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INTRODUCTION


We were talking about the 1998 Yankees and my question to Derek Jeter was as obvious and as predictable as a question could be. When Jeter reflects upon the 1998 team, that immensely powerful and wonderfully cohesive team, what is the first thing that leaps into his brain?


“Greatest team ever,” Jeter said. “That’s what comes to mind.”


For someone who spent a 20-year career in New York being intentionally bland and not bragging about himself or his teams, Jeter’s words were noteworthy and blunt. There were numerous ways Jeter could have praised the 1998 Yankees before instantly describing them as better than any team in baseball history.


He could have gushed about a relentless lineup that drained and destroyed pitchers. He could have raved about a bullish starting rotation that basically featured an ace a day. He could have complimented a balanced bullpen that was anchored by the brilliant Mariano Rivera. Or Jeter could have talked about the unprecedented 125 wins and a season of dominance. But Jeter started at the top. He gave the headline before he discussed the details of the story.


“Hey, look, it’s so difficult,” Jeter said. “You can’t compare eras. It’s impossible to do that. The game has changed so much. Look how the game has changed since I retired and that’s a short period of time. It’s very difficult to compare eras.”


Still, even after Jeter hedged a bit in describing how difficult it is to compare teams from different eras, he returned to his original statement. Greatest Team Ever.


“So, for selfish reasons, I say it’s the greatest team,” Jeter said. “I would put it up there against any team in history. And I would like our chances.”


As usual, Jeter is right. The 1998 Yankees were a very talented, very focused, and very successful team, a club that exemplified what a team should be. They didn’t have superstars or even All-Stars at every position, but they had an amazing nucleus, a talented supporting cast, and a steely-eyed focus. Watching the Yankees perform was like watching a group of pinstriped gentlemen who bullied the opposition, but who also dominated with dignity.


Of course, Jeter was the burgeoning star, the cool and handsome shortstop who actually dated pop star Mariah Carey that year and who did everything adeptly on the field. The kid wearing number 2 was beloved, especially by the kids who squealed over every move he made. Second baseman Chuck Knoblauch was a pest of a leadoff hitter whose postseason brain cramp created the most stressful moments of the year. But he and the Yankees survived and thrived.


On a passionate and focused team, the most intense player was right fielder Paul O’Neill, who treated every at-bat like it was his last and who treated watercoolers like they were punching bags. Much more relaxed than O’Neill was Bernie Williams, a switch-hitting center fielder who was committed to ending 1998 much differently than he ended 1997. Like O’Neill, Tino Martinez was another intense left-handed hitter who vanquished some postseason struggles with a memorable grand slam in the World Series. The catching position was shared by the fiery Jorge Posada and the intelligent Joe Girardi, two dedicated men behind the plate.


From the unlikely hero department, minor league lifer Shane Spencer swooped into the Bronx, invaded a potent lineup, and delivered a bunch of prodigious September swings. Scott Brosius was the biggest surprise of the season, a third baseman who rocketed from a .203 hitter in Oakland to a World Series MVP in New York. At various times, the bench included future Hall of Famer Tim Raines, Darryl Strawberry, and Chili Davis. In their careers, the trio combined for 6,386 hits, 855 homers, and 1,171 stolen bases. That’s an iconic bench.


On the pitching staff, David Wells found a way to be perfect for one day and perfectly agitating to Manager Joe Torre on some other days. David Cone, the ultimate New York baseball player, treated Wells like a brother while also forming a dynamic one-two combo with him. Andy Pettitte was a ferocious competitor who won the clinching game of the World Series, even in a season where he grappled with some health issues in his family. Orlando “El Duque” Hernández, the gift of a pitcher from Cuba, brought grit and style to a juggernaut and also had youngsters in the New York area lifting their knees to their chins as they pitched.


With Rivera in the bullpen, Jeter often said, “When we go to Mo, we know the game is over.” In that season, and in so many other seasons, it was. The Yankees lost only one game when they held a lead after eight innings. The stoic Rivera emphatically erased the disappointment of allowing a crushing homer in the 1997 postseason.


And guiding all the players was Torre, the man who Jeter called “the perfect manager” for this team. After a sluggish start in the first week led to some dubious questions about Torre’s job security, he chastised the Yankees during a memorable team meeting in Seattle. The Yankees responded like a bulldozer rolling over an aluminum can, causing Torre to say he had never managed a team that simply refused to lose even one game.


Twenty-five years after that historic season, I revisited it with the players who churned through a season like none they had ever experienced. These interviews provide new perspectives and new insights about that spectacular season, from how they bonded (quickly) to how they squabbled (not too often) to how they soared (often). Over and over, the players marveled at what they had accomplished. Time, it was clear, had made them even prouder.


“It’s the greatest team ever,” said Wells. “There’s no doubt. Just look at the depth we had.”


O’Neill added, “It was as close to a perfect team as I’ve ever been around.”


Finally, Torre said, “I think I managed the best team of all-time.”


I coauthored a book called The Life You Imagine with Jeter while he was still playing and there were topics he simply didn’t want to discuss. In contrast, he was thrilled to discuss the historical placing of the 1998 Yankees. After noting how the Yankees didn’t have a player who hit even 30 homers that year, Jeter returned to the theme of how deep, versatile, and deadly they were. He stressed how the Yankees could “beat you in so many different ways” and how they could still excel when a few players were struggling.


“So when I say I would put us up there against any team, what I mean is that every team goes through times where they scuffle,” Jeter added. “But, if we had two or three guys who were struggling, somebody else would always step up.”


And then Jeter said something I’ll never forget.


“We,” Jeter said, “wanted to pummel teams.”


Pummel teams. Not just beat them, but pummel them. And they did. As Jeter explained, somebody would always produce for the Yankees. All the way to a 125–50 record, which is engraved on the left shank of their World Series championship rings. And all the way to asserting themselves as the greatest team of all time. Jeter knows.


“I still don’t think anyone’s going to do what we did,” Jeter said. “Not 125–50. I don’t think it will be done again.”















CHAPTER 1



Before Glory, Suffering


The baseball gods were taunting the Yankees, stalking them and scaring them. On a crisp October night in Cleveland, they mocked the defending champions, telling them their season was almost over. The Yankees had one lonely out left.


One more chance. Just one more chance to save themselves. That’s what the Yankees were hoping to do against the Indians. And, after Paul O’Neill’s scorching line drive off the right field fence and his sprawling dive into second base for a double, the Yankees had that chance. They were still hopeful of winning the 1997 Division Series and Bernie Williams was the player who carried that snippet of a hope to the plate.


Always thoughtful, always patient, and much more tenacious than he looked, Williams had seemed unsettled while managing two hits in 16 at-bats in the series. But Williams, who was armed with a 32-ounce bat, had the chance to redeem himself with one smooth swing against Jose Mesa. Williams took deep breaths and told himself to get a pitch that he could handle. A single would tie the game. For the Yankee faithful, Bernie, the reliable and likable Bernie, held all their hopes.


Baseball is a fulfilling and a deflating sport, a game that can be replete with endless joy or perpetual dread. And all of that can happen in one at-bat. In the moment that Williams faced Mesa, everyone in both dugouts, everyone in the press box, and all 45,203 fans knew that this at-bat would either end the game or extend the game. It would help decide which team advanced to the American League Championship Series and which team packed to go home—a baseball family abruptly departing in 25 divergent paths.


Tall and thick and sporting a handlebar mustache, Mesa was a reliever who threw hard and had a nasty slider. On the first pitch of the at-bat, the right-hander fired a slider that hung in the strike zone. It was the kind of pitch that Williams could have hammered. Williams, a switch-hitter who was batting from the left side, swung and lifted the ball toward left center field, his eyes, the catcher’s eyes, and the umpire’s eyes simultaneously peering in that direction. Could it find a gap? Would it land untouched? Were the Yankees still breathing?


Williams loped out of the batter’s box, laying his bat on the grass as he moved. After about six steps, he looked down and toward the first base dugout, the body language of a concerned hitter. He kept running to first and looking left. Running and looking. And, of course, hoping. By the time Williams had taken a dozen steps, the inevitable agony arrived as the ball was caught by left fielder Brian Giles. Williams, his hope now gone, shook his head and shouted, “Nooooooo!”


On the television broadcast, play-by-play man Joe Buck said simply, “Into left center. Giles is there. Celebrate.”


Cleveland, not New York, celebrated. At 11:47 p.m. on October 6, 1997, the proud and mighty Yankees, who had won it all during an inspiring 1996, lost the fifth game of the series, 4–3, and were eliminated from the postseason. They were no longer defending their championship. It was painful and perplexing, especially since the Yankees were only four outs away from winning Game 4 and the series with Mariano Rivera on the mound.


But, as wrenching as that series loss was, I’ve always believed that the Yankees’ march toward a historic 1998 began shortly after midnight.


Those devastating feelings immediately motivated them to not be in that position again.


The motivation to succeed comes in a variety of forms and from a variety of places. With the Yankees of that era, several players said that their motivation stemmed from themselves, from their teammates, from principal owner George Steinbrenner, from the news media, and from any other source or slight that can compel an athlete to perform better. For the 1998 Yankees who were part of that 1997 team, that loss, that crushing defeat to Cleveland, was as motivating as anything else.


Before the Yankees could win an unprecedented 125 games, before they could outscore opponents by 309 runs, before they could feature nine regulars who all had a .350 on-base percentage or higher, and before they could thrust themselves into the conversation about being the greatest team of all time, there had to be a loss in 1997.


Before there was history, there had to be some misery.


“That loss in ’97 drove us,” said catcher Jorge Posada. “It was just a mindset of never letting that happen again.”


Reliever Jeff Nelson couldn’t escape the notion of what the Yankees had left behind in Cleveland. Everything.


“I think 1997 was a humbling experience for all of us,” Nelson said. “You go to the World Series and win in 1996 and you’re on the top of the world. The one thing that happens is you can never be complacent in New York. I think you might be able to do that in other places, but not in New York. In New York, you can’t just be satisfied with winning it one time. And I think that’s great. I think that’s the way it should be. I think that’s something we learned in 1997. We thought we were going to walk right in and say, ‘Hey, we’re going to beat Cleveland and here we go again.’ And it didn’t work out that way. So it hurts you and it humbles you.”


After Williams’s fly ball landed in Giles’s glove, the Yankees were a bewildered, morose bunch. Derek Jeter, who grounded out against Mesa in the ninth, sat stone-faced in the dugout clutching a towel, his batting gloves still on. Perhaps he was envisioning another at-bat, another chance. “I wasn’t ready to stop playing,” he said.


Tino Martinez, who had slugged a team-high 44 homers that season, which was the most by a Yankees’ first baseman since Lou Gehrig in 1936, sat beside Jeter, his glove tucked under his right arm. “A horrible loss,” Martinez said.


On the field in front of them, the Indians celebrated. Rivera was in a lonely place, a first-year closer who failed to close and who lamented how he had allowed a game-tying homer to Sandy Alomar Jr. in the eighth inning of Game 4. The Yankees needed four more outs from Rivera, but they lost that game and then lost the deciding game by a run when Williams made the final out.


“Paul O’Neill almost broke his neck sliding into second base with one of those disastrous slides,” Williams said. “And then it was up to me to keep the game going. And I failed miserably.”


Failed miserably. That’s not an easy thing for anyone to say, especially for a sublime and elite athlete like Williams. But Williams took that negative, that ubiquitous negative, and brought it with him into the off-season. And every time he lifted weights, ran sprints, swung a bat, threw a baseball, or even gulped a bottle of water, he thought about Mesa and that “lazy fly ball” that pierced Williams’s heart and psyche.


“I took that so hard that I trained like I’d never trained before in the off-season, mentally and physically,” Williams said. “I told myself I was going to be better prepared if that situation ever happened again. Physically, I got myself ready. But mentally, I put myself in a mindset where I was going to be the best clutch hitter I could be. And that attitude catapulted me into having the year I had in 1998.”


Mesa, who had conquered Williams, had a lot to ponder in the off-season too. Twenty days after subduing Williams, Mesa had the chance to guide the Indians to their first World Series title since 1948, which meant he had a chance to forever be a hero in a city aching for baseball glory. But Mesa allowed a run and blew a save against the Florida Marlins in the ninth inning and the Indians eventually lost in 11 innings in Game 7. Mesa’s dread was even more depressing than Williams’s dread. Baseball. Exhilarating one day. Deflating three weeks later. Williams knew Mesa’s pain because it was the same kind of pain.


“Baseball kind of fancies itself by this notion that we play so many games that you always have an opportunity to vindicate yourself,” Williams said. “If something bad happened to you the day before, you always have the chance to say, ‘Hey, I’ll get them tomorrow.’ After I made that last out, there was no tomorrow until the next year. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to face in the game.”


As the Yankees trudged off the field and returned to the clubhouse, they were speechless. It was a startlingly quiet scene, one that was accentuated by Manager Joe Torre. Torre needed to be with his players. So he exited the manager’s office and turned left to get to the clubhouse, noticing how somber it felt. No one was speaking. So Torre didn’t speak either. Instead, Torre found a chair, sat down in the middle of the room, and joined his players in essentially bidding adieu to the 1997 season. For several minutes, Torre shared the silence with his players.


“There was nothing I could say to them about the season,” Torre said. “There was no one to blame. I just had to peel Bernie Williams off the dugout steps because he was do distraught. It was a stunner. We all felt that we let something get away from us.”


The minutes drifted off the clock. Five minutes. Ten minutes. Fifteen minutes. Different players have different recollections of how long Torre sat with them in the noiseless clubhouse, but David Cone said it felt like it lasted as long as an hour. It wasn’t an hour because reporters were soon allowed in the room to interview the Yankees, but it felt endless because it was such a powerful display. Without saying a word, Torre and the Yankees were holding a vigil for their now completed season, a season that they thought would end with another title.


“It was like a funeral,” Cone said. “Torre just sat there after that loss. You expected him to say something like, ‘We fought hard. I’m proud of you.’ But he didn’t say a word. You could see his eyes moving around the room and he was looking at everybody. Eventually, he just got up and walked up to every single player and thanked them and gave them a hug. Every single player. I thought it was tremendous. There was nothing to say. His nonverbal eye contact and the way he hugged everybody was better than anything he could have said. It was respect. Pure respect.”


After Torre was finished saying thanks and offering hugs, there were interviews to be done, reflections to be offered, and emotions to be unloaded. O’Neill, who had a spectacular series with a .421 average (8 for 19) and two homers, sat by his locker, a maze of microphones in his face, and said what everyone was feeling. Sure, every player could think about what he might have done differently to change an outcome, O’Neill said. But then he aptly and bluntly concluded, “It’s all over now.” And it was all over, except for the lingering pain. O’Neill theorized that it would take “about four months” to get over the loss. O’Neill settled on four months of grieving because that would take him to February 1998, the next time the Yankees would all gather in a clubhouse together. Basically, O’Neill planned to sulk and stew from Halloween to Thanksgiving to Christmas to New Year’s Day to Valentine’s Day and, well, you get the idea. This loss was everlasting. This loss was ever-present. And motivating.


Back in the clubhouse, other than spikes being tossed onto the floor or players speaking in hushed tones, the room remained mostly silent. Steinbrenner was a fixture in the clubhouse during this series because he always wanted to be around the team for the most important games, the old college football coach in him emerging as he offered up his version of support and motivation. Before the game, Steinbrenner, who was born in Ohio, rode an elevator with some reporters and said he had a positive feeling about Game 5.


“This is what sports is all about,” he said, before his Yankees landed on the wrong side of that outcome.


Never hesitant to give his unfiltered assessments of his players, his coaches, or his manager, Steinbrenner played a different role on this depressing night. He was a consoler. The owner circled the clubhouse and patted the players on their backs and told them how proud he was of what they had accomplished. Steinbrenner told O’Neill how valuable he had been and how fortunate the Yankees were to have him. By the way, the Boss started calling him “the Warrior” after that daring dash to second. But O’Neill didn’t want to hear those compliments. His bat and his glove were going into storage.


Once Steinbrenner finished comforting his players, all 25 of them, he turned from a consoler to a predictor.


“We’ll win it next year,” Steinbrenner said. “Mark my words.”


I was standing near Steinbrenner as he uttered those memorable words and, as I scribbled them into a notebook, I thought it was the kind of statement an owner would and should make. It was a way to give these forlorn Yankees some hope, even if none of the players heard him. It was also a message to Yankee fans. But, in that moment, those words, which would eventually and emphatically prove to be true, didn’t resonate. The Yankees were still mourning. The future was unwritten. And next season, the season that ended up being glorious and gratifying, seemed so far away.


On the Yankees’ flight from Cleveland to New York, Martinez remembered one overwhelming factor: more silence. Normally, even after a frustrating loss, players eventually begin to talk during the journey. There are some card games, some banter about what just happened, and maybe some thoughts about vacation plans. But there was little of that on this flight. For the entire trip home, the Yankees were on mute.


“That series was a horrible loss for us because we won in 1996 and we thought that we were a better team in 1997,” Martinez said. “In fact, we knew that we were better in 1997 than in 1996. So we totally expected to win the World Series again. That was our goal and our only goal. Anything less than that was disappointing. To lose that series the way we did, with Alomar hitting a homer off Mo. Yeah, we let one go there in 1997.”


Understanding how despondent the Yankees were, Cone decided to try and help the players share in their torment for a few more hours. He contacted a friend who owned a bar in the West Village section of Manhattan and asked if the man could keep the doors open and keep the taps flowing for the wounded Yankees. And Cone’s friend agreed to accommodate the Yankees. It was a caring act by Cone, the kind of act that was all about leadership. Cone knew he would be awake for hours as he ruminated about how the Yankees lost in Cleveland. So he might as well share the what-ifs with his teammates.


The bar gathering backfired on Cone as much as if he had placed his pitching hand over a flame. The person whom Cone had considered a friend allowed pictures to be taken of the distraught Yankees at that bar and they didn’t look too distraught. They looked like party animals. That became apparent to many because the New York Post ended up with the partying pictures and published them and an article with the headline “YANKEE PANKY.” The subhead read, “BOMBERS PARTY THE NIGHT AWAY AFTER LOSING TO THE TRIBE.” Gulp.


Once the pictures were in the Post, Cone received a phone call from an angry Steinbrenner. The Boss told Cone that he and his Yankee teammates didn’t behave like true Yankees and that the pictures made it seem as if they didn’t care about the awful way the season had ended. Cone explained to Steinbrenner that he realized how bad it looked and that it was his decision, no one else’s, to go to the bar and bond over the season one last time. Steinbrenner listened to Cone and accepted the explanation, but he ended the call by telling Cone he was disappointed.


Back at Yankee Stadium, less than 24 hours after the Yankees’ season ended, the mourning continued. The day after a postseason loss is always “clean-out” day or “pack-up” day. Players will trickle into the clubhouse, stuff their belongings into cardboard boxes, and say goodbye until spring training.


“I thought we were going to win the whole thing,” said pitcher David Wells. “My stomach was hurting because I thought we were going all the way. I really thought this was going to be a storybook finish.”


Sitting behind his desk in the manager’s office, the eloquent Torre quoted his mother in saying that “everything happens for a reason” and, sometimes, that reason isn’t immediately apparent. But, Torre concluded, “If you beat yourself up and think why did this happen or why did that happen, you’ll go nuts.”


In the aftermath of the loss, Torre, who was still managing his players and their emotions, had a tender conversation with Rivera on the tarmac at Newark Airport. At that point, Rivera was a new closer with a glistening future, but he was not yet the pitcher who would notch the final out for five World Series titles or who would become the first and only player to be voted into the Hall of Fame unanimously. He was still a 27-year-old trying to figure out how an outside fastball turned into his worst nightmare and who was calling the loss his fault. Torre told Rivera that he was one of the primary reasons the Yankees were even in position to succeed in the postseason, so he should not think he was the reason the Yankees faltered.


“I just wanted him to know what we felt about him and how there was so much more for him to celebrate than there was for him to be depressed about,” Torre said. “What happened to him was just one of those things. It’s tough to create what Mariano became without first having a belly full of guts.”


Rivera appreciated Torre’s wisdom and realized he needed to look ahead.


“I was kind of feeling guilty the other day when we lost,” Rivera said. “I still feel a little guilty, but I have to let it go. You can’t look back. It won’t be easy.”


As boxes were packed and taped on that good-bye day at the stadium, the person I remember more than any players was a custodian who was carrying a gallon of white paint, a brush, and a ladder. He shuffled through the bowels of the stadium and eventually stopped at a staircase that was adjacent to the players’ entrance. I didn’t know the man’s name, but I was dumbfounded as I watched him climb the ladder, dip the brush in the paint, and carefully paint over the blue “1996 World Champions” on the cinderblock wall.


“It’s a shame,” the man said. “I hate having to do this. That darn game killed me.”


The Yankees were STILL the 1996 champions. There shouldn’t have been any rush or, honestly, any desire to paint over those words. Heck, the Yankees could have left those words up for infinity because they would always be the 1996 champs. But in Steinbrenner’s world, 1997 had been a failure. So the championship reminder, a proud remembrance of a glorious season, was removed with several strokes of a paintbrush. For the custodian, that was as crushing as the loss itself.


On that bleak day, Torre revealed that he slept only four hours because, oddly enough, his bedroom was being painted and he needed to wake up early and vacate his house. When Torre was told that Steinbrenner predicted a championship for 1998, the manager said, “I expect to win too. It makes it tougher when you expect to win when you don’t know who your players are. When the Boss says that, it means he’s going to get you the players.”


Expecting to win? Getting the right players? Torre’s words were just a forecast at that time, optimistic responses during a numbing period. While Torre and Steinbrenner didn’t yet know it, the Yankees were going to have perhaps the greatest collection of players the organization had ever assembled. None of us knew it, but 1998 was going to be an illuminating and remarkable season in Yankeeland. The Yankees would play in a way that no team had ever played. They would play like the best team of all time. Even the baseball gods would be in awe.















CHAPTER 2



The Pieces of the Puzzle


The blue carpet had been freshly vacuumed, the folding chairs were all neatly assembled by the players’ lockers, and the uniforms were all pressed and hanging on hooks in the lockers. It was a pristine scene in the Yankees’ clubhouse in February 1998, the start of another spring training day in Tampa. Like every spring, it was a time of hope and optimism for the Yankees. The goal, as always, was to be the last team standing and smiling after winning a title in October.


Everyone who was in the clubhouse knew that, from the players to the coaches to the attendants who had just hung up those uniforms. That was the Yankee mandate because that was principal owner George Steinbrenner’s dictate. Unless the Yankees won a World Series championship, Steinbrenner considered the season a failure. That might seem too demanding, but that’s the way Steinbrenner felt and that’s the way he wanted everyone in the organization to feel. And, remember, Steinbrenner had vowed four months earlier that the Yankees would win it all in 1998.


When Joe Torre emerged from his office on this day and sauntered a few steps into the clubhouse, he was starting his third full season as manager of the Yankees. It was a position he adored and a position that had helped rejuvenate his career. After Torre guided the Yankees to the World Series in 1996, it was the first time in his 32-year career that he had been involved in the Fall Classic, as a player or as a manager. When the Yankees won, Torre wept. A lot.


There were no tears from Torre on this morning. But there was a message from the manager. It was a simple yet serious message that everyone in the room already knew and probably expected. But it still mattered.


“We,” Torre said, “have unfinished business.”


In Torre’s first full-squad meeting of the year, he reminded the players about 1997 and reminded them about what they had NOT accomplished. He talked about failure before he talked about expectations. He wanted them to think about the agony of 1997 before he mentioned the hopefulness of 1998. It was intentional, it was smart, and it was well-received.


“You’re talking about a lot of guys on that team who knew what happened and knew what we had to do,” said catcher Jorge Posada. “But as soon as Joe said that we had unfinished business, it just immediately put you in a certain mindset. It was like, ‘OK. Here we go.’”


Sitting in a chair near the back wall of the clubhouse, Posada peered to his left and to his right after he heard Torre’s words. He knew that those words resonated with Derek Jeter, Bernie Williams, Paul O’Neill, Mariano Rivera, David Cone, and the rest of the Yankees from the 1997 team. He was glad Torre said it because it told the Yankees, new and old, there needed to be an urgency in the way they performed.


“It was great to hear that from Joe, but we knew what we had to do and we knew that we should have won in 1997,” said first baseman Tino Martinez. “We had that good of a team.”


I’ve covered spring training for more than 30 years and players are sometimes resistant to talk about the previous season, especially if it had a sour ending. While the Yankees could have distanced themselves from questions about the 1997 loss to the Indians, they didn’t. Several players embraced the questions, understanding what it meant and how it could guide them.


“When you’re faced with tough times, it helps to talk about it,” Posada said. “Believe it or not, by talking about it and by getting it out in the open, that helps you forget about it. And it helps you move on from it.”


For the new Yankees like Chuck Knoblauch, Scott Brosius, and Chili Davis, Torre’s words about “unfinished business” didn’t resonate as much because they played for other teams in 1997 and weren’t part of that postseason loss. Or maybe Torre’s words did resonate with them. Jeter said the first-year Yankees “could sense” just how focused, dedicated, and committed the Yankees were to creating a much better ending in 1998. And those new players also understood they were imported to be a part of that new and better script.


Twenty-three players appeared in at least one game for the 1997 team and the 1998 team and 15 men played for the 1996, 1997, and 1998 teams. That continuity is another reason why Jeter said the new additions were quickly and keenly aware of how their hungry and unfulfilled teammates felt about this season. Everywhere those players looked in the clubhouse, there was someone lamenting 1997 and swearing that it would never happen again.


“I think losing that series was a carryover for all of the guys who were there in ’97,” Jeter said. “And it was especially true for the guys who were there in ’96 and ’97 because we’re coming from winning the World Series and it’s the ultimate elation, and then we’re going through 1997 where it’s the ultimate disappointment. And no one wanted to experience that again. And I think the new players that came in, I think they felt it.”


Roaming from field to field and from meeting to meeting that spring was the Yankees’ new general manager: Brian Cashman. Even though Cashman had been the assistant GM for the previous five seasons and first worked for the Yankees in 1986, he never expected to be in this position. There is a Talking Heads song called “Once in a Lifetime” that includes the lyrics, “And you may ask yourself, ‘Well, how did I get here?’”


That question applied to Cashman. Well, how did he get here?


On a sleepy Monday morning in early February, Cashman was on a conference call with the American League’s scheduling committee from his Yankee Stadium office. Once, twice, and then three times, General Manager Bob Watson poked his head into Cashman’s office because he wanted to chat. Cashman wondered what was so urgent. As soon as Cashman completed the two-hour call, Watson returned. He closed the door to Cashman’s office.


“And that’s when he told me he had resigned the night before,” Cashman said. “He said that it was for health reasons and that he talked it over with his wife and how the best thing for him was to shut it down.”


Cashman paused, slowly piecing together the words that came next.


“After Bob told the Boss he had resigned, he told me he had recommended I replace him,” Cashman said. “And I specifically remember him saying to me, ‘You’re going to have a lot to think about, buddy.’”


Cashman was stunned. At that time, the GM job was still mostly filled by former players. But, even more critically, Cashman had witnessed how the demanding and blustery Steinbrenner had treated Watson and Gene “Stick” Michael when they were GMs, so he recognized how challenging the job was. As Cashman tried to absorb everything that was swirling around him, he also tried to change Watson’s mind.


“So I spent 15 minutes trying to convince him to un-resign,” Cashman said. “I begged Bob Watson not to leave. And that’s when he kept repeating, ‘You’re going to have a lot to think about, buddy. I think he’s going to call you today.’”


Soon after that conversation, Steinbrenner called and asked Cashman if he had spoken with Watson. Cashman said they had spoken.


“OK, that’s good,” Steinbrenner responded. “Can you meet with me? I’m at the Regency. How’s 2 p.m.?”


Cashman told Steinbrenner he would be at the Regency Hotel, which is on Park Avenue in Manhattan, by two. But, as the words came out of Cashman’s mouth, he was still in shock. Instantly, Cashman said he realized “my whole world was about to turn upside down.”


The meeting with Steinbrenner, a meeting that really would change Cashman’s sleeping patterns and, well, his life forever, was quick and businesslike.


“You know what’s going on,” Steinbrenner said. “Bob has resigned and he has strongly recommended that you replace him. I could go out and recycle someone who has already had this job, but I’ve spoken to enough people who have told me you’re ready for this. So I’m offering you the opportunity to be the general manager of the New York Yankees.”


What was Cashman’s first thought?


“I was scared shitless,” he said.


Scared beyond belief? Yes. Scared enough or foolish enough to say no to the tempting offer? Absolutely not.


“I had too much respect for that chair to think I could automatically do the job,” Cashman said. “I had never aspired to do it. If anything, I had been on the front lines enough to realize that was not a job I would want to do. But, at the same time, I was smart enough to realize this was an opportunity I couldn’t turn down. So I said yes.”


Moving forward with the discussion, Steinbrenner tried to talk about the terms of Cashman’s contract. It was the one time Cashman took control of the negotiations.


“How about we just do a one-year, non-guaranteed contract?” Cashman said.


Steinbrenner liked that idea and agreed. Cashman was betting on himself while also giving himself a lifeboat if he really despised being a GM. At 30 years old, he became the second-youngest GM in baseball history after San Diego’s Randy Smith, who became the Padres’ GM at 29. Steinbrenner boosted Cashman’s salary from $85,000 to $130,000.


“The Boss put a salary number out there and then we shook hands and that was it,” Cashman said. “It was the quickest negotiation I’ve ever had.”


Affable, prepared, and tough, Cashman began working for the Yankees as an intern in the security department in 1986. Since John Cashman, Brian’s father, was a racetrack owner and horse breeder from Lexington, Kentucky, he knew Steinbrenner, another horse owner. Knowing how baseball-crazed Brian was, the elder Cashman asked Alan Finkelson, a mutual friend, to find out if Steinbrenner had an opening for Brian. And that’s how the 160-pound Cashman landed in a security job. The future GM broke up a fight or two in the stands at Yankee Stadium before he ever signed a free agent or two.


As a second baseman at Catholic University in Washington, Cashman set the school record for most hits in a season with 52. (It has since been broken.) Cashman was hired by the Yankees as a baseball operations assistant in 1989, was promoted to farm director in 1990, and became a major league administrator in 1993. He was an assistant under Michael and Watson after that. At his introductory press conference, Cashman conceded that evaluating player talent wasn’t his strength. He was a solid negotiator and administrator. And, in February 1998, he was suddenly in charge of the Yankees and was suddenly the man who would receive the angry calls from Steinbrenner, calls where the Boss wanted immediate answers.


“Hands-on owners get involved,” Cashman said. “I knew that. I’d lived that.”


Indeed. Cashman watched Watson grow weary of the endless hours and the endless harangues from Steinbrenner. Quite often, Steinbrenner overruled Watson (and other GMs) and acted as his own GM in pushing to make baseball decisions. In April 1997, Watson was hospitalized for high blood pressure and ordered to reduce his workload by 25 percent. That meant he worked 80-hour weeks instead of 105-hour weeks. At one point, Watson said, “I’m not willing to kill myself for this job.”


Michael, who was the first GM Cashman assisted and who was one of the executives Steinbrenner trusted the most, once playfully told Cashman that George took the credit for all of the wins and Michael received the blame for all of the losses.


“It kind of feels that way when you’re the Yankee GM,” Cashman said.


Because Cashman had grown up in the Yankees organization, the Yankee way and the Steinbrenner way was all he had ever known. Cashman had watched how his predecessors had dealt with Steinbrenner and the excessive responsibilities of the position, so he knew those same demands would be placed on him. As much as Cashman said he never wanted the GM position, an energetic 30-year-old who had several years of experience with Steinbrenner’s style was, in many ways, the perfect person for the job.


Three days after Cashman replaced Watson, the Yankees acquired Knoblauch from the Minnesota Twins for left-handed pitcher Eric Milton, shortstop Cristian Guzmán, two other minor leaguers, and $3 million. It was a necessary move and a move that had been speculated about ever since the Yankees’ season ended in Cleveland. Knoblauch had grown disenchanted with losing in Minnesota and told the Twins that he wanted to be traded to a contender.


One day after the Yankees lost to the Indians, I wrote this in the New York Times: “But the Yankees should field a very talented team that contends again and might even improve if George Steinbrenner spruces up the roster by adding Robin Ventura at third or Chuck Knoblauch at second.” Two months after that, I asked Cone, one of the most influential voices on the Yankees, about Knoblauch and the pitcher was smitten. “I think when you hear some of the comments Chuck has made and how he wants to come here and wants to be a Yankee, that rings loud and clear,” Cone said. “He’s a special player. If you have a chance to get him, I think you have to do it.” A few days later, I reached Knoblauch at his home in Houston and he was just as keen with the idea of playing for the Yankees.


“I think New York would be a great place to play,” Knoblauch said. “When you open the season, you want to know you’re going to be competitive and going to have the chance to win. I think if you ask any Yankee players right now, they’ll tell you they got a chance to win. I think every player wants that.”


And Knoblauch also displayed some verbal swagger.


“I think it would be pretty intriguing,” he said. “Nothing against Luis Sojo or anyone else they have, but I can play second. If it were to happen, I wouldn’t gripe.”


It happened. In Knoblauch, the Yankees felt they had obtained one of the best second basemen in the major leagues, a player who would become entrenched at the top of the order and whose career was on a Hall of Fame trajectory. Knoblauch won a World Series title with the Twins in 1991 and also won the Rookie of the Year Award that season. In addition, Knoblauch had made three All-Star teams and had also won a Gold Glove Award. He was exactly what the Yankees needed: a feisty leadoff hitter who took a lot of pitches, who could work walks and smack hits, who could steal bases, and who played intensely. Knoblauch exhausted pitches. He saw 4.09 pitches per plate appearance in 1998, second best on the team to Darryl Strawberry’s 4.23.


“It was a new beginning for me,” Knoblauch said. “I knew I was going to a good team. They won the World Series in ’96. And I don’t know what happened to them in ’97, really. But I was happy to be there.”


Backup infielder Homer Bush understood his chances of making the 25-man roster had decreased after the Knoblauch trade because it was one more player with a guaranteed contract. But, as a realist, he understood the impact of the move.


“When he got traded to us, he was still the man,” Bush said. “This was before his career started to go into a decline. When he came to us, I would have bet the house he was going to the Hall of Fame. I would have swapped my firstborn to make that bet because this dude would just hit and play defense. He was a human highlight reel.”


During Knoblauch’s first week with the Yankees, he learned that the passion of some players wasn’t limited to the field. After a workout, Knoblauch returned to a mostly empty clubhouse and heard the soft strumming of a guitar. As Knoblauch sidled up to his locker, which was near Jeter’s locker, he spotted Williams playing his guitar. Knoblauch wasn’t accustomed to being teammates with a center fielder who doubled as a musician and, at first, he didn’t say anything. He just listened. Eventually, Williams spoke.


“Let me open a window to your mind,” Williams said to Knoblauch, “and let you in.”


The philosophical nature of Williams’s invitation startled Knoblauch, who stayed silent and kept listening. That’s what Williams wanted all along.


“He didn’t say anything else to me,” Knoblauch said. “I think he was just going to let the music speak for him. And, as I got to know him, I found out that it turned out to be the perfect line from Bernie.”


Besides the addition of Knoblauch, the Yankees also made a trade for another infielder. When the Yankees announced the transaction on November 7, 1997, it was described this way: Traded left-handed pitcher Kenny Rogers and cash considerations to Oakland for a player to be named later.


Yes, in the initial disclosure of the deal for Scott Brosius, his name was excluded.


Somehow, that seems appropriate because the acquisition of Brosius was an under-the-radar move for the Yankees that turned out to be magnificent. As part of the agreement, the A’s agreed to protect Brosius in the upcoming expansion draft, which is why he wasn’t identified in the announcement.


Since Brosius hit .203 with the 1997 A’s, the move was considered more of a salary dump and a way to jettison Rogers, who in two years had shown that he was not equipped to handle New York or all that came with being on Steinbrenner’s team. The Yankees included $5 million in the deal. With the A’s, Brosius had stretches in which he went 0 for 17 and 0 for 20 and 3 for 41. He hit .181 in April and then got even worse when he hit .147 in May. It took him 87 at-bats before he hit his first homer in 1997.


Still, Ron Brand, a West Coast scout for the Yankees, was steadfast in his support of Brosius and told Cashman, “I believe in this kid and I think he will bounce back.” At best, Brand told Cashman that Brosius would be the starting third baseman. At worst, Brand told Cashman that Brosius, who had played five positions for the A’s, would be a dependable utility player who could adequately replace Randy Velarde.


“Ron Brand was right,” Cashman said. “Everything he said was right.”


And Brosius?


“Brosius was spectacular,” Cashman said. “He was a gift from above.”


The backup infielder for the Yankees was Sojo, who was as nice and as popular as anyone in the clubhouse. Chronically smiling and teasing his teammates, Sojo was a slick fielder who was also an astute baseball man. In 1997, Sojo asked Posada if he thought Jeter would be receptive to some advice about the way Jeter turned double plays. Posada quickly said that Jeter would listen to Sojo, who had tutored Álex Rodríguez in Seattle.


That exchange led to Sojo telling Jeter he was putting in too much effort and was potentially putting himself in danger by leaping over the sliding base runner as he cut across second base to turn double plays. Sojo told Jeter he should position himself behind the base to protect himself because no base runners slide hard across the base. They slide hard into the base. As the throw came to Jeter at second, Sojo taught him to touch the base with his right foot and then pivot toward the outfield. It made the play so much easier for Jeter. Once Sojo suggested that adjustment, Jeter welcomed the guidance and asked Sojo to work with him on a daily basis.


“I was the type of guy who never liked to get to the ballpark that early, like at 1:30,” Sojo said. “I always liked to get there at 3:30, right before we stretched. So Posada talked to Jeter and that was a big mistake on my part because I had to be at the ballpark at 1:30 every single day for like a month.”


After recounting that story, Sojo laughed. He was always laughing. Of course, he was joking. He loved teaching the intricacies of playing the infield and loved watching how Jeter implemented the changes. But Sojo didn’t love being called into the manager’s office, which is what happened to him in spring training in 1998.


Torre knew the importance of allowing Brosius to get acclimated to New York and getting off to a fast start, which is why the manager needed to speak with Sojo. As much as Sojo expected his at-bats to be scarce, he was surprised by Torre’s message.


“You need to keep yourself prepared,” Torre said, “because you’re not going to play in April.”


“What?” a confused Sojo asked.


Torre explained, “Knoblauch is going to play 140 games. Tino is going to play 140 games. Jeter is going to play 150 games. And I have to see what Brosius can do so he needs to play every day. Just keep yourself ready.”


Sojo exited the office and jokingly said, “I almost killed myself. But you’ve got to realize that you’ve got to be ready to do your job. You’ve got to understand your role. And that’s what I did with the Yankees.”


A few days before Opening Day, Sojo fractured his left hand and went on the disabled list on March 30, which opened a roster spot for Bush. Instead of Sojo watching from the dugout as Brosius became acclimated, it was Bush who served as the backup infielder and full-time spectator. He didn’t start his first game until May 3. By the end of May, Brosius was hitting .333 with a .401 on base percentage and a .462 slugging percentage. Torre’s decision to play Brosius a lot had worked wondrously. Brosius started 147 games at third base in 1998, the most by a Yankees’ third baseman since Graig Nettles started 159 in 1978.


How reliable and productive was Brosius? The Yankees signed Dale Sveum to a two-year, $1.6 million deal as an insurance policy in case Brosius sputtered. And Sveum wound up being a very observant and nonplaying Yankee. As Sveum noted, “I never ended up playing because he played so well and everyone else stayed healthy.”


A month after the Brosius deal, the Yankees signed designated hitter Chili Davis to a three-year, $9.8 million contract. Davis was the only DH Steinbrenner wanted and he fit the hitting profile the Yankees liked with his blend of power and patience. With the Kansas City Royals in 1997, Davis hit .278 with 30 homers and 90 runs batted in, but he also walked 85 times while striking out 99 times.


“We’re very happy with this guy because he’s a tremendous hitter and a tremendous influence in the clubhouse,” Steinbrenner explained. “We thought one of our problems last year was moving from DH to DH. You look at Davis and he’s a professional DH. That’s what we lacked last year.”


As confident as the Yankees were in Jeter, Williams, O’Neill, and Martinez, they knew they needed to improve their roster for 1998. And they did that in ways both big and small. The additions of Knoblauch, Brosius, and Davis were savvy moves, even if the wise Davis played only 35 games. Knoblauch and Brosius were linchpin players, starters who produced every day and who fit the Yankees’ workmanlike approach.


“It’s very unusual to have a team that’s egoless,” Knoblauch said. “I’d never been on a team like that in my career. It was a great feeling to know that everybody was there to win it. And that was it. Win at any cost.”
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With a returning core of talented players, some stellar additions, and a desire to avenge what happened in 1997, the Yankees opened the season in Anaheim and lost to the Angels, 4–1. Steinbrenner had jokingly wondered if a team had ever gone 162–0. Was he really joking? And the Yankees lost their second game and third game too. It was the first time the Yankees had started 0–3 since 1985, which was the year in which Yogi Berra was fired after a lackluster 6–10 start.


Wait, could Torre, the soothing and popular manager, actually be in danger of losing his job? Some ink was spilled in the New York newspapers about this possibility, a seemingly ridiculous topic. There was no way Torre could actually be jettisoned. Was there? In typical Torre fashion, he dismissed the attention.


“If I start worrying about that, I’ll manage scared and distracted, and I can’t do that,” Torre said.


Still, the players heard the same noise about Torre’s status and it led to some restlessness in the clubhouse.


“I would call it an uneasy feeling,” Cone said. “We all loved Joe and we all loved playing for Joe. We knew we should have been playing better and we knew it was unfair that anyone was talking about Joe’s job.”


Jeter added, “I didn’t think Joe was really in trouble. You know how the New York media is. A lot of times, they blow things out of proportion a little bit. But you didn’t want that narrative to continue because, if there’s a narrative that continues for long stretches of time, you never know what’s going to happen. But, after a handful of games, I didn’t think he was in any danger of losing his job.”


Finally and mercifully, the Yankees recorded their first win of the season by beating Oakland, 9–7. After Jeff Nelson snared the final out, he pumped his fist and celebrated with extra gusto. And why not? At that point, no team that had ever started the season with a 0–4 record had won the World Series. In 2021, the Atlanta Braves changed that.


“We were all shocked that we started 0–3,” Nelson said. “We all knew we had a great team. We were wondering what the heck was going on. When we finally won, I was like, ‘Hey, we won the World Series. Let’s pop some champagne.’”
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