fair degree of regularity. One night, having tilted it a bit too often, the speedy outfielder sat on a curb and pledged to turn his life around. Eventually, he quit baseball and became a preacher.

The appropriately named Sunday, however, never lost his love for baseball. Often, he made references to the sport in his sermons. And on some occasions, he would use his baseball background to make a dramatic grand entry onto a stage.

Picture this: Thousands of people cramming an outdoor tent or hall; women wearing big, floppy hats and flowing dresses and men in immaculately pressed suits, ties, and shirts with stiff collars; flowers and ornate decor filling the stage. The hushed crowd anxiously awaits Sunday’s arrival.

And then the reverend is introduced. From out of the wings he appears. He sprints across the stage, and—can you believe this?— slides into the pulpit. Whether safe or out, he has already captured the attention of his audience. What a way to launch a sermon!

Some Kind of Outfield

During the first five years of the 1890s, the Phillies had an outfield that may never again be paralleled. All three fly catchers were future members of the Hall of Fame.

Ed Delahanty, Billy Hamilton, and Sam Thompson composed this star-spangled trio. Incredibly, all three hit more than .400 during the 1894 season. Delahanty and Thompson checked in with .407 marks, while Hamilton finished the season at .404. And if that wasn’t enough, reserve outfielder Tuck Turner smacked the old apple at a lofty .416.

Thompson won a pair of home run crowns with the Phillies while batting .331 for his career. Hamilton—“Sliding Billy,” as he was called—was not only baseball’s first great base-stealer and a onetime batting champion, but he also set a still-standing major league record in 1894 with 192 runs scored. Delahanty rapped out a .346 career average, fourth highest in baseball history.

Not Good Enough

Had it not been for an incompetent scouting report, the great Honus Wagner might have worn the colors of the Phillies instead of the Pittsburgh Pirates.

In the mid-1890s, the Phillies dispatched injured pitcher Con Lucid to New Jersey, where he was ordered to scout Wagner, who was playing for Patterson in a game against Richmond. The Phillies had heard glowing reports about Wagner and hoped to sign him.

Lucid, however, a seldom-used pitcher with obvious defects as a scout, was more enamored with Richmond shortstop Norman (Kid) Elberfeld.

“He fields like a demon,” Lucid said. “I believe the boy will go far. You can’t go wrong investing in him.”

As for Wagner, Lucid had this to report: “He can hit, but he’s too clumsy for the National League.”

Elberfeld became an above-average shortstop with a 14-year big league career. But the Phillies dumped him after one year. Wagner, of course, wound up in the Hall of Fame.

Splendid Swatter

Ed Delahanty was arguably the greatest hitter in Phillies history. And why wouldn’t he have been? The guy hit above .400 three times with the Phils, including .410 in 1899 when he won the National League batting crown.

Big Ed also captured three RBI titles, two home run crowns, and three times socked more than 200 hits in a season, including a league-leading 238 in 1899.

A first and second baseman before getting paroled to the outfield, Delahanty was one of five—no, that’s not a typo— brothers who performed in the major leagues. Obviously the best of the quintet, Ed was the second big leaguer to hit four home runs in one game.

That memorable feat came in 1896 with the Chicago White Stockings providing the opposition. After Delahanty’s fourth homer, players crowded around the slugger as he reached home plate. Incredibly, one of those players was Chicago pitcher Adonis Terry. Although he’d surrendered four home runs to an opposing batter, Adonis was so impressed with the slugging feat that he wanted to take part in the celebration. Terry shook Delahanty’s hand and complimented him as he crossed the plate.

By the way, the Phillies lost 9-8. As for recognition of Big Ed’s achievement? He was rewarded with four boxes of chewing gum.

Big Ed often got upset when writers incorrectly spelled his name.

“I don’t think it’s fair that a man who has won fame as a swatter of shots and benders should have his name misspelled,” Delahanty complained.

Delahanty’s life ended tragically in 1903, one and one-half years after he’d jumped to the new American League and won a batting title in his first season with the Washington Senators. A heavy drinker throughout much of his career, Delahanty was on a train on the Canadian side of Niagara Falls when, due to his rowdy behavior, he was put off the train by the conductor.

What happened after that has never been determined. Delahanty either jumped, fell, or was pushed off a bridge above the Niagara River and was washed over Niagara Falls. One week later, his mangled body was found at the bottom of the falls.

Cheapskates and Softies

There have been times over the years when it might be said that Phillies ownership was a tad cheap. Such was the case in the mid-1890s when Al Reach and his partner, Col. John Rogers, tried to cut a few corners.

At least, the way the players described it, the Phils’ bigwigs made them stay in cheap hotels, travel on crummy rail lines, and— hold on to your seats—dress at the ballpark instead of putting on their battle garb in their hotel rooms and getting transported to the field in horse-drawn carriages.
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After hitting four home runs in one game, Ed Delahanty was rewarded with four
boxes of chewing gum. Courtesy of Rich Westcott



The disgruntled players complained long and loud. Finally, Rogers had heard enough.

“If you’re looking for a soft job,” he shouted, “you should get a job in a sponge factory!”

Beating the Buzzer

From time to time, there were whispers around the National League that gave rise to the suspicion that there must be a good reason the Phillies hit so much better at home than they did on the road. No one could lay a finger on a logical explanation until one day in 1898 when a foot discovered the answer.

Cincinnati Reds infielder Tommy Corcoran was coaching at third base, kicking up dirt, and going through the usual coaching gyrations when suddenly his spikes caught on something in the ground. What have we here, thought Corcoran.

At first, Tommy figured it was a vine. But after closer inspection, he discovered an underground wire. Corcoran gave a yank, and up came a few yards of wire. Then, with time called and players from both teams crowding around, Corcoran continued tugging on the wire. He soon found himself pulling up wire in the outfield.

In those days, the Phillies’ clubhouse at the then-named Philadelphia Park was on the second level in center field. And as Corcoran continued to yank, that’s exactly where the wire led—right into the Phillies’ clubhouse.

At the end of the wire, the curious Corcoran found reserve catcher Morgan Murphy sitting behind an open window. He had a telegraph instrument beside him and a pair of strong opera glasses in his hand.

You can guess what Murph was doing. He, of course, was picking up the opposing catcher’s signals and then with the aid of the telegraph instrument, relaying them through the wire to the Phillies’ third base coaching box. There a buried buzzer that was connected to the wire would vibrate under the coach’s foot. One buzz signaled a fastball, two a curve, and three a change of pace. Having determined the upcoming pitch, the coach would then relay the information to the batter.

Corcoran’s discovery let the cat out of the bag. The scheme was over. So was the Phillies’ home-field advantage.


Chapter 2

A New Century Begins
1900-1919

Upward Mobility

By the start of the 20th century, the Phillies had become a respectable member of the National League. During the decade of the 1890s, the club had finished in third place three times and in fourth on five occasions.

The formation of the American League in 1901 hurt the Phillies badly with the loss of future Hall of Famers Ed Delahanty, Nap Lajoie, and Elmer Flick. But after two seventh-place finishes, one eighth-place finish, and the Phils’ first 100-loss season, the team eventually bounced back, winning its first pennant in 1915. Although it lost in five games in the World Series to the Boston Red Sox, that club had its own future Hall of Famer, pitcher Grover Cleveland Alexander. He had been purchased from the minor league team at Syracuse for the bargain-basement sum of $750.

As was often the case with the Phillies, managers came and went about as regularly as parades on the Fourth of July. Six managers piloted the team between 1900 and 1915. The group included a former ticket taker (Billy Shettsline), a future umpire (Chief Zimmer), the owner of baseball’s highest batting average (Hugh Duffy), a hot-tempered Irishman (Billy Murray), an offseason vaudeville singer (Red Dooin), and the man who would become the skipper of the 1919 Cincinnati Reds (Pat Moran).

Under their reigns during the first 16 years of the new century, the Phillies finished in every place in the standings at least once.

In 1916, the Phillies also scratched out another significant number. This one involved center fielder Dode Paskert. An advertisement placed on the right-center field wall at Baker Bowl by a bug-snaring company proclaimed, “Dode Paskert caught 209 flies last season. Our fly catcher caught 1,237,345.”

Down with the Mendoza Line

We’re always hearing about the “Mendoza Line.” Anytime a hitter goes into a serious slump, we’re told that he’s threatening to fall below the dreaded Mendoza Line.

Phooey on the Mendoza Line. It’s a fraud. So what if a guy named Mario Mendoza is credited with having an average so low that when anybody has the misfortune of falling below it, he immediately suffers the indignity of being associated with the former light-hitting shortstop.

Mendoza’s line is .198. He hit that in 148 games in 1979. What’s so bad about that?

Ever heard of a guy named Bill Hallman? He makes Mario Mendoza look like Ernie Banks. Hallman once hit .184. Now, that’s a line not to be crossed.

Hallman etched his name in the barnyard while playing both second and third base for the Phillies in 1901. In 445 trips to the plate, he managed just 82 hits, none of them homers, five of them triples, and 13 of them doubles. The curious thing about such ineptitude is that for four straight seasons with the Phillies in the mid-1890s, Hallman hit over .300 each time, and in a 14-year career carried a lifetime average of .272. Hallman was traded by the Phillies in 1897, but then returned to the team early in 1901.

Maybe the trauma of coming back sabotaged his swing. Whatever the case, let’s hear it for the newly named Hallman Line.

A Matter of Perspective

There was never a Phillies pitcher any better than Grover Cleveland Alexander. Matter of fact, few hurlers in all of baseball were any better than Ol’ Pete.

An early Hall of Fame inductee, Alexander won 373 games during a legendary 20-year big league career. In his seven years with the Phillies, Alex won 190 games, three times winning 30 or more. While winning 94 games over a three-year period, Alexander’s ERA ranged from 1.22 to 1.86. In 1915 when he led the Phillies to their first pennant, he pitched four one-hitters. That year, he won the World Series opener. And in 1916 he set an all-time record with 16 shutouts.

But the man noted for his brilliant pitching didn’t have an easy life after his retirement in 1930. Alexander, who was named after a U.S. president and who was played by a future U.S. president (Ronald Reagan) in a movie about his life, lost too many decisions to the bottle. This, and other problems, made it virtually impossible for the great hurler to hold a job.

At one point in his post-playing days, one of Ol’ Pete’s many unflattering jobs was as a shill at a flea circus near Times Square in New York City. After being discovered in such lowly surroundings, Alex was asked by a disbeliever how he could have let himself sink to such a dismal level.

“It’s better living off the fleas,” Alexander somberly replied, “than having them living off you.”

[image: images]

No doubt about it, Alexander was a workhorse. He pitched in more than 300 innings in nine different seasons, including all seven years with the Phillies. On occasion, he exceeded the call of duty.
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In one of his jobs, Grover Cleveland Alexander (right) earned a living by working at a flea circus.
Courtesy of Rich Westcott



Such was the case in 1916 at a doubleheader on a getaway day in Philadelphia. Alexander had already won the first game against the Cincinnati Reds when Phils manager Pat Moran came to him with a special request.

“I have to ask you to pitch the second game, too,” Moran said. “We only have a little more than an hour to catch the train. Get it over fast.”

Ever the dutiful player, the likeable Alex complied. He pitched a shutout. The game was played in 58 minutes.

[image: images]

Alexander had magnificent control. During his entire career, he walked just 951 batters in 5,190 innings.

So good was Ol’ Pete’s control that the noted sportswriter Grantland Rice once wrote: “He could pitch into a tin can.”

Silent Tight

Although he played with the Phillies for 10 years starting in 1903, John Titus was the kind of guy who was so quiet that hardly anybody ever knew he was around. That’s why he was called “Silent John.”

Titus was also called “Tight Pants” for obvious reasons.
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