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Foreword

by Bob Costas

In the fall of 1990, the Atlanta Braves were concluding a seventh straight losing year and a third consecutive last-place finish in their division. After the season John Schuerholz took over as the team’s general manager, displacing Bobby Cox, who returned to field managing. Schuerholz got to work quickly, making a flurry of off-season moves. Every October since, when baseball has been played, the Braves have been playing it as a first-place team. Really, the story is that simple, and that extraordinary.

That year, you wouldn’t have thought that a thirty-year-old accomplished, but not superstar, third baseman named Terry Pendleton would have an MVP season, but then again, you’re not John Schuerholz. Pendleton was just the first in a long line of veteran free agents or trade acquisitions to restart or jump-start their careers in Atlanta: Marquis Grissom, Fred McGriff, Brian Jordan, Denny Neagle, John Burkett. Alongside them would be a never-ending stream of talented young players from the Braves system: Tom Glavine, David Justice, Chipper Jones, Javy Lopez, Andruw Jones, the list goes on. The pattern continues today. Who but Schuerholz and the Braves would continue to get good use out of forty-seven-year-old Julio Franco at the very same time that Jeff Francoeur makes the leap from Double-A to big league rookie sensation? These are but a few examples, and they are not isolated. Any team will catch lightning in a bottle with player moves now and then. But for Schuerholz and the Braves, this is an unending pattern, a pattern of shrewd and resourceful player evaluation and consistently effective cost-benefit analysis. This perennial first-place team has in many ways taken on the identity of its GM, universally admired for an excellence that is reliable and hard earned, as well as largely understated.

It’s the sustained nature of that success that best defines the Schuerholz era in Atlanta. In a time of upheaval and constant change in sports in general, and baseball in particular, one of the precious few consistent things has been the uninterrupted excellence of the Braves. Now, certainly the club is not among baseball’s have-nots, but the front office most definitely operates under a defined budget that has actually become significantly tighter in recent years. So they can’t go off the deep end, and they have had to let the Glavines, Madduxes, Millwoods, Sheffields, and others go. Yet Schuerholz and the Braves always seem to find the replacement parts, either through an advantageous deal, well-considered free-agent acquisition, or the always well-stocked farm system. And then there’s the Schuerholz application of the Branch Rickey philosophy of addition by subtraction. Few teams have displayed such a well-developed knack of getting a decent season or two out of a guy and then unloading him, just as his price was about to go up and his performance about to go down. This often frees up the payroll space the Braves need to keep their run going.

The other team that has had uninterrupted success over a long period of time is the Yankees. But there are significant differences betweeen the clubs. First, of course, there’s seemingly no limit to what New York will spend on new players each off-season. Schuerholz doesn’t have the same margin of error with decisions that the Yankees do—mistakes cost more dearly. And second, although as of this writing Joe Torre has weathered whatever storms he’s faced, the storms happen nonetheless. Since the Braves have known October disappointment, it’s fair to ask how many times over the past fourteen years Schuerholz, Cox, or pitching guru Leo Mazzone would have had their heads on the chopping block had they worn pinstripes instead of tomahawks on their uniforms. Luckily, sanity prevails in Atlanta, as does an appreciation for the long-haul test that is a baseball season, and now season upon season upon season.

Baseball’s new three-division-plus-wild-card format has its plusses, but one undeniable drawback is an insufficient respect for the regular season. A wild card qualifier or weak division winner enters the best-of-five first round crapshoot at no significant disadvantage when taking on a team that has proven its true worth over 162 games. And the truth is that baseball—unlike football or basketball, where specific personnel advantages can be pressed moment to moment, game to game—is a game of small incremental differences where even great teams can lose three of four, and the worst team that ever played a season could theoretically sweep a doubleheader from the ’27 Yankees. This may make baseball’s modern postseason in some ways exciting, but as the primary measure of an organization’s success, it’s misleading. Exhibit A: the Florida Marlins, who, coming out of the same division as the Braves, have never finished first in any season but have won two world championships since Atlanta’s world title in 1995. While some respect should be accorded the September and October runs that produced Florida’s titles, only a short-attention-span world—dominated by SportsCenter highlights and instant analysis (or lack thereof) on sports talk radio—would value those achievements above Atlanta’s.

Have the Braves’ postseason defeats stung? Sure they have, especially because some were so close that a single pitch or play could have produced another championship or an advance to the next round. But my point here is that we’re in a world where a team that wins one Super Bowl gets more credit than the Buffalo Bills for making it to four straight title games. For my money, what the Braves have done, without an overwhelming economic advantage over their competitors, is one of the most remarkable achievements in the history of American team sports. And it’s all been achieved without histrionics—when they’ve lost, there has been no excuse making, no irrational reassessments, knee-jerk house-cleanings, or crazed personnel changes. Rather, the Braves and Schuerholz have continued on the same course, undaunted, and each year, they come back again and again, doing all the little things on the field and in the front office that make a difference over the course of a long baseball season.

John Updike once wrote of Ted Williams that he was “the classic ballplayer of the game on a hot August weekday, before a small crowd, when the only thing at stake is the tissue-thin difference between a thing done well and a thing done ill.” It is a commentary on the virtue, particulary in this game, of doing things the right way, not just for the outcome, but out of genuine respect for one’s craft and appreciation for excellence for its own sake. If Updike is still paying attention to baseball, I’ll bet he admires Schuerholz and the Braves.

My own admiration for Schuerholz stems not just from his baseball track record—which includes, by the way, a world championship with the ’85 KC Royals and apprenticeships under some of the sharpest baseball minds ever, Harry Dalton and Frank Cashen in Baltimore and Joe Burke in Kansas City. Beyond that, I have always been struck by the man’s demeanor. He’s a leader not just because of his baseball acumen, but because of his insight into people, which allows him to assemble, maintain, and motivate a consistently effective organization. He’s a well-read man, with many interests outside the game. In a time of bombast and self-promotion, Schuerholz is unfailingly thoughtful, gracious, and self-effacing. But listen to others if you want the real story. Jim Bowden, who has been the GM at Cincinnati and now Washington: “John Schuerholz is the best general manager of our time. The GM award should be named the ‘John Schuerholz Award.’” Prior to the ’05 season, John Donovan of Sports Illustrated wrote: “Maybe someday, they’ll find out that John Schuerholz was just really, really good at cooking the books. Or that he had a knack for blackmail. Or hypnosis. But until then, all we can do is bow down to one of the best general managers in any sport, at any time, a man who somehow has kept alive a string of unmatched division titles. Somehow, Schuerholz has found the right players, come up with just the right amount of money when he needed it, plugged the holes and put out the fires, and his Braves have responded by winning their division thirteen straight times.”

Schuerholz would be the first person to give much of the credit for the Braves’ run of success to Bobby Cox, an elite manager with an obvious talent for dealing with players old and young; and to Leo Mazzone, the former Atlanta pitching coach who’s resuscitated and breathed life into so many careers that we’ve all lost count. But the Braves, more than anything else in this modern age, are a GM’s team. Each spring, the baseball world looks at Atlanta, and notices that pieces of the puzzle at Turner Field have been switched out, rearranged, often in subtle yet significant ways. And each fall, the baseball world looks at the standings, and sees the Braves at the top of the heap. In so many ways, John Schuerholz is right there with them.
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Barry Bonds a Brave—Briefly

BASEBALL’S SPRING TRAINING, IT HAS BEEN SAID, IS THAT time of year when everyone wins the pennant. Hope and optimism reign supreme. The pundits wax poetic about the mystical potential of this young phenom just up from the minors, or that solid veteran acquired to fill a pressing need. Rosters that were altered or tinkered with over the winter are gushingly introduced as cohesive, winning machines.

In Florida and Arizona, the warm sunrises bring each new day’s glowing expectations as the teams renew themselves weeks ahead of, for many, the grim reality that eventually will set in sooner or later during the long baseball season to follow. Indeed, those expectations were never higher in the Braves’ camp than in 1992 in our spring training in West Palm Beach. Those of us in the loop at the highest level of Atlanta’s management were charged with the excitement that was about to be unveiled to the sports public shortly before noon on that fateful spring day.

There was a palpable adrenaline rush throughout our little mobile-home administrative office as we scurried about making last-second preparations to officially herald what would certainly be a pivotal, history-making trade.

Stellar, All-Star outfielder Barry Bonds had been acquired by the Atlanta Braves!

The deal had been closed late the previous afternoon. The Pittsburgh Pirates had agreed to take pitcher Alejandro Pena, young outfielder Keith Mitchell, and a prospect-to-be-named later for the Barry Bonds.

I had negotiated the trade over several days with Pirates GM Ted Simmons, the former standout catcher who had a solid playing career, primarily with the St. Louis Cardinals. As the talks progressed and Pena became a fixture in the potential deal, we had to seek Pena’s permission to include him in the trade. Because of his stature as a newly signed free agent, we had to have him sign a trade release. I had to talk to Alejandro and explain the situation. After a brief time to consider, he was willing to accept a trade and signed the waiver.

So Ted Simmons and I agreed to the deal over the phone. Ted, forerunner of the modern thinkers, is a big, strong, ruddy guy. When his playing career was over, he worked his way into scouting and special assistant jobs in administration and, ultimately, into the general manager seat for the Pirates.

I was euphoric. Barry Bonds was a Brave! We had already won our division the previous season, my first as Braves GM. Now we were adding a high-caliber star to our already successful roster. There seemed no limits to what we could achieve over the approaching several seasons.

Stan Kasten, then-president of the Braves, recalls a pang of concern the next morning when he read a story critical of the Pirates for dumping salaries. Little did the media realize the salary-dumping mode had continued the previous evening, the Pirates dealing away Bonds, who had one season left on his contract. I rushed into my office early that day at the West Palm ballpark to prepare for a number of things that go with announcing a trade of this magnitude. About an hour before the announcement, I decided to call Ted Simmons just to coordinate the timing of the release.

“We have a problem,” Ted said.

“What do mean, a problem? Don’t want to release it just yet? What?”

“I can’t do the deal,” he said.

“You can’t do the deal? You did the deal! Ted, we agreed over the phone, general manager to general manager. We made the deal!”

In baseball, that’s about as sacrosanct as anything gets. That had never happened to me, nor has it since, where there was a total reneging of a trade. I did have a situation much later where a club went back on one of the financial terms of a trade, but we still made the trade. (I’ll get more into that situation in a minute.)

Bailing out after two GMs have verbally cemented a deal very rarely happens. Especially in a deal of this caliber and this magnitude.

I said, “Ted, we have all the mechanisms in place here. We’ve told the involved players and our manager. I’ve told our owner. We’re getting ready to announce this deal this morning that you and I agreed to make yesterday. We’ve been through all these steps.”

He said, “Well, when I let Leyland know about the trade, he blew up.”

Jim Leyland was the manager of the Pirates at that time. When informed of the trade, Jim went barging into Pirates president Carl Barger’s office and, according to Ted, went absolutely haywire. He said Barger came back to him and said it was a situation so troublesome to the manager and this and that, they couldn’t do the deal. And ultimately, it was called off.

I guess we can say Barry Bonds was a Brave for fifteen hours. At that time in his career, he didn’t have the right to approve a deal, so I’m not even sure he is aware this happened. If he had had the right of trade approval and they had to discuss it with him, I’m sure Barry would have said something to somebody and this story would have come out long ago. So I doubt Barry knows he was a Brave for one night.

But he will when he reads this book.

I had kept our manager, Bobby Cox, and Stan Kasten abreast of the deal as it developed. We were thrilled that we were going to get, arguably, the best player in baseball for, essentially, two prospects. Making it even sweeter was our confidence that we would be able to sign Barry to a long-term extension. We were flying high back then and our payroll was beginning to grow. We had room to sign Bonds to an extension, though it would mean we wouldn’t have had the money to sign Greg Maddux the next year. (Ironically, at the winter meetings the next year at the Galt House hotel in Louisville, the Giants signed Bonds, we signed Maddux, and poor Carl Barger collapsed during an owners meeting and died.)

As for the fallout, I didn’t come away from this with a distrust of Ted Simmons, or a notion that I’d never engage in trade talks with him again. He is a bright guy, very intellectual, and I had no reason to doubt his integrity, and still don’t. He just got caught in a whipsaw. But I was a little gun-shy about doing any deals with Pittsburgh for a period of time after that. You have to let some scar tissue grow over feelings like that. There’s a lot of work that goes into making a deal of this size and this was a very complex deal.

That fiasco made me further appreciate my situation in Atlanta and before that in Kansas City as general manager, with regard to autonomy and ownership support. I’ve never had to worry about being overruled. What I have to worry about is to be certain that I advise my boss, the president of the team, and that information goes up the chain of command before it becomes public—not before I made a decision. Not before I do something. Because their assumption is that what I do will be right and beneficial to the team. They just want to know about it before the public does. That’s my responsibility.

Does that have something to do with how efficient and how successful we’ve been and how consistent we’ve operated? I think so. I think the fact that part of leadership, as it relates to the level of president and the level of ownership, is to find someone in whom they have trust and confidence. Find someone they respect to do the work that needs to be done. Give that person all the support and encouragement possible and let that person do his job. Now, if that person proves to be ineffective or inept, then obviously he shouldn’t have that authority or freedom or power any longer. In my case, whether at Kansas City or Atlanta, I have been permitted the latitude to do what I thought best for the club, always. But I’ve always recognized that I have to be held accountable for my decisions.

THE OTHER TRADE THAT HAD A HICCUP WAS A DEAL INVOLVING A player that was traded from one club to another, which in turn passed him and his contract to us. The contract came to us with a clear understanding how much of a financial obligation we would have.

What wasn’t made clear to us, however, was that subsequent to our trade, there was a clause in the contract that called for additional payments to the player’s charitable foundation of $200,000 per year. Now the player was due that money, so we had to pay the $200,000 to keep from voiding the contract. Somebody had to pay it, so we paid it and protested to the Commissioner’s Office. Ultimately, it was ruled in our favor; the money was paid, but the Braves were not obligated to pay it and we were reimbursed for the $400,000 we had paid on this clause during the player’s first two years with us.

I am hesitant to identify the player or the club because I don’t want to impugn the general manager involved. He’s a young guy and he’s done good work and I’m not sure how much of this matter was his doing.

But back to the Bonds trade. Had the Pirates not done a 180 on us, this was a deal that might have changed the course of baseball history in a number of ways. Though Barry couldn’t have produced more division titles for us, might he have powered us to another World Series title or two? Would he have developed into the same prolific home run hitter he became in San Francisco after his move to the Giants? Would his public image be the same? How would we have fared with Bonds, but without Maddux?

Those questions would be open to far-reaching conjecture by the Hot-Stovers, the bloggers, and others who feverishly thrive on debating baseball’s twists and turns.

But I can say with a considerable degree of confidence that if Barry would have been a Brave, he would have quickly accepted our long-standing team rules regarding issues such as not wearing jewelry while in uniform and not being allowed a recliner at his locker instead of the simple, canvas captain’s chair our other players have. Nor would he have been accorded any other special star perk that might set him apart and above his teammates. The same rules as applied to John Smoltz, Chipper Jones, Greg Maddux, Tommy Glavine, Gary Sheffield, and all of the other star-caliber players we have had.

History is on my side on this one. With rare exception, the players who have pulled on a Braves uniform during my time in Atlanta or a Royals uniform when I was in Kansas City have accepted the rules and disciplines we keep in place to promote a team aura and suppress any individualism that might erode that concept.

I strongly believe one of the key ingredients in building a winning team or business is the creation and enhancement of the team concept. Whether it’s in baseball or business. Whether you are in management or sales or administration, a parent or a partner.

You assure yourself and your business of succeeding more if you create the strongest team possible. You do that by selecting the right people, then investing in them, improving them, and leading them. While it is obvious that baseball and successful corporations demand great individual skills, they also require an effective and committed team focus—either on the playing field, in the boardroom, or throughout the organization.

We are very exacting in our selection of people to come into this organization, whether administrative staff, uniformed field personnel—managers, coaches, instructors—or players. And we take great pride in that selection process. Do we make mistakes? Sure. We have made a few. But as soon as we find out that we’ve made a mistake, we address the issue. Quite often, that person is soon excused.

Each of us, I tell our employees, no matter what our individual responsibilities to the company or in our personal lives might be, must create, promote, and strengthen our team concept by our actions, our words, and our attitudes. As responsible and committed leaders, we assume considerable responsibility for creating and nurturing an environment in which the winning team concept will not only survive, but flourish. We must all see to it that we and others in our organization understand how to work effectively and cooperatively, displaying a working harmony, a common purpose, and a support system for one another.

At the staff level, we foster that camaraderie in many ways. Two of the many small, but important, examples:

Early in each spring training, we have a golf outing with Bobby Cox, his coaches, our minor league personnel, scouts, and other baseball-side staffers. It’s an informal, jocular scramble event that has come to be known as the SWT (Schuerholz Wins Tournament) Classic. Bill Acree, our director of team travel, organizes the tournament and has been darkly accused of stacking my team each year. For the 2005 event, we returned to Orlando’s Orange Tree Golf Club, where I typically reside in a golf villa each spring and where the Tony Wisne ownership family has been generously hospitable to us for many years. Aside from the usual good-natured ribbing and hoots, the ’05 event produced a couple of surprises.

First, Pat Kelly, manager of our Triple-A Richmond club, stepped back on a bulkhead alongside the first green to line up a putt, lost his footing, and fell into the lake. Second, four of the five teams finished tied for first. An Orange Tree club staffer rushed home to fetch a child’s snorkel and flippers, which we presented to Pat Kelly as the tournament’s very first “Jacques Cousteau Award” winner. As for the fact that sixteen of the twenty players tied for first? We could only take that as an omen that we have a lot of winners in that group.

Jose Martinez, who works as a special assistant on baseball matters to me, produces a meaningful bonding event each spring for our office personnel. An excellent chef specializing in his native Cuban cuisine, Jose brings all of his cookers and warmers and pots to the park two or three times each spring and prepares sumptuous and much anticipated lunches of black beans and pork or paella or some other Spanish delicacy.

In the clubhouse, we concentrate on promoting pride and warding off the kind of individualism that can become rampant among high-profile athletes. In addition to banning earrings and limiting other jewelry during games, we ask our guys to wear their uniforms in a manner that we think is proper and which projects pride in our organization.

Some clubs allow their batting helmets to become covered in pine tar. We don’t allow that. We don’t ban facial hair, but our policy is neat and trimmed. Neat and trimmed occasionally gets challenged and pushed beyond the limits. Bobby is usually the first to notice and a little word from him quickly solves the problem.

Before I came to Atlanta, Bobby had many of the same rules in effect, so we are in lockstep on the team concept. Says Bobby: “I’ve never had a problem with that. It’s funny on rules. You try to make the players part of your selection of the rules. ‘Hey, if this is too tough, step in.’ Any player who has had a history of doing all that stuff, hasn’t had a problem with it here.”

If our acquisition of Barry Bonds had stuck, I suppose we would have had to ban another famous earring. But it would have been easy. That’s just the way we operate. Those are our guidelines and it makes it easier when you have a manager who feels the same.

It’s like when we made the deal for Gary Sheffield after he had his controversies with the Dodgers’ owner and general manager. I spoke with Gary on the phone with his agent, Scott Boras, who was in the room with him. Stan Kasten and Frank Wren, the assistant general manager, were in my office, listening in as well. I explained to Sheffield, “Gary, we have a deal made with the Dodgers and we’re going to acquire you in a big trade. But I need to say some things to you and get your response to them.”

I went into how we operate as a team and how we operate as an organization and what we would put up with and what we would not put up with and how we expect our team members to act, and our earring policy, and so on. And he said, “I have no problem with that.”

Despite all the baggage that has been associated with Gary Sheffield, there was not one issue in the two years he was here. And talking about that in terms of leadership is clearly communicating guidelines, clearly communicating expectations, clearly communicating the rules and regulations and the philosophy of your operation. And clearly communicating the expectation of that player abiding by those items.

Gary gave his word and lived up to his word.

He had two years remaining on his contract when we acquired him, plus an option year we could have exercised for a certain amount of money. But he had the right to demand a trade because he was in the midst of a multiyear deal. We offered a compromise. We would drop the option clause from the contract in return for his agreeing not to exercise his right to demand a trade after the first year. So it was going to be a two-year relationship.

And if it became more if we reached an agreement to sign him beyond that, so be it. But he was absolutely perfect as a member of our team and as a member of our community, did everything we asked of him, handled himself in perfect fashion, comported himself in a first-class manner, was engaged in all of our community efforts—schools, hospitals, and so forth—and was an absolutely sensational teammate.

The closest he came to causing a stir was near the end of his two years with us and this could be chalked up to his intense competitive nature, not to misbehaving. He mildly opined that our recent postseason disappointments could be traced to what he considered a laissez-faire attitude in the clubhouse. He said we were laid-back. But what he saw as laid-back is in reality a calm and consistent and even-keeled environment that allows a baseball team to play naturally and without extraordinary stress over 162 games. Bobby Cox creates that kind of environment. If a guy has a brutal week he is not going to be lambasted, chastised, called out, made fun of, made an issue of in the newspaper. If a guy has great success and contributes to the team, he is praised, celebrated, and complimented. That’s Bobby’s style. A real players’ manager.

And that so-called laissez-faire attitude is an outgrowth of that even-keeled, evenhanded, calm-water environment that Bobby creates so these guys can come to work every day relaxed, natural, and normal in their approach to the difficult and demanding game of baseball. Teams with more of an uneven, rah-rah environment tend to find themselves at a precipice time after time during the long season. Then it becomes a roll of the dice whether such a team will be on one of those emotional highs at playoff time. Assuming that team even makes the playoffs.

If you create an environment of professional, competitive intensity in an even-keeled manner, which is what we do every season, your chances of making the postseason are much greater. And while I have respect for Gary and his opinion, what he saw as a shortcoming, I see as the constant strength of our ball club.

Obviously, there are players who don’t agree with our rules, but most seem transformed once they become exposed to our environment and the team-oriented persona of the vast majority of our veteran players. They quickly sense that self-serving attitudes don’t play well in the Atlanta clubhouse.

HERE IS AN EXAMPLE OF THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX AND HOW FAR WE go to determine if a prospective acquisition will fit into that clubhouse: When our needs following the 2004 season included a power-hitting outfielder at a modest salary, our attention turned to much-traveled Dominican vet Raul Mondesi. There was reason to think it might have been a worthwhile gamble that Raul had sufficiently overcome some injuries to regain something close to his former All-Star productivity with the Dodgers. However, there were widespread concerns about his overall attitude, stemming from his sudden and acrimonious departure from his most recent three teams. He angrily left the Yankees’ clubhouse early after being lifted for a pinch-hitter and missed the team charter, prompting his 2003 release. Then he was released twice in 2004—first by Pittsburgh, then by Anaheim—for going absent due to what he felt was a personal problem endangering his family’s safety.

With a little investigation, we determined the family safety issue had been resolved. But we needed to find out about the man, about his personality, about his problems, about his character, about his commitment, about his physical conditioning, about all those things. I received some glowing e-mails from Fred Claire, the former Dodgers GM, about Raul’s time in L.A. in the ’90s. Claire said he liked Raul and had a strong appreciation for him.

So I turned to Jose Martinez, with whom I have worked for more than twenty years in Kansas City and Atlanta. Jose, who was smuggled out of Cuba as a youngster by his parents to escape the Castro regime, still speaks English with a very thick Cuban accent. He honored me when he named me godfather to his son, Juan Carlos, when the lad was born in 1993. Jose and I were separated for a while when he was a coach with the Cubs. But he rejoined me in Atlanta before the 1995 season and has been a vital cog in our continued success. There is no one who knows the game better, who works harder, whom you can rely on more than Jose Martinez. I always want people like Jose in my foxhole.

While we were considering Mondesi, I knew that Jose was going to the Dominican Republic to visit our training academy where we work with all of our young Latin players.

I asked him to make it a point during his visit to set up a meeting with Mondesi, who lives in the capital city of Santo Domingo. Our academy is about an hour away in the town of San Francisco de Macorís in the lush Cibao Valley. I said, “Jose, I want you to sit across from him and look him in the eye and find out what kind of guy he is and whether or not you think we should sign him.”

He said to me, “No, boss. You don’t want to sign him. I know too many things and what people have said about him.”

I asked where this information came from. He said it was information he had gathered. I asked how old the information was and he said four or five years.

“Okay,” I said. “Since it’s been four or five years, I want to give ourselves a chance to get some updated information. I want you to go down there. I want you to sit across the table from Raul Mondesi and ask him every question you think you should ask. You tell him what kind of environment we have here. You tell him what the expectations for players are here and see how he reacts to that. Then I want you to tell me at the end of that conversation if he’s the kind of guy we want to add to this team.”

Jose called Raul and set up a meeting for November 11 in San Francisco de Macorís to “personally deliver a message from the Braves organization and particularly from John Schuerholz.”

Raul was punctual and they went up to Jose’s room on the second floor of the Hotel Las Caobas. Jose didn’t want to hold the meeting at the academy and attract a lot of attention because he had heard that another club, Kansas City, also was considering Mondesi.

Jose was impressed with the way Raul, clad in a snug T-shirt, looked to be trim, alert, and in good physical condition. Raul took a seat on a couch near the window looking out to the Cordillera central mountains in the distance. Jose, remembering my instructions, dutifully pulled a chair directly in front of Raul to have a clear view of his eyes. “I wanted to see his face when we talked,” Jose would say later. “I’ve been in baseball a long time and I know how a player can fool you. But I saw him clear.”

Speaking Spanish, they talked about Raul’s personal problems. They talked about his past interactions with teammates and managements. They talked about Raul’s desire to regain his high performance level. They talked about his conditioning.

For more than a half-hour, Jose listened and looked into Raul’s eyes. He saw what he felt was sincerity, resolve, and a scrubbed-up attitude.

“We have a high interest in you being a part of the Braves,” Jose said, winding down the session. “We want you to be a part of the Braves organization. This is a special organization. We don’t want problems. If you’re going to have problems, you’re going to cause me problems. And I don’t think you want to do that to me because we’ve known each other for so many years.”

Raul reached over and tapped Jose on the arm.

“I won’t embarrass you,” Raul said firmly. “And I won’t embarrass the Braves.”

They shook hands and Mondesi headed back to Santo Domingo.

Jose called me immediately and announced: “I just met with Raul Mondesi. I was wrong.”

And Jose doesn’t say that. Jose very seldom in his life ever says the words “I was wrong.” But he said it. He said, “This guy would be a good guy for us. This guy we should add to our team. This guy will help us.”

“Jose,” I said in teasing tones, “you were so strong about not wanting him.”

“I know, I know, I know. I met with him and I am telling you we should sign this guy.”

Quite candidly, our $1 million salary offer was the sort of deal that a player like Raul had to be saying, “Look, I’m doing this because I know in my heart I can play again and I’m taking this deal which is substantially less than I should make, substantially below the level of income I should generate, based on what I’ve done in my career despite my recent problems. But I’m going to do it because I want to be with the Braves and I want to show you and the rest of the world that I can still play baseball.”

We let him know this is the perfect environment for that. This could be a new platform for him to play well for us, help us win a world championship, and demonstrate to the rest of the baseball world that Raul Mondesi had cleaned up his personal dossier.

The renewed Raul checked into our spring training five days early. His conditioning, exemplary attitude, and play in 2005 spring games inspired more than one baseball writer to predict Comeback Player of the Year honors for Raul.

Alas, by late May, it became apparent that the gamble on Raul’s on-field production would not pan out. We let him go after he struggled to keep his batting average above .200 through the first two months of the season. But off the field and in the clubhouse, he was exemplary. In fact, when we had to deliver the disappointing news, he apologized for not doing more to help us win, shook my hand, and even hugged me. As I turned to walk away, Raul said, “John, one more thing.” He went on to say how impressed he was with young Ryan Langerhans, with whom he had been sharing outfield playing time, and suggested Ryan playing on a more regular basis would be a boon both to Ryan and the Braves. Classy.

Obviously, our due diligence on his character/attitude issues to preserve our clubhouse environment was right on target.

BEFORE WE SIGNED THE REMARKABLE TWO-SPORT ATHLETE BO JACKSON in Kansas City, Bo had always worn an earring. He didn’t like the earring rule. But he complied.

I regard that rule as an example of one of the guidelines that help our team to function as one, rather than as a collection of individuals doing individual things and making individual decisions about how they wear their uniform, how they wear their jewelry, how they present our organization to the world, how much a part of our team they want to engage in. We don’t give them any options. You engage in all parts of our team.

My relationship with Bo now is good and I have great admiration for him. But when Bo mentioned me in the book he wrote, he said “John Schuerholz’ crackers don’t float in my soup.” Meaning he didn’t agree with some of my policies during our Kansas City days.

Bo was the greatest pure athlete I’ve ever seen in a baseball uniform. Second was Deion Sanders. But Bo was clearly the best athlete. However, that was the only similarity between them. Bo could hit a ball farther than anyone I’d ever seen, run faster than anyone I’ve ever seen in a baseball uniform, and throw a ball better than anyone I’ve ever seen in a baseball uniform.

And what a coup for us to draft and sign him away from the NFL Tampa Bay Bucs. We drafted him in the fourth round. He should have gone much earlier, but most teams assumed he would sign with football. A relatively young scout of ours, Kenny Gonzalez, had the territory in Alabama where Bo played football and baseball at Auburn. Kenny became friends with Bo and Bo’s mother, who was a maid in the Holiday Inn where Kenny stayed when he was in that area. Kenny gets full credit for us drafting and signing him.

Bo quickly became a legend of folkloric proportions in a baseball uniform. We sent him to the minor leagues and he was hitting balls over the roofs of buildings beyond the outfield fence in Memphis and jumping over chain link fences that were chest-high down the right field line. He would come over to the fence on a foul ball and, from a standing start, would jump flat-footed over the fence to try to catch the ball. We persuaded him not to do that, but he had that capability.

Maybe it’s part of his legend, but there are people who swear his hands were so quick he could catch a house fly buzzing around his head while talking to you. What I have seen him do is this: Outside the clubhouse in Royals Stadium beneath the stands there were huge concrete support pillars. As part of the demonstration of his athleticism, he’d pull on sneakers and run full speed toward the pillar and run up the pillar, flip over backward, and land on his feet.

He would tell of the time as a kid when he would come home later than his curfew, and would get a running start and run up the side of the house and pull himself into a second-story window. Superman-like.

Bo could have been a Hall of Famer. I’ll never forget this phone call. I’m lying on an X-ray table at St. Luke’s Hospital in Kansas City, having dye injected in my arm and getting ready to have a rotator cuff examination. I’m on this table, flat on my back, and someone came bursting through the examination room double doors and exclaimed: “You have an urgent phone call.”

I thought something truly horrible must have happened.

It was Royals co-owner Avron Fogelman, who needed to speak to me immediately. So I got up from the table, hospital gown flapping, to take the call. “John! Bo Jackson has decided to play football! What are we going to do about that? I need to talk to you.”

I mean, that was devastating. It was such a turn from what Bo had told us and the commitment he had made. It was so urgent and so important and so unsettling to Avron that he had to talk to me right then no matter where I was or what I was doing.

I can only assume if they were actually operating on me, he would have waited for me to regain consciousness.

Bo had made that fateful decision to play football. The rest is history. He was carrying the ball on a pretty routine play down the sideline. A defender tackled him but Bo tried to pull away. The guy had a grip on his ankle and Bo separated his hip. And the bleeding and bruising and trauma that occurred with that hip injury eventually caused him to have a hip replacement.

We had terminated our contract with him when he chose to jump to football because of a lot of significant financial obligations built into the contract if he stayed with our club. We obviously couldn’t commit ourselves to that kind of financial involvement with a guy who (a) decided to play football, which was in violation of our agreement with him, and (b) would be exposing himself to a career-ending injury. Sadly, the latter more or less happened. It was in Bo’s mind to play both sports, but it was not something we were comfortable with.

He did come back to play baseball for a short stint with the White Sox on that artificial hip—a remarkable feat likely possible only for someone of Bo’s extraordinary physical gifts—though he was not the same player.

Bo was a sportsman, an expert with the bow-and-arrow. What he would do to practice and keep his bow-and-arrow accuracy honed was stand at one end inside the Kansas City clubhouse and fire at a target at the other end of the clubhouse. Obviously, there was no one there at the time, but it was my great concern that a clubhouse attendant or someone from the front office might decide to walk through the door at the target end of Bo’s makeshift archery range. I had to tell him it was an inappropriate activity and it had to stop.

However, Bo was exemplary and in no way did I ever consider him a risk to our team-oriented philosophy.

Sometimes you do take chances. We took a chance on the speed and athleticism of Deion Sanders, who stands as one of the very few who, sadly, was unaffected by the environment in our clubhouse.

Bobby Cox: “We like them to be team-minded, civic-minded. If we have to show up at banquets, we want them there. Through the years, some people just don’t want to be part of the team and they’re better off being somewhere else.”

Years earlier, when I was in Kansas City, we drafted Deion out of his Fort Myers high school. A fifth-round draft choice. We knew he was a football star and Florida State had a football scholarship for him. But we tried to entice him to be a baseball player. During our spring training camp at Terry Park in Fort Myers, Deion showed up at our invitation to participate in a casual workout. Brian Murphy was one of our scouts and was primarily responsible for our drafting Deion. Other members of our scouting and player development staff were there. We wanted to expose him to baseball and our team to coax him into signing a contract with us.

Little did I know, Dick Howser, our manager, Florida State grad and icon, a close friend and admirer of Florida State coach Bobby Bowden, was convincing Deion to go to Florida State. My friend, our manager!

That was the one time that Dick and I clashed swords. I had to remind Dick who he worked for, who signed his paycheck, and that it was in our best interest to get this player to Kansas City, not Florida State. I told Dick I didn’t want Deion around there anymore if Dick was going to be talking to him about FSU. We were not going to be using our Kansas City Royals facility and environment to convince him to reject us and take someone else’s offer.

Obviously, we didn’t sign him and Deion went to Florida State where he became a two-time All-American cornerback. But he injured his foot about a year or two into his time at Florida State. I looked out on the field during spring training one day and was shocked to see Deion Sanders standing by the batting cage, on crutches. I was livid. I simply didn’t think it appropriate for a guy who had rejected us to play football to be at our batting cage. I got word down to the field immediately that Deion was not authorized to be there and he was to be excused.

So that was the last interaction I had with Deion until he became a Brave on January 30, 1991, some four years into his pro career as a full-time NFL player and sometimes baseball player. He had been signed by the Yankees originally, was released, and we signed him. Still playing cornerback for the Atlanta Falcons, Deion’s four seasons as a Brave were an adventure. We were willing to do a two-sport deal considering it was two teams here in town. We felt like we could work that out and signed him to a contract stipulating that he would join the Falcons only after our season was over.

Then he got sideways with the Falcons over his contract and decided to become a full-time baseball player. He was a talented player and played the game with a lot of ability and intensity, especially for a guy who hadn’t played that much baseball.

As I said earlier, Deion was just a great natural athlete, the second-best I had been around, behind Bo Jackson. He was intimidating on the base paths and could fly. That was his game—he could flat-out run. He made himself into a decent hitter and decent outfielder. Playing in 97 games in 1992, Deion batted .304, stole 26 bases, hit eight homers, and led the league with 14 triples. In 95 games the next season, he dropped off only slightly with a .276 average, 19 stolen bases, and six homers. When he appeared in our ’92 World Series, he became the first athlete to play in both a World Series and a Super Bowl.

But he always seemed to exert extraordinary effort to narrow the focus of the spotlight on him. It seemed to everyone with the club that it was more important to him that the attention was directed his way and that it was all about him.

Bobby Cox again: “Deion was for one thing—himself. He couldn’t care less about the team. He was into promoting himself as that football-baseball combination—the first guy to ever do this or do that. It was all about Deion. And he didn’t want to participate in our duties off the field—going to luncheons, fan photo days, things like that, responsibilities that come with being a Braves team member.”

I had to laugh when I read the way College Football News chose to lead off an assessment of Deion when naming him No. 8 among its 100 greatest college players of all time: “Deion Sanders was an obnoxious, self-promoting egomaniacal prima donna who rarely tackled anyone with any consistency. He elevated the art of trash talk to a nuclear level, firing on everyone within earshot and always bragging about how great he was.”

Keep in mind that was the opening burst in a tribute to him!

The Braves were just a platform of sorts for him to demonstrate his athletic prowess. A lot of people in our clubhouse felt that way and didn’t sense he was committed to this team. He liked to promote “Prime Time” as his nickname. Around our offices, he was more often referred to as “Ego Man.” Then when he decided to leave the team during the ’93 playoffs to play in a football game, that was more or less the final straw.

Without consulting any of us, he just announced that that was what he was going to do. It was a pretty clear indication that all this was about Deion, not about contributing to a team that was trying to win a playoff series. He didn’t miss any games for us. He played in our game, then left and played for the Falcons, then flew back in time for our next game.
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