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WHEN THE TIGERS FIELDED A REPLACEMENT TEAM


Tomorrow, by the miracle of television, we will have the opportunity to witness professional football at its worst.  The National Football Leagues owners will field teams made up of replacements for the striking players.  Scab labor, with less than two weeks practice under their often bloated beltlines.  The quality may not be there – but it’s football, and the spirit is willing.


As I settle into my sofa to watch the fiasco, my thoughts will go back 75 years to a time when my step-grandfather was a scab for the Detroit Tigers and worse, he helped recruit other strikebreakers – all with the collusion of the owners and the striking players.


Granddad, from whom I learned about professional athletes, swearing, and spitting (I never did take up chewing tobacco), was in professional baseball for more than 66 years.  He began his major league career with the 1893 Pittsburgh Pirates.  He died with his spikes on in 1959, still a scout for the St. Louis Cardinals.  He was nearly 89 and his name was Joe Sugden.


Back in Granddad’s time, trade unionism was no more than a vague consideration among generally underpaid professional athletes.  An organized strike for greater benefits and “free agency” would have raised more questions than heat.  Free agency was not in their lexicon.  Yet it was a strike of sorts that enabled Granddad to take the field as an active player for one brief fling.


In 1912 Granddad was a coach for the Detroit Tigers.  In May the Tigers were in New York against the Yankees.  Earlier in the series and on previous Tiger visits to New York, a loud-mouthed Yankee fan by the name of Claude Leuker got into a shouting match with Ty Cobb.  At the final game it boiled over.


After the third inning Cobb returned from the field and as he passed Leuker, Cobb made slighting reference to Leuker’s sister’s reputation.  Leuker returned the vulgarity with a racial slur, sending Cobb into his Billy Martin act.  Encouraged by some teammates, Cobb bounded over the grandstand railing and up to the 12th row.  He knocked Leuker down and began kicking and stomping him viciously.  Some of the Tigers took positions, bats in hand, to see that no one interrupted the drubbing.


It turned out that the abusive little man Cobb was pummeling was missing one hand and three fingers from the other.  When someone shouted that Leuker had no hands, Cobb snapped back: “I don’t care if he has no feet.”


But what does that fight have to do with strikes and with Granddad Sugden?


The Tigers headed off to Philadelphia and when they arrived, they learned that the league president, Ban Johnson, had suspended Cobb indefinitely.  It didn’t sit well with them.  After beating the Athletics in the first game of the series, without Cobb, the Tiger players signed a telegram to Johnson announcing that they would not play again until Cobb was reinstated.


It looked like a standoff.  The following day the Detroit team, including Cobb, showed up in uniform.  When the umpire told Cobb that he would not be allowed to play, the entire team walked off the field with Cobb.


Now the Tigers’ management didn’t want the club fined $1,000 a day for not fulfilling its schedule commitments.  So it instructed Manager Hughie Jennings to have somebody ready to take the field in Tiger flannels.  In a way, it’s like the football owners’ contractual obligation to the television networks.


Jennings had instructed his coaches, Jim (Deacon) McGuire and Sugden, to head into the streets of Philly to patch together a team, any team.  And they did, enlisting a bunch of sandlot and college players plus a few semi-pros, 12 in all.  They were at Shibe Park that day, just in case they were needed to fill the breach.  Sure enough, the 11th-hour understudies had to perform.  To add tone, the two coaches also took to the field.


A pitiful sight.  Granddad, nearly 42, played first.  He had thought that he had played his last big league game sever years earlier.  He would have preferred to be deep in the dugout, not on the field.  The 48-year-old McGuire caught until his knees collapsed.  And the pickup squad facing the world champion Athletics was humiliated.  But the A’s had drawn 15,000 faithful that day.  Their manager, Connie Mack, was not about to return those paid admissions.


So they played and the “Tigers” were humbled, 24-2.  In like manner, we can expect monumental ineptitude tomorrow in a sport that requires far more teamwork, coordination and timing.  Humor buffs can’t wait for the miles of videotaped bloopers.


The Cobb brouhaha was settled soon.  Ban Johnson threatened to banish all the striking Tigers, fined each $100, and fixed Cobb’s suspension at 10 days.


Southern honor was satisfied.  Georgia’s congressional delegation – two senators and 10 representatives – wired Cobb:  “As Georgians we commend your action in resenting an uncalled-for insult. We hope for your exoneration and speedy restoration to a place in the clean sport of baseball.  We are proud of your record as a leader of your profession.”


The league won out, but the striking Tigers had made their point.  Authority prevailed.  Pete Rozelle, where are you when we need you?

By Kenneth W. Grundy, published in the Cleveland Plain Dealer on October 3, 1987.

Different versions of this appeared in: Detroit News, Aug. 12, 1986; Atlanta Constitution, June 25, 1987; and San Diego Union, July 28, 1987.
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