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TAFT/COOLIDGE ERA (1908 –1935) 

 
…But here the pitcher whirled again – was that a rifle shot? 
A whack – a crack – and out through the space the leather pellet flew: 
A blot against the distant sky – a speck against the blue. 
 
Above the fence in center field in rapid whirling flight 
The sphere sailed on – the blot grew dim and then lost to sight; 
Ten thousand hats were thrown in air – then thousand threw a fit – 
But no one ever found the ball that mighty Casey hit. 

– From The Official Encyclopedia of Baseball, 5th Revised Edition,  

Casey’s Revenge by James Wilson 
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The United States by 1908 had become a world power while using, among other things, a tour of 

battleships to reflect its bourgeoning military might. The bulk of the Panama Canal project was 

completed during Taft’s administration. And the usefulness of this canal carried the United 

States well in World War II.  

 John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company was split up in 1911 due to the Sherman 

Antitrust Act while baseball would soon be granted an exemption from antitrust laws. In 1913, 

the 16th amendment gave the government the right to levy income tax that has continually been a 

source of debate as to who should pay and how much they should pay since the very inception of 

the “law.” 

World War I’s linchpin action came about with the assassination Archduke Francis 

Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary on June 28, 1914. The overall tension in Europe was great due to 

excessive national pride, military buildups, alliances that required military support, and the 

growing want to garner more colonial lands. The United States stood on the sidelines, invoking 

neutrality, until various German naval actions (like the sinking of the British passenger ship 

Lusitania which carried 128 Americans) stirred President Wilson and Congress to declare war on 

April 6, 1917. 

This war gave rise to the newest, soon-to-be commercially successful idea: the airplane. 

Thought mainly used as an observer during the war, with only minimal success as a bomber, the 

airplane in the 1920’s would be a beloved object of wealthy millionaires, such as Howard 

Hughes, and a source of national pride, with The Spirit of St. Louis historic flight to Paris.  The 

airplane became an essential part of Americana during the next 75 years. 

 

After the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, the United States entered the Roarin’ Twenties 

with an optimistic, devil-may-care attitude in many parts of society. Even with Prohibition, 

bootleggers more than supplied the country with alcohol. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) was 

born in 1922. The silent motion pictures would become  “talkies” in 1927 with Al Jolson’s The 

Jazz Singer.  Walt Disney introduced us to Mickey Mouse in Steamboat Willie. Flappers went to 

speakeasies. The Jazz Age was born. And Ford’s automobile would be the measure of a man’s 

wealth in many respects.  

In sport, horseracing was Man O’ War and Sir Barton’s turf. Boxing had Jack Dempsey 

and Gene Tunney in the “long count” fight. Bobby Jones and Walter Hagen were the best in golf. 
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Football had the “Galloping Ghost”, Red Grange, who later played for the “Monsters of the 

Midway” while the “Four Horsemen” rode roughshod over their opponents under Knute Rockne, 

whose career was immortalized by Ronald Reagan in 1940. Baseball only had The Bambino. 

The 1920’s saw F. Scott Fitzgerald write This Side of Paradise and The Great Gatsby. 

Ezra Pound began Cantos, never to complete the work. Edward Estlin (e.e.) Cummings releases 

visual poetry in Tulips and Chimneys. John Dos Passos gives us a metropolis ride in Manhattan 

Transfer. And Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell to Arms portrayed further the 

ideas of this Parisian-living Lost Generation. 

In October 1929, the world of 

excess and widening disparity in income 

meets the world of wanting and no 

income at all, as the stock market crash 

careens into the 1930’s as The Great 

Depression. The decade sees millions 

upon millions struggle for food and 

survival. No aspect of society is left 

completely untouched – as many people 

wandered in and out of hobo jungles and 

prop up tin cans into Hoovervilles.  

 

 

An awestruck crowd after The Crash (World Book) 

 

Various reasons for the October 1929 market crash were clearly visible in that over 500 

banks failed in 1928-29, that farmers’ income stagnated or fell throughout the 1920’s and that the 

overproduction of manufactured goods led workers of the 1920’s to borrow on credit or just not 

buy at all. Meanwhile, speculators had pumped up the market in the late 1920’s to the point of 

overpricing the entire market. Once the cracks appeared in the market; doom was imminent via a 

massive sell off. The market would tumble downward until Roosevelt took office in 1933. 

A vicious man rises out of the ashes of a prison sentence to become leader of Germany 

and escalates the bitterness in the country over World War I, which has left them in shambles and 

responsible for enormous war reparations. From this, the seeds are sown for World War II. 
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But before the Titanic made its maiden voyage, and WWI started, professional baseball was in 

high gear as America’s favorite pastime. President William Howard Taft started an annual 

tradition of throwing out the first ball before the Opening Day game while new ballparks were 

being built in Chicago, Washington and Philadelphia to the delight of the burgeoning fan base in 

metropolitan areas.  

Baseball was not yet the home run-seeking, free-swinging, technology-laden game we relate 

to with both marvel and disdain. In fact, no other modern era generated more stolen bases per 

season per team (in the 1910’s.) Speed and base running was a great asset – it had to be – since 

many ballparks boasted Centerfields over 450 feet (and a few reportedly over 550 feet.)1 Players 

had to run the circuit often to get home runs, as Tyrus Raymond Cobb proved in winning his 

only HR title by hitting 9 ‘parkers’ in 1909.2 (892 Lifetime Stolen Bases, 3rd All-time to Rickey 

Henderson and Lou Brock) 

Table 2.0.1. Average Stolen Bases per American League Team for 14-year periods 

ERA Stolen Bases  

Taft (1908 –1921) 168.50 

Coolidge (1922–1935) 79.55 

FDR (1936 –1949) 61.55 

IKE (1950 –1963) 47.54 

LBJ (1964 – 1977) 85.35 

Carter (1978 – 1991) 103.62 

Clinton (1992 – 2005) 100.57 

Note: Not Adjusted for 154/162 game schedule differences 

 

For a short time, the Federal League existed (1914 and 1915) – and still exists today in 

the form of Wrigley Field – but an unfortunate economic fight for the league’s existence decided 

its fate along with countless other baseball ‘minor leagues’ that were not directly competing with 

the American and National League, but faltered anyways.  (Origins of Wrigley Field: Charles 

Weeghman owned fifteen luncheon restaurants in Chicago. He bought the land between 

Waveland, Clark, Sheffield and Addison from the Chicago Lutheran Theological Seminary now 

known as 1060 West Addison, A.K.A., Wrigley Field. Weeghman built 'Weeghman park' for 

                                                 
1 Leventhal J, MacMurray J. Take Me Out to the Ballpark: An Illustrated Tour of Baseball Parks Past and Present.  New York: 
Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers; 2006. 16. 
2 Gershman M. Diamonds: The Evolution of The Ballpark. New York: Houghton Mifflin Company; 1993. 84. 
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$250,000, hiring architect Zachary Taylor Davis, who also designed Comiskey Park. After the 

abolishment of the Federal league, two teams – the Chicago Whales and St. Louis Federals - 

were absorbed into the majors as the Chicago Cubs (with Weeghman and Harry Sinclair of 

Sinclair Oil as owners) and the St. Louis Browns (Phil Ball.)) 

 

The Federal League’s birth faced obstacles not only from the baseball leagues it intruded 

on, but also from new entertainment options. Baseball historian Lee Allen suggests (and 

declining attendance prior to World War I supports) that when the Federalists made their move 

into the baseball business arena, the game was facing outside threats to its bottom line from the 

burgeoning movie industry, the automobile driving craze and other pursuits that pulled fans away 

from the game making it an unwise investment to start up a 3rd league of eight teams. 

Additionally, with the building of new concrete-and-steel supported ballparks, people became 

more cognizant of the business aspects of the game.3  The league though did make a valiant 

attempt to undermine (or force inclusion) into the professional baseball game as Zimbalist offers, 

“The FL eschewed the reserve clause and pursued long-term contracts in its stead…According to 

one account, as many as 221 players defected to the FL during 1914-15.”4 Sixty years before free 

agency was a realization, the two-year foray of the Feds was innovative, if ill-conceived. 

 

After the Federal League’s demise, and the loss of millions, litigation was initiated in a 

District of Northern Illinois Federal court in front of Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, who was 

not necessarily a proponent of monopolies (1907 Standard Oil anti-trust decision) but did 

favored baseball’s monopolistic policies nonetheless.5  As one quote by Landis reflects, “Any 

blows at the thing called baseball would be regarded by this court as a blow to a national 

institution.”6 Thus began a symbiotic relationship that would last between baseball and Landis 

for the remainder of his life. (Much more of Landis taking than any giving to baseball in any 

regard to the “best interests” clause.) 

                                                 
3 Allen Lee. 100 Years of Baseball: The Intimate and Dramatic Story of Modern Baseball from the Game’s Beginnings Up to the 
Present Day. New York: Bartholomew House, Inc.; 1950. 180-181. 
4 Zimbalist Andrew. Baseball and Billions: A Probing Look Inside the Big Business of Our National Pastime. New York: 
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc; 1992. 9. 
5 Zimbalist Andrew S. In the Best Interests of Baseball? The Revolutionary Reign of Bud Selig. Hoboken, New Jersey: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc; 2006. 27. 
6 Golenbock Peter. Wrigleyville: A Magical History Tour of the Chicago Cubs. New York: St. Martin's Press; 1996. 166. 
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But most importantly, to this discussion, this era lays the foundation for analysis of the 

future. Strikeouts and walks are reflected in player statistics for the first time in 1910 – 

something of distinct interest now, but then the viewpoint was, “The figures are of no special 

value or importance…except as they may indicate in a vague way his ability to ‘wait out’ or 

‘work’ the pitcher.”7 (Referring to the obtainment of walks.) Ultimately though, this era reflects 

the first major offensive change in modern major league baseball: the introduction of policies 

that created a ‘more livelier’ and ‘fair’ baseball game in 1920 Season. 

 

2.1. Hitting: Babe Ruth and Power Surge I 

With World War I over, baseball resumed play with the hope of normalcy. As it turned out, 

baseball was about to embark on a new philosophy in game play, leaving behind the mantra of 

just stealing bases and contact hitting.  But even this on-field change was a product of differing 

tides and courses set by the actions and whims of two men. One who was championed to rescue 

the game after the Black Sox scandal of 1919, and the other came bright eyed to the joy of the 

institution of baseball, without education or philosophical desires.  

Kenesaw Mountain Landis (1866-1944) was not a man that positively inspired people 

with his demeanor and presence as one quote from The Big Bam reflects, “He was an odd, foul-

mouthed little man, an ego-driven, tobacco-chewing puritan with electric white hair shooting out 

of his head, a hanging judge with the wrath of God carved across his face.”8  From his birth to an 

assistant surgeon for the Union Army and being named after Kennesaw Mountain in Georgia, 

Landis was never considered an intellect. He dropped out of high school at fifteen after giving up 

on algebraic calculations taking a job soon after in grocery store in Logansport, Indiana. 9  

At twenty, Landis stumbled into opportunity as an assistant to the Indiana secretary of 

state after working to elect him to office. (Landis had two brothers that were U.S. congressman.) 

For the next several years, Landis worked at the law, applied to the bar without a law degree but 

then obtained a degree at Chicago’s Union Law School.10 In 1893, Landis once again lucked into 

a better prospect, this time via a family friend, Walter Quinton Gresham, who was name U.S. 

                                                 
7 James B. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 104. 
8 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 200. 143. 
9 Zimbalist Andrew S. In the Best Interests of Baseball? The Revolutionary Reign of Bud Selig. Hoboken, New Jersey: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc; 2006. 38. 
10 Zimbalist Andrew S. In the Best Interests of Baseball? The Revolutionary Reign of Bud Selig. Hoboken, New Jersey: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc; 2006. 38-39. 
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secretary of state under Grover Cleveland and thus giving a meagerly educated man another 

patronage position at the pinnacles of power. By 1905, though through luck and haphazard work, 

Landis came to reside in control of the harsh powers of the legal system but often saw his 

capricious judicial decisions critically reviewed and overturned.11 As George Will describes 

Landis as, “Landis was a judge, an egomaniacal and grandstanding judge, but he was just what 

baseball needed in its hour of maximum need…Eight players, some more dumb than dishonest, 

were banned from baseball for life; nothing happened to the gamblers. Then baseball picked 

itself up…built Yankee Stadium, put Babe Ruth on center stage and rollicked through the 

1920s.”12 

Landis came to the baseball scene via his presiding over the Federal League hearings, but 

made his lasting baseball mark as the game’s first independent commissioner. The baseball 

owners saw Landis as an immediate means to clean up the fallout of the 1919 Black Sox scandal 

– giving him unheard of power in a business ensconced in (sometimes petty) power struggles. He 

immediately made his mark in the 1920’s by suspending players over gambling and participating 

in post season barnstorming tours. Even Babe Ruth felt his wrath. (Landis though dismissed a 

fixed game incident involving Ty Cobb, Joe Wood and Tris Speaker in large part to subvert and 

diminish AL President/Founder Ban Johnson.) 

          Landis was an fairly odd choice for 1st commissioner given the 

short list of candidates as Zimbalist comments: “...many notables were 

considered for the new job...William Howard Taft, General John 

Pershing...former secretary of state (and Woodrow Wilson’s son-in-

law) William Gibbs McAdoo...”13 Landis, ever-the-opportunist, 

utilized the tactic of gracious acceptance but “I’m doing substantial 

work in the world” caveat to leverage the owners to acquiesce to his 

demands for greater control and better compensation. It worked, and 

Landis would find his final calling as czar of the best professional 

sports industry in existence in January 1921. 

 

Commissioner Landis 

                                                 
11 Snyder Brad. A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in Professional Sports. New York: Penguin Group; 2006. 
99. 
12 Will George F. Bunts: Curt Flood, Camden Yards, Pete Rose and Other Reflections on Baseball. New York: Simon & Schuster 
Inc.; 1998. 136-37. 
13 Zimbalist Andrew S. In the Best Interests of Baseball? The Revolutionary Reign of Bud Selig. Hoboken, New Jersey: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc; 2006. 34. 
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As it turned out, Landis was equally versatile at frustrating adjudication in exasperating 

ownerships in granting free agency to Fred Bennett and Tommy Heinrich and slightly 

hamstringing Rickey’s St. Louis farm system model in 1938 while hurting the Detroit Tigers 

much more significantly. Meanwhile, Landis held racial barriers inviolate costing fans the clearer 

remembrances of great African-American players. Nearly a quarter century of Landis’s quirks 

were extended into the National Pastime, but his lasting mark was bringing back the reputation 

of the game by driving out the suspicion of gamblers from fixing games.  

Landis fit the game well as a front man –as it was then – and endured longer than any 

other commissioner has in the position to date. 

 

As a counterpoint to Landis, George Herman ‘Babe’ Ruth (1895-1948) was a child of the 

world, prone to excesses and boastfulness, but dominated the sports world in the 1920’s in a 

manner hard to compare (or duplicate) in the late 20th - early 21st century sports panorama. 

Growing up in Baltimore and spending most of his formative years as a ‘incorrigible’ at the St. 

Mary’s Industrial School for Orphans, Delinquent, Incorrigible and Wayward Boys14, Ruth 

learned one lesson there from the priests, and probably one only, how to hit a baseball as far as 

anyone could envision in those heady days of organized baseball. (Somehow the rest of the 

‘lessons’ to be learnt there never took.) 

 Babe Ruth was placed in this reformatory at age seven as a hyperactive, big and outgoing 

boy that soon acquired a great desire to play baseball as likely the only positive diversion from 

his meager assignment as a youthful garment maker. He also obtained a rude moniker that stuck 

into the 1920’s –‘Nigger Lips’15 – as McGraw’s New York Giants would jeer during the ‘23 

World Series. Later though, his array of nicknames would only add to the Babe’s foggy legacy: 

The Colossus of Clout, the King of Crash, the Sultan of Swat, the Monster of Mash, The 

Bambino and a host of others never heard mentioned quite enough, so they faded away foggily, 

much like Montville Leigh The Big Bam describes of his childhood years.  

As it was, George Herman Ruth learned how to hit towering fly balls from Brother 

Matthias Boutlier (from Cape Breton, Nova Scotia)16, a burly man that was as large as an 

offensive tackle in the modern NFL.  Boutlier might be the ‘Father of Home Run’ since his 

                                                 
14 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 17. 
15 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 21. 
16 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 24. 
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fungoe-style hitting was mimicked by the son that mastered the art of swinging skyward in 

evading outfielders and depositing balls over the fences.  With baseball’s domination of his time, 

Ruth took Boutlier’s lessons to heart and practice them nearly year round, playing everywhere on 

the field, before someone important took notice. 

In 1914, Jack Dunn, the operator of the powerful and influential Baltimore Orioles 

franchise of the minor league circuit (with the likes of HOF pitcher Lefty Grove playing in the 

early 1920’s) would acquire the Babe. Jack Dunn had a short career as ballplayer, playing on 

smarts to make up for a bad arm due to childhood mishap17, but Dunn made his real mark as 

talent scout and a big league feeder system of star players for a price. On Valentine’s Day 1914, 

Ruth was signed as a pitcher sight unseen by Dunn for $250 per month. But before Dunn could 

reap any real benefits from his acquisition, Dunn was forced into competition with Federal 

Leagues’ Baltimore Terrapins, and shopped the Babe to Connie Mack and John McGraw, only to 

eventually sell him to Boston’s owner Joe Lannin.18  

Within two years, Babe Ruth was a superstar pitcher, leading the league in ERA (1.75) 

and shutouts (9) in 1916. The Babe though would soon progressed to power hitting as naturally 

as ducks take to water or owls take to the nocturnal hunt. But as one passage by Montville Leigh 

weighs Ruth’s pitching prowess versus another ace of the day:  

"Matched against Ruth, the emotional, developing reprobate, [Hall of Famer Walter] 

Johnson easily was cast as the white hat against the black hat, goodness against perdition. 

The problem was, perdition had a much better team behind him. The two men faced each 

other five times during the '16 season:" Ruth won four times, 5-1, 1-0, 1-0, 2-1 and had a 

no decision, but was ahead 2-0 in ninth before getting into trouble. Ruth's record against 

Johnson from 1915 to 1917 was 6-1.19  

 

Even with Ruth then earning his living on the mound, it was his greater potential that 

sparked conversations early on in May 1917. As Montville Leigh’s Big Bam reflects, “Ruth took 

Johnson deep for the first time and earned a tailored suit [a favorite item of soothing] in the 

process. It also saw his future as a Yankee discussed jokingly amongst the principles: Col. Jake 

                                                 
17 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 34. 
18 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 39-40. 
19 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 56-57. 
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Ruppert and Harry Frazee. This as Ruth saw a change in his usage from star pitcher to mediocre 

first basemen to a Manny Ramirez/Ted Williams style of outfielder later on that season.”20 

By 1918, Ruth was as dangerous with a bat as he was proficient with the pitch. Ed 

Barrow took on the onerous task of taming the unconventional Ruth, leading to plenty of fights, 

tantrums and dramas. As Bill James reflects, “Ruth tested the limits of the rules constantly; this 

was what made him who he was. He refused to be ordinary; he refused to accept that the rules 

applied to him; until it was clear that they did. Constantly testing the limits of the rules, as I see 

him, was Babe Ruth’s defining characteristic...”21 Barrow soon tested but eventually defined 

Ruth as an outfielder – due in large part to Provost Marshal General Crowder issuing his “work 

or fight” order in June 1918, causing Boston a player shortage – and the Babe led Boston to its 

last championship until the 21st century, garnering the first of twelve home run titles to boot. 

As Ruth’s ability to smack the long ball grew, his desires to get compensation followed in 

concert. From his 3-year, $10,000 per year contract signed in 1918, Ruth reconsidered for 

$20,000 after his superior 1919 season in which he smacked 29 home runs, scored 103 times, 

drove in 114 runs and slugged a then modest .657, all leading the American League by wide 

margins. Ruth alone hit 12% of the leagues’ home runs. He scored 18.26% of Boston Runs and 

won 9 games with a ‘mediocre’ 2.97 ERA off the mound in his last significant pitching season. 

His theatrical owner, Harry Frazee, refused to pay Ruth and demeaned the man’s recent 

exploits, citing his petulant and decadent behaviors as barriers to his future production, resulting 

in (likely) the most famous trade ever made in baseball history. Three days into the Roarin’ 

Twenties, the Babe went to the New York Yankees for $425,000 (in total cash transferred, since 

$300,000 was a loan), and his hitting prowess would result in the biggest affect in baseball 

scoring until President William Jefferson Clinton took the oath of office 72 years and 17 days 

later. 

Ruth was never a model citizen; and his excesses are well documented, as a passage from 

Robert W. Creamer’s Babe: A Legend Comes to Life reflects vividly:  

“His appetite was enormous, although accounts of it were often exaggerated. A report of 

one dinner says he had an entire capon, potatoes, spinach, corn, peas, beans, bread, butter, 

                                                 
20 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 2006. 69. 
21 James Bill. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 998 p. 
 



 

 

30  

 
 

pie, ice cream and three or four cups of coffee…Ty Cobb, no stickler for accuracy in his 

memoirs of baseball life, said, ‘I’ve seen him at midnight, propped up in a bed, order six 

club sandwiches, a platter of pigs’ knuckles, and a pitcher of beer. He’d down all that 

while smoking a big black cigar. Next day, if he hit a homer, he’d trot around the bases 

complaining about gas pains and a bellyache.’ He belched magnificently and, I was told, 

could fart at will. 

He was, as noted, sexual athlete. In a St. Louis whorehouse he announced he was 

going to go to bed with every girl in the house during the night, and did, and after 

finishing his rounds sat down and had a huge breakfast… 

…He was very noisy in bed, visceral grunts and gasps and whoops accompanying 

his erotic exertions. ‘He was the noisiest fucker in North America,’ a whimsical friend 

recalled.”22 

 

Babe Ruth in 1926 

Ruth’s noise in bed and gluttonous behavior was in 

keeping with the times in which he lived. With 

Prohibition leading to plentiful immoral (for the times) 

behavior, the Babe was the personification of this 

decadence: running liquor, setting up front businesses, 

living a lavish lifestyle, enjoying the finest pleasures 

available. Meanwhile, his on-the-field talent made the 

Yankees the franchise they are to this day. 

Most memorable and subject of legend and lore, is the ‘called shot’ in game three of the 

1932 World Series. As Lawrence Ritter and Donald Honig, baseball historians, reflect the nature 

and mystique of Ruth in The Image of Their Greatness:  

“There was bad blood between the Yankees and the Chicago Cubs even before the 1932 

Series started. Late in the season Chicago shortstop Billy Jurges had suffered and injury, 

and the Cubs dug into the minor leagues and came up with ex-Yankee Mark Koenig to 

replace him. Playing superbly, Koenig helped the Cubs to a pennant. When it came to 

dividing the World Series money [eventually $4,244.60 for the Cubs]23, Koenig was 

                                                 
22 Plimpton George. Home Run: The Best Writing about Baseball’s Most Exciting Moment. San Diego: Harcourt, Inc; 2001. 61-
62. 
23 Menke Frank G. The Encyclopedia of Sports: Third Revised Edition. New York: A.S. Barnes and Company; 1963. 137. 
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voted just a half share by his teammates.  This rankled many…Yankees, particularly 

Ruth, to whom parsimony was unforgivable. 

 The exchange of insults…grew increasingly more heated and rancorous…In the 

top of the fifth inning [in game three] Ruth walked to the plate with one out, the bases 

empty, and the score tied, 4-4. The invective coming from the Cubs’ bench was savage 

and obscene. Charlie Root, the Chicago pitcher, got two quick strikes across. What 

happened [next]…will forever be, a matter of controversy. 

 Ruth made some sort of gesture: the Cubs said he was holding up one finger and 

pointing out a Root to indicate he still had one strike left; some of the Babe’s teammates 

insisted he pointed out to the center field bleachers, showing where he was going to hit 

Root’s next pitch…what he did a moment later – he hit a tremendous home run over the 

bleach screen in center field. 

 Did he call his shot or didn’t he? Ruth claimed – after the fact – that he had. The 

Cubs scoffed at the idea…Like so many other things involving George Herman Ruth, the 

truth has been covered by the gentle mists of legend...”24  

 Babe Ruth passed away on August 16, 1948 the same day that the future King of 

Rock & Roll, Elvis Presley, would leave this mortal coil. 

 

To reflect just how much George Herman Ruth revolutionize and defined the sport, in 

New York and beyond, one possible study is to use the method of statistical process control to 

map ‘the process’ of baseball statistics changing landscape from one era of tabulation to another. 

Alongside Ruth’s temerity (and testing limits), various other ‘theories’ come into place, but what 

is most important to see is exactly when professional baseball converted from one offensive 

paradigm to another. 

To graphically mirror this, a model was determined based on the ratio of home runs and 

doubles to at bats for all full-time players (over 150 AB.) Home runs were an obvious inclusion 

to the analysis, but doubles are also very indicative of the power surge in baseball. In 2005, for 

example, a significant amount of balls (77.4%) not caught are either over the outfielders heads or 

“in the gaps” in relation to balls hit “down the lines.” “Gap-to-gap” power is usually a predictor 

                                                 
24 Ritter Lawrence, Honig Donald. The Image of Their Greatness: An Illustrated History of Baseball from 1900 to the Present. 
New York: Crown Publishers, Inc; 1984. 122. 
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or measure of a hitters’ ability to “go yard”, hit a home run. Another primary assumption is that 

baseballs are hit roughly the same areas of ball fields today as they were in 1908-1935.  

Triples are not included due first to the speed factor inherent with running over 90 yards 

from home to third base. Second, give the times, with somewhat poor fielding and large 

outfields, triples were more prevalent by nature (compared to later seasons) and did not change 

meaningfully between 1910 and 1935, ranging between 65-85 occurrences from 1910-1932. 

Since 1948, the major league average has not top the 50 barrier per season. 

Table 2.1.1. Location of Outfield Hits in 2005 MLB Season25 

2005 Outfield Hits LF Line LF Gap Over OF RF Gap RF Line Total Gaps Lines Gaps/Over Ratio Total% 
MLB Average 52 149 53 144 49 447 293 101 346 3.43 77.40% 
Doubles Avg. 295.4           
Triples Ave 29.6           

 

Diagram 2.1.1. Calculation Process for MLB Power Ratio Changes 

 

Statistical Process Control is a time-oriented analysis of a process that has variation due 

to random and nonrandom causes.26 SPC is utilized to track and/or tweak a process while 

                                                 
25 Dewan John. The Fielding Bible: Breakthrough Analysis of Major League Baseball Defense – by Team and Player. Skokie, 
IL:ACTA Sports; February 2006. 48-49. 
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removing or identifying nonrandom variations. In relation to baseball, the purpose is to define a 

process (such as HR%, 2B% or BA for an particular ERA) and note the changes that occur 

outside the Upper Control Limits (p-bar +(3� p)) and/or Lower Control Limits (p-bar +(-3� p)). 

Steps: 

1) In constructing a P-chart – find the average occurrences of event 

2) Find the sample size and calculate the sample standard deviation 

3) Set control limits – 3 � p (99.7%), 2 � p (95.45%) or 1.645 � p  (90%) 

For the period starting 1910-1919, the following chart was calculated utilizing the 2-league 

averages and standard deviations (Federal League not included): 

 

Graph 2.1.1. SPC of Ratio of Home Runs and Doubles to At-Bats (1905-1935) 
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26 Lindeburg MR. Editor. Engineer-In-Training Reference Manual. 8th Edition. Belmont (CA): Professional Publications, Inc.; 
1992. 11-12. 
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  What this chart reflects is that in the early 1920’s, a change was definitely seen in the % 

of home runs and doubles per at bats. Even before that, from 1912-1918, The National League 

saw a steady decline in power generated by its players, likely due to spitball usage to counter the 

live ball affects introduced by 1911.  But the greatest deviation happened by 1921. Several 

theories put forth have explained this: 

Theories: 

1) Outlawing the usage of the ‘spit ball’ which Carl Mays had accidentally injured and 

killed SS Ray Chapman in August 1920 

2) Babe Ruth’s power surge of 29 home runs in 1919 made acceptable the uppercut 

swing innovation (MLB Team leader: 45 home runs total)  

3) Balls were now rubbed down with resin – cleaner balls and easier to see 

4) Possible modification in the internal design (though not validated) in the baseball 

To further reflect this change, a chart of just Doubles % is shown:  

Graph 2.1.2. Double Control Chart 
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In this case, seven consecutive points above the Average (.0371) and sixteen above the 

UCL (.0462) reflect a significant change in the random nature (99.75% probability the process is 

out of control.) This out of control declaration as it relates to baseball means that a process has 

changed significantly at a given point in time and is unlikely to have happen once by just mere 

chance, being the odds are greater than 400 to 1 for that to occur randomly that one time. 

 

Theory #1 – Outlawing the Spitball 

During the teens, and after ball modifications in 1910/1911, a great many pitchers had developed 

a consistent usage of illegal substances to combat batters. Nothing was particularly above board, 

and pitchers had utilized whatever was handy to throw off hitters. 

As Steven Steinberg states in his analysis, “Then in the ’teens, pitchers began to develop 

various trick pitches, known as “freaks:” the shine ball, the emery ball, the mud ball, the paraffin 

ball, even the licorice ball. All created contrasting surfaces or uneven weight distribution for the 

ball, making it travel in strange ways. While there were rules against these “doctored” pitches, 

they were rarely enforced (or enforceable, since it was hard to prove what had been done to the 

ball, let alone prove who had done it).”  

He continues on, “This was an era when teams put balls in the oven (making them livelier, 

for the home team) and the cooler (deadening them, for the visiting team). Pitchers were even 

known to slide phonograph needles into the ball, giving it quite a wobbly ride. As the ’teens were 

coming to an end, the situation was getting out of hand, and the baseball magnates considered 

cracking down on the abuses.”27 As usual, the ownerships were tired of players taking the game 

into their own hands. Certainly the sheer amount of manipulation of the baseball was becoming a 

disturbing tactic for all persons involved and had to be reined in. 

Carl Mays was well documented to use his spitball to go along with a side arm delivery. 

Even after the killing of SS Ray Chapman, Mays was not adverse to teaching rookie pitchers 

how to use any advantage to confuse a hitter. The ways of baseball in this regard have changed 

very little over the last 85 seasons. 

 

 

                                                 
27 Steinberg S. The Spitter and the End of the Deadball Era Synopsis, Part 1. The National Pastime: A Review of 
Baseball History Number 23; 2003. http://www.urbanshocker.net 
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Theory #2 – Babe Ruth and Finances 

 

Often overlooked as the primary necessitation of this offensive change was the positive financial 

ramifications of generating more offense, as seen by the immortal Babe Ruth hitting 29 home 

runs to packed houses in 1919. (No other Boston regular topped 3 dingers; and 2nd best in the 

American League in home runs was 10.)  Steinberg approaches this topic with, “Baseball purists 

may appreciate and prefer a pitching duel, but the casual fans who would drive the turnstiles 

preferred scoring.” The causal fans have always won out in terms of meeting their needs for 

action and generating cash flow for owners (and players later.) Introducing offense, by any 

means, was acceptable if the gate and advertising revenues followed. A creative owner, such as 

Bill Veeck Jr., had to create a marketable team to the general public, or create ‘buzz’, especially 

with the horrid St. Louis Browns.  

And many pitchers felt similarly about the need to generate more offense: 

Walter Johnson, Hall of Fame Pitcher, who once said: “Hitting plays the most important role in a 

ball game. There is no getting away from the fact that the baseball public likes to see the ball 

walloped hard. The home runs are meat for the fans. “Babe” Ruth draws more people than a 

great pitcher does. It simply illustrates the theory that hitting is the paramount issue of baseball.” 

- Quote from Evening Telegram, August 22, 192028 

The great lefty Carl Hubbell expressed the same thoughts: “Most of the excitement in baseball 

happens at home plate and that, of course, means the hitter…If you don’t have a batter, you don’t 

have a game. So when you take most of the potency away from the hitter, you take a vital action 

out of the game. You damage the game at one of its most critical points.” - Quote from the 

Christian Science Monitor, December 19, 197229 

During the 1920’s, both leagues enjoyed a relatively stable amount of fans attending 

games (500-650 thousand per year.) The change in offense – as Babe Ruth and others developed 

the ‘long ball’ – can be seen in the consistent amount of people attending ballgames. Prior to 

                                                 
28 Ibid.  
29 Ibid. 
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1920, park attendance was unstable due to World War I, the Federal League competition and 

economic downturns reflected in Graph 2.1.3. 

 Even after the stock market crashed, the Great Depression did not drop values below pre-

1920 attendance. This is most likely due to owners granting better deals at the turnstile to get 

anyone to attend games and also the utilization of night baseball to promote attendance as 

reflected in the slight increase in 1936.30 

 

Graph 2.1.3. Average Attendance per Team 

Graph 2.1.3:   Average Attendance per Team
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30 Ritter L, Honig D. The Image of Their Greatness: An Illustrated History of Baseball from 1900 to the Present. 
New York: Crown Publishers, Inc; 1984. 151. 
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 The most significant change happened in post WWII. Fans came to the park in droves. 

From 1946 to 1951 (1952 in the American League), more than 1 million souls per season came 

out to see their heroes return from the war to play baseball. But this windfall (to the owners), 

initially, would eventually lead to several teams moving west from their long time homes due to 

abysmal attendance, home ballpark deficiencies and changing media influences in the 1952-1954 

seasons. (Teams that moved: Boston Braves (1952), St. Louis Browns (1953), Philadelphia A’s 

(1954)) 

Theory #3 – Brightening Baseballs 

An underrated reason for the explosion of hitting is the usage of cleaner baseballs. The 

baseballs, in prior years that were fouled off into the stands, were sought out by park ushers and 

returned the balls to the field of play.31 If the balls were not immediately returned, then the 

umpires put a new ball into play. Of course, that did not stop the usher’s hunt for the foul balls, 

but baseballs were by that time scuffed and defective to the pitchers’ advantage. 

To Quote Steinberg again: 

“Then there was the ball itself—not its composition or interior, but its cover. After the tragic 

death of Cleveland’s popular star Ray Chapman, umpires were instructed to keep fresh, white 

balls in play at all times. Chapman was hit in the head by a pitch thrown by Yankees’ 

submarine pitcher Carl Mays and may have had a hard time picking up the darkened ball. 

Hitters would no longer face a dirty, grimy ball, as the owners agreed to spend more money 

putting balls in play. While there is not a lot of specific data on the numbers, the September 

1925 issue of Baseball Magazine noted that the National League used 43,224 balls in 1924, 

as opposed to only 14,772 in 1916. That’s a lot more bright targets for hitters than they had in 

the past.” 32 

David H. Martinez in The Book of Baseball Literacy concurs: “Chapman’s death…inspired 

major league executives to order that umpires keep fresh white balls in play at all times; prior to 

that, the same one or two balls were used throughout the game…”33 

                                                 
31 James B. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 121-122. 
32 Steinberg S. The Spitter and the End of the Deadball Era Synopsis, Part 2. The National Pastime: A Review of Baseball 
History Number 23; 2003. http://www.urbanshocker.net 
33 Martinez DH. The Book of Baseball Literacy. New York: Penguin Books USA, Inc; 1996. 279. 
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Finally, in consulting the website www.baseballlibrary.com, a history of rule changes made 

include references to the following: 

· The abolition of the spitball, with a "grandfather clause": each team is allowed to appoint 

two spitball pitchers for the 1920 season. [8.02]  

· The ball has its gloss removed before a game by the umpire. [3.01]  

· Enter the "lively ball." Australian yarn, said to be stronger than its American equivalent, 

may be wound tighter, so the ball’s bounce and hardness increase. [1.09]34 

 

 

Theory #4 – Changing the baseball 

This reference to a lively ball reflects possibly the greatest change to the baseball. Or perhaps 

not. Without definitive testing from these balls (during that time frame – not in the present), there 

is no way to assert that Australian yarn was (or is) better than American yarn. As it turns out, the 

conversion may have actually went from Australian to American, according to The History of 

Baseball by Joe Reichler and Allison Danzig. (Page 219.) In Montville Leigh’s Big Bam this 

modification is colorfully recorded as: “Another change had occurred with the baseball itself. 

Nobody knew the facts behind the change - that manufacturers now used a better grade of 

Australian wool and had developed new machines that wound the yarn tighter - but everyone 

knew the ball seemed to fly better. Or said they knew…Hit the new baseball, and it felt like solid 

against solid, bat against the kitchen table. Hit the old baseball and it felt like bat against living 

room sofa.”35  

Some tests on resiliency were engaged in the 1920s, with the results always reported as 

being within norms. But one can imagine a low-level tester being ‘persuaded’ to reach 

conclusions if only to bolster confidences in the internal structure and repeatability of 

manufacturing baseballs. 

  By 1930, the ball was tinkered with again, almost in lockstep with the stock market crash 

of October 29, 1929. The National League of 1930 was no fun for pitchers with a 5’6” CF Hack 

Wilson smashing 56 home runs and establishing an unreachable standard of 190 RBIs. This did 

not go unnoticed as Cubs SS Woody English offered: “In 1931 the owners decided the 
                                                 
34 www.BaseballLibrary.com. Website. The Idea Logical Company, Inc; 2002. http://www.baseballlibrary.com  
35 Montville Leigh. The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth. New York: Doubleday; 200. 111. 
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ballplayers were hitting too many home runs. We realized something was different in '31 almost 

from the start of the season. You hit balls like you always hit them, and they'd plunk, sound like 

they didn't have anything inside…"36 With modifications to the ball having occurred numerous 

times between 1910-1935 and reflected instantaneously in offenses, it is hard to dismiss it as a 

logical theory behind offense changes. 

But these theories, either taken singularly or collectively (absent changing the baseball – 

theory #4) would change the landscape significantly in the hitter v. pitcher arena. The most 

significant results are that the game has never reverted back to the low-offenses seen in the early 

days of dual league play. Even in 1968, the modern day ‘Year of the Pitcher’ home runs, scoring 

and game play was no where near the 1903-1908 era of baseball statistics of performance. As 

time has moved forward, the emphasis on scoring either via rule changes, park designs, 

equipment modifications or training of personnel has likely altered the record book to a degree 

that measurements between eras are futile and problematic even with the best of intentions or 

designs. 

Graph 2.1.4 Batting Average by Hand by Decade  

Graph 2.1.4 : Batting Average by Hand by Decade
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36 Golenbock Peter. Wrigleyville: A Magical History Tour of the Chicago Cubs. New York: St. Martin's Press; 1996. 227. 
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This graph prior reflects the ‘happy hitting’ era that was the 1920’s.  Left hand hitters batted over 

.300 for the entire decade! Left hand batters (Babe Ruth among them) nearly totaled the HR 

totals of Right hand hitters while having less than 50% of the total players. 

 In the 1960’s, batting averages can be seen as below the 1910-19 decade. Even so, the 

decade prior saw even more difficult hitting. The 1960’s are a gradual product of poor 

adjustment to a larger strike zone as implemented in 1963. Even with the DH, the 1970’s and 

1980’s do not come back to 1920 or 1930 levels of batsmanship. 

 But the expansion era 1990’s saw higher batting averages whilst on-base percentage has 

continued to be affected by the lack of patience in ballplayers at the plate. 

 

Table 2.1.2. Grand Totals for all 1920 hitters (and pitchers) by Handedness 

Hitters Type Players AB Hits 2B 3B HR TB Walks K BA OBP 

Totals  B 313 53298 14786 2337 705 393 19712 5208 4222 0.277 0.342 

Totals  L 1630 306132 91998 15416 4928 4622 131136 29817 20750 0.301 0.363 

Totals  R 3361 488495 135130 23116 6343 4879 185569 39371 44253 0.277 0.331 

Totals All 5304 847925 241914 40869 11976 9894 336417 74396 69225 0.284 0.341 

 

All in all, this 1920’s saw domination by hitters. Patience (Walks higher than Ks), Low 

strikeout rate (12.25 Abs per K) and consistent power numbers by a few, but fairly numerous 

players. (Roger Hornsby, Ken Williams, Cy Williams, Gabby Hartnett, Jim Bottomley, Al 

Simmons, Lou Gehrig, Mel Ott and Hack Wilson, to name a select and often honored few.) 
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Graph 2.1.5. Total HRs hit by Decade 
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Only the 1940’s saw a lower total of home runs hit given the same amount of teams. 

(Early 1960’s through the 1990’s saw the addition of 14 MLB teams which accounts mostly for 

the dramatic rise in long balls.)  But a significant jump (148%) in home runs between (1910-

1919) to (1920-1929) is clearly evident, during the introduction of the live ball or Coolidge era. 

Also of interest, the number of switch hitters has continued to rise as seen in the power 

numbers generated during the 1980’s and 1990’s. The ability to run while adding the opposite 

side of the plate for position flexibility has become a high value commodity in baseball. Many 

teams such as the 1980’s Cardinals had numerous switch hitters (Ozzie Smith, Willie McGee, 

etc.) that took advantage of their quickness out of the box – sans home run hitting. Meanwhile, 

two of the best players ever – Mickey Mantle and Eddie Murray – used tremendous power from 

either side of the dish. 
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The three most dangerous home run hitters in the Coolidge Era: Jimmie ‘The Beast’ Foxx, Lou 

‘The Iron Horse’ Gehrig and George Herman ‘Babe’ Ruth. Foxx would lead the American 

League in 1932, 1933, 1935 and 1939, twice going over 50 home runs with Shibe Park and 

Fenway Park as his home haunt. Gehrig led the AL in 1931, 1934 and 1936. Twice hitting 49 

home runs right behind his teammate and bridge partner. In 1928, 1932, and 1936 World Series, 

Gehrig hit a total of 9 home runs – and batted over .500 in 1928 and 1932. From 1926-1931, 

Ruth led (or tied) the AL in home runs. In five consecutive World Series appearances, Ruth hit 2 

or more home runs. (Photo from The Image of Their Greatness – pg. 129.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 


