MUSKEGON LASSIES

By Tom Carlson


Major league baseball continued to play during WWII but the talent level was much reduced.  Almost all of the top players had been drafted into the military.  Thus was born the idea for a women’s baseball league.  A group led by Chicago Cubs owner Phil Wrigley recruited women softball players and put together four teams in 1943.  These were located in South Bend, Indiana, Rockford, Illinois, and the Wisconsin towns of Racine and Kenosha.  The formation of the All American Girls Professional Baseball League, as it was called, was later fictionalized in the hit movie: “A League of Their Own.”


The style of ball played was a hybrid of softball and baseball.  In fact the size of the ball was about halfway between a traditional softball and hardball.  To maintain a feminine image the players were required to wear skirts and were trained to be “lady-like.”  In any case the women brought considerable skill to the field and played an entertaining game.  As the league caught on more teams were added.


Muskegon joined the league in 1946 with a team called the Lassies.  The name had been picked through a “name the team” contest conducted by the Muskegon Chronicle.  Local businessman L.A. Prescott was named president and Ralph Boyle, a former major league player, managed the team on the field.  


The Lassies got off to a good start, winning their initial game against the Fort Wayne Daisies 12 – 0.  The game was played at Marsh Field before a crowd of 2000.  A lighting system had been installed at the field to allow night games.  


Though the Lassies would go on to have a losing record for 1946, the season was considered a success.  Attendance reached 90,000 as fans came out to root for their favorite players.  Among the more popular were Alva Jo Fisher, Irene Applegren, Dorothy “Mickey” Maquire, Jo Lenard, Doris “Sammy” Sams, and local product Donna Cook.  Cook had graduated from Muskegon Heights High School only that spring and was one of the youngest players in the league. 


The 1947 season would prove to be the Lassies’ best.  Manager Bill Wamsgans led the team to a regular season championship.  Over 7,000 watched at Marsh Field as the Lassies clinched the title on the final day.  Doris Sams was chosen the league’s most valuable player for her pitching and hitting.  Attendance swelled to 140,000 for the year.


In 1948 the Lassies were forced to share Marsh Field with the new Central League men’s team, The Muskegon Clippers.  The Clippers were a Class A minor league affiliate of the Chicago White Sox.  Though the two teams together drew 160,000 fans during the 1948 season, neither team prospered financially.   The Lassies fell short of the previous year’ success on the field and were eliminated in the first round of post-season playoffs.  That same year one of the most popular players, Donna Cook, was sent to a new expansion team in Chicago. 



The year 1949 saw a further drop in attendance and in 1950 the team was moved to Kalamazoo.  The league survived for another few years, but 1954 saw the end of women’s professional baseball in the United States.    

