Base Ballists Arrested:
The London, Ontario Theft

Case Against Billy Geer

and Harry Luff

By Justin Mckinney
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BASE BALLISTS UNDER ARREST. .‘.

Lulf, third baseman, and Billy Geer, left
ficld of the New Haveu base ball club, were™
arrested in New Hawven this morning on the
complalot of stealag watches and clotbing of
parties from Syracuse, N. Y., while on & tour
willh ibeir glub.  Buil has been refused, The
dir. ctors of the base ball associntion are how
in secret session, and thereis comsiderable ex.
| citement among base ballista.
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Great excitement was cansed amoug the New
Haven base-ball players. yesterday, by the arrest
of Heory T. Luffand William Geer, third base-
man and left fielder of the New Haven nine, on
a charge of siealing several coats, etc., during
their recent trip to Canada. Thereis some donbt |
of their guilt, however, and the matier will be |
fully investizated. |
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Suspect # 1 Billy Geer
: Born ca. 1855 in New York City

Starred at Manhattan College from 1871-
1874

Made pro debut in 1874
Utility man for New Haven

Considered one of most promising young
infielders in baseball




Suspect # 2 - Harry Luff

Born September 14, 1852 in Philadelphia

Attended Polytechnic College and graduated as
engineer - graduated first in his class

Promising amateur player in Philadelphia
New Haven had strong Philly contingent

Versatile player who could play every position




Scene of the Crime

The Tecumseh House Hotel in London, Ontario
Opened December 27, 1858 and cost a reported $100,000

Visitors over the years included Walt Whitman, John L. Sullivan, and
the Prince of Wales and possibly a fugitive Louis Riel

160 rooms - regularly hosted sports teams

Owned by Edwin M. Moore and James T. Conklin




Tecumsen House, west side Wchmond St.,
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New Haven Elm Citys

The EIm Citys had joined the National Association for 1875 season
Recruited many young players to strengthen their nine

Billy Geer and Harry Luff were among the young recruits

Club was dismal and drew poorly

In late August went on exhibition tour of New York, Canada and
Pennsylvania

Common practice to make extra revenue




The Tour

August 26 New Haven vs. Syracuse @ Syracuse, NY 28-4 W
August 27 New Haven vs. Franklins @ Auburn, NY 13-3 W
August 28 New Haven vs. Rochester @ Rochester, NY 10-1 W
August 31 New Haven vs. St. Lawrence @ Kingston, ON 15-3 W
September 1 New Haven vs. St. Lawrence @ Kingston, ON 13-6 W
September 3 New Haven vs. Guelph @ St. Catharines, ON 10-2 W
September 4 New Haven vs. Guelph @ Guelph, ON 5-7 L
September 6 New Haven vs. London @ London, ON 19-4 W
September 9 New Haven vs. Scranton @ Scranton, PA 15-7 W
September 11 New Haven vs. Brooklyn @ Brooklyn, NY 13-6 W
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The Timeline

New Haven papers published detailed account of events:

September 5 - New Haven arrived in London and stayed at Tecumseh
House

September 6 - New Haven defeats Tecumsehs 19-4 and stays at hotel

September 7 - New Haven leaves to travel to Scranton, PA for next
contest on September 9
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The Timeline

September 9 - Team in Scranton - several teammates report that Geer
and Luff travelling with extra luggage

September 12 - club arrives home

September 13 - letter from London received by New Haven directors
and given to police

September 14 - Geer and Luff arrested by Officer Reilly and Brewer of
New Haven police force on suspicion of theft




The Spoils

Geer and Luff stayed at the Chaplain House in New Haven

Police searched their room and found the missing coat, along with
several other coats, a gold watch, and a meerschaum pipe

Officer Sweet had previously suspected that Geer and Luff had stolen
a revolver from his room - gun not found

Geer claimed to have purchased the coat for $35 in Canada, but had
told another teammate that he had purchased it for $12.




Motives?

Player salaries in the National Association were modest - Dick Higham
was highest paid player in 1875 at $2,200 per year

Youngsters like Geer and Luff would likely be making less than half
that

New Haven was a poor club with poor attendance

After defeat at Guelph on Sept 4, reports club was going to disband,
and players released

Threat of losing job + low pay




The Proceedings

Conflicting reports of what happened next

Geer and Luff were held while awaiting trial

Conflicting sources say pair were bailed out, while others said bail
refused

Geer hired former semi-pro teammate and future NYC judge William
H. Kelly as his attorney

Trial scheduled for the following week




Trial?

The trial was scheduled for week of September 21

Coverage of the arrest and case had appeared nationwide, with New York
Clipper publishing lengthy editorial

London papers were strangely quiet about the incident

Geer and Luff were in possession of the coat that was reported stolen, but
case required witness testimony

Witnesses would need to travel from London to New Haven to testify at
their own expense
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Results

Not surprisingly, no witnesses were willing to make the 900+ km
voyage

Geer was released on September 23 and Luff shortly after
Charges dropped due to lack of witnesses
Luff and Geer were dropped by New Haven as result of the arrest

They were not formally punished by National Association




THE GEER AND LU CASE.

A pote from Mr, Geer, which did not come In
time for our last lsaue, states that he can prove his
entire innocence of the charge made against him in
the New Haven papers; sud since then [t has beon
endorsed by the action of the court in trying the
case last Thurasday, he belng honorably scquitted,
there not being the slightest ovidence against him.
A letter from Mr. Luil is to the same purport, as

will be seen below:
Pulrapsrruia, Sept. 35, 1875
Epmrox CLirPER.~In“consideration of the unfortunate
circumstances that have oceurred to me in New Haven,
and o justice to myself snd the profession, I deem it m
duty to deny in toto the charges preferred agalost me, and
state that f‘h&d no part whatever In any of (he thievish
transactions, 1 was simply unfortunate encugh 1o be the
room - mate { o‘xmn in whose ension the
wers found. The siatement that 1 was sesn leaving any
Ince or botel with increased baggage I8 eutirely false.
50 kind enough Lo repalr the damage, as faras ble, al.
roady done my chamecter, by Inseriing the a in the

our valuab)s r. Yo ully
pext isaue of ¥ x:& 800&!3 respec

yours, Axxny T, Lo 1xth mreet

Both men honorably
acquitted

Luff claimed his only
crime was sharing a
room with Billy Geer

Both men found jobs
with independent clubs
in 1876




Rap Sheet - Billy Geer

Billy Geer’s career continued through 1885

In 1887, began a second career as the most prolific check forger in
America

8 different prison stints, each with different name
35+ aliases, forgeries in at least 35 states, travelled to dozens of countries

Died in 1928 under name of Bruce Barrington, true identity not discovered
until 2020
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Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency.
OFFICES.

NEW YORK, 57 BROASWAY
SOHN CORNISH, Sup't.

FOUNDED BY ALLAN PINKERTON, 185/

New York, ) GEO. D. BANGS, Gen'l Sup't

: Principals.
N, Chicago - | New York. 80OSTON, 10 412 reoKmAL sYREET

PHILADELPHIA, a1 cuestaur sTaer

D. ROBERTSON, Ass’t Gen'l Sup’t Middle Division, CHICAGO CHICAGO, 201 riFT AvenuE

3 ST. PAUL,  GCRMANIA BANK BUILOING.

Jas. MCPARLAND, Ass't Gen'l Sup't Western Division, DENVER.  kaANSAS CITY, | sas main svncer.

ATTORNEYS, DENVER, OPERA MOUSE BLOCK.
SEWARD, GUTHRIE & STEELE, PORTLAND, ORE. MARGUAM BLOCK.

New York. CONNECTED BY TELEPHONE. SAN FRANCISCO, cmockem LOING.

REPRES

NTING THE AMERICAN BANKEAS' ASSOCIATION
BULLETIN NO. 10. New Yorx, N
FORGERY ! CAUTION !
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He is described, as follows:
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Ed. Lyon
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CHECK FORGED ON E. B. TAYLOR COMPANY, OF RICHMOND.
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Rap Sheet - Harry Luff

Harry Luff’s career also continued until 1885 - notoriously violent drunk - released
multiple times due to drinking

1874 - shot a man during an argument at a Philadelphia tavern
1877 - arrested for assaulting a man in Fall River, MA

1881 - charged with accessory to murder after two women died due to “nostrums” he
gave them to induce an abortion

1883 - drunkenly assaulted a Louisville policeman
1884 - pulled a knife on a Cincinnati street car driver

1889 - arrested for neglecting wife and four kids




Rap Sheet - Harry Luff

1891 - sentenced to one year in prison for spousal abuse - judge called
him “the worst person in the world without exception”

“You have beaten your wife, neglected your family, blackened the eyes of
your sister, blackguarded your father who has kept you for years, and
done everything else you could to be in keeping with your habitual
drunkenness. You have tried to get rid of your wife who is a good woman,
and | think it is about time the community was rid of a beast like you.”

Died in 1916 in Philadelphia




Were They Guilty?

Geer and Luff were in possession of the coat that was reported stolen
Geer offered conflicting stories about how he acquired the coat

They were at scene of the crime

Luff pointed finger at Geer

Both Geer and Luff were among the most notoriously unsavory
characters of 19th century baseball




The Shortstop Was a Crook

Available now

https://mcfarlandbooks.com/product/the-

shortstop-was-a-crook/

Questions? Comments?

Bluesky: @justmckinney.bsky.social

Twitter: @just mckinney

Email: just.mckinney@gmail.com
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