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PROLOGUE



PET PROJECTS


In January 1977, the world’s first personal computer was taken for a public test drive at the Consumer Electronics Show in Chicago. The Commodore Personal Electronic Transactor (PET) began shipping to the public in June. Clunky, bulky, yet fully functional out of the box, it cost $495 and weighed about twenty-five pounds. It was so cumbersome and so complicated that, in the beginning, Commodore could manufacture only about thirty units a day. The top of the PET popped open for easy maintenance, just like the hood of a car. The screen was only nine inches. Users complained about the small keyboard that made typing difficult. The model came complete with a built-in cassette player in the front for data storage.


It was a start. And the race was on. On January 3, 1977, not long before that Consumer Electronics Show in Chicago, two men named Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak had incorporated a new company called Apple Computer, Inc. And on April 16, 1977, they introduced the Apple II at the West Coast Computer Faire. Eventually using something called a “floppy disk” for data storage instead of audiocassette tapes, the Apple II would become a smash hit and launch the newly incorporated company into the stratosphere as a worldwide power. Soon, every aspect of our lives—and games—would change. The old Republican campaign slogan from the 1920s of putting “a chicken in every pot” would, by the twenty-first century, morph into the public’s basic demand of a Wi-Fi router in every home.


The New York Yankees of April 1977 were still far more powerful than Apple and vastly more advanced than the Commodore PET. With twenty World Series titles and myriad Hall of Famers, they were baseball’s jewel franchise and already ranked as one of the world’s best-known brands. They had just signed free agent Reggie Jackson to a then-unheard-of sum of $2.96 million over five years. They were coming off a World Series loss to the Cincinnati Reds the previous October but were odds-on favorites to change that this season. But with the expansion Toronto Blue Jays in Yankee Stadium for a game on April 20, what the Yankees were most in need of was a reboot. They had lost five consecutive games and eight of their previous ten.


To address this, their manager approached Jackson before the game and asked him to perform a simple task. Billy Martin had turned his cap upside down, and inside were pieces of paper, each containing the name of a Yankee who would be in that night’s lineup. Except the lineup itself had not yet been constructed. This was what Jackson would be doing as he responded to the manager’s request to pick the names out of a hat.


“I understood it because I had seen it before,” Jackson, the Hall of Famer, says more than four decades later, in a conversation during the 2022 World Series in Houston. “Nobody’s hitting, we’re not doing well, so make a lineup today, just pick it out of the hat. And I think we won the game.”


It was a gimmick Martin had pulled before, once back when he was managing Detroit in 1972. The Tigers lost that game. But in the Bronx on this late April evening in 1977, just as Jackson recalled, it was a success: The Yankees snapped their five-game losing streak with a 7–5 win over the Blue Jays, and Martin stayed with his “hat trick” lineup again the following day as the Yankees beat Toronto for a second consecutive time: Willie Randolph 2B, Thurman Munson C, Jackson RF, Graig Nettles 3B, Mickey Rivers CF, Roy White RF, Carlos May DH, Chris Chambliss 1B, Bucky Dent SS. “I did it to relax the guys,” Martin explained to reporters afterward. “Besides, when you don’t have any hot bats, it doesn’t matter where they hit.”


Forty-eight years later, with both the sport and the world awash in a blizzard of bits and bytes, the thought of a major-league manager actually picking his lineup out of a hat for anything this side of a celebrity softball game seems as prehistoric as a caveman carving petroglyphs into a rock formation. Can you imagine today’s reaction to a stunt like that? The mocking would commence before the No. 9 hitter’s scrap of paper emerged from the cap. The modern and essential website FanGraphs would self-implode. Baseball Savant would turn savage. Statcast would freeze.


With each of the game’s thirty organizations having built its own sophisticated, proprietary information system, there is precious little left to chance with lineup construction—or with anything else. Lefties, righties, switch-hitters, setup men, closers, openers… matchups dominate today’s game, and matchups are created in the tapping of keyboards to input information and in the whirring of computers crunching that information. It is a game of probabilities, and today’s managers are directed to implement them. We see it every night from Los Angeles to Minnesota to New York to Tampa Bay and beyond. We especially see it each October when playoff and World Series games slow down to a freeway-gridlock crawl as the late innings arrive and each matchup brings higher stakes than the previous one.


What the 1977 season offers today is a couple of things: a starting point from which the seeds of so much change sprouted and bloomed, from what would become the tech sector to the way owners conducted their business; and a stark contrast between a time that presented managers at the peak of their powers and today’s dilution of those powers. The road map from then to now changes in scenery as starkly as moving from a 1977 Ford Pinto into a 2025 Toyota Prius hybrid.


That Martin, a highly successful if personally troubled manager, would pick a lineup out of a hat—or be allowed to do it—just a couple of weeks after the world’s first personal computer was publicly unveiled is both wildly coincidental and altogether fitting.


One of the leading reasons why so many of us who love the sport profess to do so is because, supposedly, baseball never changes. Like the goldening of the leaves each autumn and the twinkling of Christmas lights on cold December nights, it is part of the rhythm of the seasons and helps keep us in touch with time and place. But while the latter may be true, the former is a full-blown myth. Always, baseball has changed. Sometimes with the subtle grace of a new generation of stars, other times with a wrecking-ball sledgehammer, as with the introduction of the designated hitter in 1973, the beginning of interleague play in 1997, and the introduction of the pitch clock and the outlawing of the defensive shift in 2023.


The game has changed as much or more in the past half century than it ever has, and even more rapidly over the past couple of decades. Look in the owner’s box: What once were mostly family-financed businesses have become largely corporate. Peek into the general manager’s office: What once was one man in charge of building a roster now is a “baseball operations department.” Check the dugout: Replacing a somewhat ill-educated group of carousing hell-raisers (particularly in the game’s early days) is a largely knowledge-seeking, health-food-eating, private-coach-leaning, video-gaming bunch of players who require wholly different treatment than their forebears.


But most important, look into the manager’s office: He (or, perhaps, one day, she?) is the one person who must work, lead, and coexist with all of the above. He is the so-called person in charge yet must walk the fine line between executing the preferences of the baseball ops department and what he thinks is best—both in deploying personnel and in deploying strategy—all while simultaneously maintaining the respect of his players. If they view him as a puppet of his superiors, their respect evaporates and then the manager is finished. Too many losses and the manager is finished. If he doesn’t play nice with the front office, even if his results are wildly successful, then he is finished—see Mike Shildt, who managed the St. Louis Cardinals to seventeen consecutive wins in September 2021 in an exhilarating charge to the playoffs and was fired at season’s end nonetheless. Then, whatever happened in the game, he must sell it to the public—by way of explaining his own moves, or covering up for the baseball operations mandates if something went wrong that wasn’t the manager’s idea. This is where the changes in the game—and in society—are most reflected and best understood. It is an office that once consolidated as much power as anybody in an organization. Now, its occupants, in many cases, have been reduced to the role of middle managers as power bases and flowcharts have drastically been reorganized and restructured.


“I don’t think the job is different from how I envisioned it,” says Craig Counsell, the longest-tenured manager in the National League with Milwaukee before leaving for an enormous contract with the Chicago Cubs in 2024. “It’s different because front offices have grown immensely, baseball operations and employees, and it’s an exponential jump. That’s because they are providing more input to the product on the field. They’re more involved in providing information and making player decisions because they’ve invested more to try to get it right.”


When Detroit hired Sparky Anderson in 1979, he blew into Tiger Stadium like a tornado, warning, “It’s my way or the highway.” He—and, by extension, the general manager who entrusted him with such power, Jim Campbell—wasn’t kidding. Within a few years, acquiescing to Anderson’s feel and personality, the Tigers significantly shuffled their roster to meet the manager’s demands. Sparky had clout. Among others, they shipped All-Stars Steve Kemp, Jason Thompson, and Ron LeFlore out of town. And in 1984—the Hall of Fame manager’s fifth full season in Detroit—the Tigers won their first World Series since 1968.


“Right at the get-go, he put his foot down, and it was ‘My way or the highway,’” says the Hall of Fame shortstop Alan Trammell, a franchise cornerstone during Anderson’s entire seventeen years managing in Detroit. “What we needed was direction. Some of the guys didn’t stay that long. Sparky knew what he wanted, and they didn’t fit what he wanted. He moved guys along like any manager would like to do.”


By and large, managers enjoyed Sparky’s autonomy, or, at least, something within a neighborhood play of it, for more than a century after the game’s beginnings in the late 1800s. When fans talk about baseball’s unbreakable records, pitcher Cy Young’s 511 wins often is the first number mentioned. In an era of dominant relievers and hitters now having to face four or five pitchers a game instead of one, Joe DiMaggio’s 56-game hitting streak appears as timeless as a Beethoven symphony. Cal Ripken’s 2,632 consecutive games played in a current era of “load management” surely appears safe. Nolan Ryan’s 5,714 career strikeouts in an age of the five-inning starting pitcher continues to appear as unreachable and majestic as Mount Everest.


All of these are incredible and, almost certainly, unreachable. But the game’s two true numbers that are untouchable? Connie Mack’s records of 3,731 victories and 7,755 games managed. Tony La Russa is a Hall of Famer and was still managing the Chicago White Sox at age seventy-seven. Yet when he was finally finished and made his unceremonious, health-related exit from the White Sox, he remained second in all-time managerial wins at a whopping 847 behind Mack. Not only is Mack viewed as one of the game’s all-time great managers (with an equally memorable nickname; at six foot one he was known as the “Tall Tactician”), but his longevity over the decades as he piloted the Philadelphia Athletics for fifty years was sturdied by one small little fact.


He owned the team.


This explains why his 3,948 losses are more than 1,000 beyond that of any other manager, too. Now, managers are afforded little ownership of even their own offices.


One of the very first dominoes to fall that led to this point also occurred in 1977, and it wasn’t simply the advent of the computers that one day would make the manager’s job unrecognizable to Martin, Anderson, Dick Williams, Whitey Herzog, Tommy Lasorda, and other strongmen who worked the game’s dugouts as skippers that summer. Three weeks after Martin picked his lineup out of a hat early in that 1977 season, an owner again suited up to manage a game. But Ted Turner was no Connie Mack.


Turner had purchased the Atlanta Braves before the bicentennial summer of 1976, and they went 70-92 in his first season of stewardship, losing thirteen consecutive games at one point en route to a last-place finish in the National League West. Though they were supposed to be better in 1977, early in the season they launched a losing streak that was even worse than the summer before, a run that reached sixteen in a row. That was when Turner, whose purchase of the Braves in 1976 coincided with his starting the country’s first “Superstation” that distributed programs—and Braves games—via satellite to television stations throughout the country, sprang into action.


“I thought about firing our manager, Dave Bristol, but instead I decided to just give him some time off,” Turner wrote in his autobiography, Call Me Ted. After telling the press that Bristol was away on a scouting trip, “I put on a Braves uniform and served as the team’s field manager.”


What Turner planned on was a sort of scouting mission for himself. He told Bristol at the time that he wanted to find out what was wrong with the club. “In the dugout, I really didn’t do a whole lot other than crack some jokes and yell encouragement,” Turner wrote. “I didn’t know the signs, so I had to sit next to one of the other coaches, and when I thought we should steal or bunt, I’d have to tell him so he could relay the signal.”


With Phil Niekro on his game that May 11 evening in Pittsburgh, Turner never even had a chance to leave the dugout and walk to the mound. But the Braves still were beaten by the Pirates 2–1. The next morning, Turner said, he received a telegram from National League president Chub Feeney “telling me that my first game would also be my last.”


In benching the owner, Feeney cited MLB rule 20(e) that “no manager or player on a club shall, directly or indirectly, own stock or any other proprietary interest or have any financial interest in the Club by which the manager or player is employed except under an agreement approved by the Commissioner.” It was a little-known rule installed after Mack’s fifty-three-year managerial run ended.


Turner quickly appealed, and Commissioner Bowie Kuhn denied it before the owner had a chance to even his 0-1 lifetime record as manager (Atlanta’s seventeenth consecutive loss). Kuhn cited Turner’s “lack of familiarity with game operations” and the commissioner used the best interests of baseball clause to double down.


For more than a century, the term “skipper” has been interchangeable with “manager,” sometimes as a sign of affection, sometimes as a sign of respect. And sometimes both. The word itself, according to the authoritative Dickson Baseball Dictionary, comes from the Dutch “schipper,” or “schip”—which, of course, means “ship”—and on the diamond, its usage dates as far back as 1890. A manager acts as the captain of the ship; when professional baseball was in its infancy in the 1800s, the man appointed to the position was responsible for everything from roster construction to team travel logistics to finances. He managed every aspect of the team and its business operations. As a nod to tradition, the classic term “manager” continues to stand the test of time even as the other North American sports developed professionally and their teams named “head coaches.”


Famously, in September 1977, Turner would be wildly successful as a different kind of skipper: Off the coast of Newport, Rhode Island, he skippered the United States defender, Courageous, to an America’s Cup triumph over the Australian challenger. And two months after that, in November 1977, the would-be manager dubbed Captain Outrageous pulled another winning move by hiring as Atlanta’s new manager Bobby Cox, a man who had been piloting the Yankees’ Triple-A team.


I still remember the month that all finally came together eighteen years later. I was standing outside of the Braves’ Fulton County Stadium clubhouse during the 1995 World Series, awaiting postgame entry, as that key 1977 decision was coming full circle that autumn for Cox—then in his second tour of duty managing the Braves—Turner, and the city of Atlanta. The Braves were on the verge of defeating Cleveland and winning the city’s first World Series title. A black town car attempting to exit the ballpark postgame slowly inched its way through the mass of people crowding the tunnel. I was on the outer edge of a scrum of reporters waiting for the clubhouse doors to open as we all pushed toward the wall to do our best to make room for the car.


Driving was Captain Outrageous himself. Riding shotgun was his then–significant other, the actress Jane Fonda. The passenger window opened as Turner carefully inched the vehicle past our group. Fonda, cracking a grin, quipped, “Suck it in, boys.” From the driver’s seat, Turner belly laughed. So, too, did those of us who squeezed in tighter so the car could pass. It was a charming moment.


Memories of the champagne that autumn, it turned out, needed to last an extra-long time. Though the Cox-managed Braves would return to the World Series in 1996 and again in 1999, they ran smack into the buzzsaw that was evolving into the Yankees’ latest dynasty. The Braves lost to the Bronx Bombers both times. Atlanta would not win another World Series until more than a quarter of a century later, when Brian Snitker led the Braves past Houston to win the 2021 title. As for Cox, his managerial nemesis in the ’96 and ’99 World Series, Joe Torre, was awarded his own manager’s office just three weeks after Turner spat out the final wad of tobacco that he entertainingly chewed throughout his managerial stint in Pittsburgh’s Three Rivers Stadium.


The New York Mets owned the game’s worst record on May 31, 1977, and several key players were openly hostile to management when the club fired Joe Frazier and promoted Torre to the role of player-manager—an antique form of managing that disappeared for good a decade later when Cincinnati let go of Pete Rose amid one of the biggest scandals in the sport’s history. Star pitcher Tom Seaver was publicly outspoken against M. Donald Grant, the Mets’ chairman of the board, and his conservative policies. So, too, were slugger Dave Kingman, left-handed starter Jon Matlack, and others.


In installing Torre, then thirty-six and in his final days as a player, the Mets cited some of the same reasons clubs have employed for more than a century: A change was needed. Maybe the players would listen better to a new voice. Also, with attendance lagging, they hoped the popular veteran player might give them a boost at the box office. Mostly, with Grant getting ripped in the press and by the public and with losses piling up, the Mets wanted to change the subject.


But what Torre said at his introductory press conference foreshadowed the kind of manager he ultimately would become over twenty-nine years of piloting the Mets, Braves (Torre would replace Cox for the 1982 season after Cox left Atlanta to become the Toronto Blue Jays’ manager; Cox then returned to the Braves in 1990 and led the most successful era in Atlanta history), Cardinals, Yankees, and Los Angeles Dodgers. “I have the feeling that I can get into the players’ heads a little bit,” Torre said.


From 1996 to 2007, Torre would manage his greatest years on the game’s biggest stage in the Bronx, across town from his entry-level job in Queens. He led the Yankees to four World Series titles in his first five seasons. The Hall of Fame manager’s run there perfectly bridges the span from 1977 through today: The ’96 World Series title was the Yankees’ first since they won back-to-back Fall Classics in 1977 (under Martin) and 1978 (under Bob Lemon, after Martin was fired earlier in the season). Indeed, Torre’s calm manner and fatherly approach to the job did get into his players’ heads, in a good, modern way: He was a master at shielding them from the glare of the spotlight and the shrieking headlines of New York’s tabloids. He was a genius at buffering his clubhouse from distractions. And then his wildly successful twelve-year run in the Bronx limped to its conclusion when Torre’s Yankees missed the World Series in his final four seasons, giving general manager Brian Cashman a natural opening to lean into analytics, just as many other successful teams were doing, deeper than ever. Eventually, the lineage would lead to the Yankees hiring someone straight from the television booth who had not managed or coached at any level: Aaron Boone.


With the Yankees’ brand now having been surpassed by Apple, the postmodern era for both the Yankees and for managers everywhere was coming, and it was coming fast.


As Cashman became more heavily invested in analytics, Torre squirmed. Don’t forget about the heartbeat of this game, Torre pleaded. Players have a heartbeat. Cold computer numbers do not. It was an argument that Torre, of course, had no chance of winning. Four World Series rings and a guaranteed Hall of Fame induction one day did not shield him from the hard truth that the players, the game, and the world were changing. Torre’s time had run its course.


“Joe was old school enough that he kind of blanched with some of the analytics that were starting to force their way into the game,” says Don Mattingly, the Yankees’ star first baseman who would become a coach under Torre in the Bronx, move with him to Los Angeles in 2008, and then succeed Torre as the Dodgers’ manager in 2011. “But on the relationship side, he was probably ahead of his time.”


Upon learning of the split between the legendary Torre and the Yankees during the Red Sox’s American League Championship Series against Cleveland in October 2007, then–Boston manager Terry Francona was flabbergasted. How could this be? he wondered. Ten days later, the man who guided the Red Sox to finally smashing the Curse of Babe Ruth in 2004 managed them to their second World Series title in four seasons with a sweep of the Colorado Rockies. But four seasons after that, Francona went the way of Torre. Where the Yankees strategically drove Torre away with an insulting contract offer—one year and a pay cut to $5 million for a man whose salary had reached a high of $7 million to make him the highest-paid manager of all—Boston essentially did the same to Francona in other ways.


“To be honest with you, I’m not sure how much support there was from ownership,” Francona said at his farewell press conference in Boston, before taking the 2012 season off and then moving on to Cleveland and, eventually, Cincinnati, one of the most respected skippers of this or any generation. “You’ve got to be all in on this job. It’s got to be everybody together, and I was questioning that a little bit.”


Unlike Connie Mack or Tommy Lasorda (twenty-one seasons leading the Dodgers), even the most successful and longest tenured of managers today now mostly can be measured by an hourglass, not by decades. Mike Scioscia (nineteen seasons with the Angels, through 2018) very well may be the last of the two-decades-in-one-place skippers. There was a time when a manager who won a World Series with the Chicago Cubs would have been welcome to keep the job for life. Instead, Joe Maddon lasted only three additional seasons after the Cubs’ first title in more than a century in 2016 before he essentially was invited to leave after the 2019 season.


The lifespan of a manager is ever shortening today, squeezed by analytically minded front offices on one side and public saturation on the other. Corporate and complicated ownership groups such as Boston’s—John Henry (former Miami Marlins owner) and Tom Werner (former San Diego Padres owner) lead the Fenway Sports Group—in many ways play the role of Wall Street sharks demanding high returns on their stocks, ratcheting up the pressure far more than did the family owners of a generation or more ago. The digital and internet age that led to instant gratification and short attention spans with the general public plays its role, too: Managers today must meet with the media—writers, radio, and television—before and after each game, 162 games a season. That’s 324 press conferences a summer, not including spring training, off days, impromptu public remarks when breaking news occurs, and on and on. One manager’s appearance in one season on his team’s social media feeds alone easily accounts for more in-a-fan’s-face time than Leo “the Lip” Durocher’s entire career’s worth of press clippings. The beast must be fed today, and the beast’s appetite is insatiable. Welcomes easily wear out quickly in more instances than not.


When Counsell had occasion to chat with his professional coach colleagues before leaving Wisconsin, one common reaction was that the Green Bay Packers’ coaches Mike McCarthy and Matt LaFleur and the Milwaukee Bucks’ Mike Budenholzer were astounded at his media responsibilities.


“If you talk to coaches in other sports, that might be the thing they’re most amazed about,” Counsell says. “How much we talk to the media. They meet with the media maybe twice a week. The Packers’ coach has, probably, like forty media sessions a year, total.”


Today’s managers not only do not own their own teams, many of them do not even fully oversee the nine innings they manage. Over his first eight seasons guiding the Dodgers, Dave Roberts entered 2024 with the highest winning percentage by any manager in MLB history (minimum 850 games managed) at .630 (753-443), yet he freely describes his work as “collaborative” with the Los Angeles baseball operations group.


“Collaboration” is the key word in dugouts and manager’s offices throughout the game today. Analytics came roaring into the game around the turn of the century as internet and computer usage rendered the idea of Commodore’s manufacturing output of thirty or so computers a day in the summer of ’77 historically quaint, just like players once leaving their mitts on the field when an inning ended and they went in to bat. With bandwidth both in computers and in front offices increasing exponentially by the week, the early-2000s Oakland A’s led the charge—at least publicly, with the release of the book Moneyball. Though visionaries such as Earl Weaver, the Hall of Fame manager from Baltimore, had been using rudimentary forms of analytics as far back as the 1970s, now the movement had a name—and mustered momentum that would bloat baseball operations departments across the game and soon make the job of manager unrecognizable to the lions of the past like the Weavers, Andersons, and Lasordas. Ivy League brainiacs established beachheads in just about every organization and now are far more ubiquitous than, say, the wine refrigerator that once was a trusty companion in four-time World Series winner Bruce Bochy’s San Francisco office and helped calm him following losses as he thought through his next moves. It is routine today to see a dominating starting pitcher hooked from a World Series game after two times through the opposing lineup. Had St. Louis had a baseball operations department in 1987, Cardinals manager Whitey Herzog would have popped somebody in the nose at the mere suggestion that he yank John Tudor early from a Fall Classic game.


Times have changed and so, too, have both expectations and ways of doing things. Because there are only thirty of these jobs available, the men managing today tolerate far more interference than their predecessors for one very simple reason: One must navigate the world in which one lives, not the world in which one wishes to live.


It is survival. And increasingly, the world in which we live is becoming only more noisy and more complicated.


Consequently, survival today is impossible without accepting new ways of doing things and adjusting one’s thinking to forward, rather than backward, because jobs today rightly come with responsibilities and social ramifications that were too easily ignored as recently as a few years ago. Tony La Russa was harshly critical of NFL quarterback Colin Kaepernick’s kneeling for the national anthem. Upon accepting the Chicago White Sox managerial job in 2021, he spoke with Tim Anderson and other Black players on his team in raw, honest conversations and told them he had a better understanding of things now and accepts things today that he wouldn’t have a few years ago. Industries beyond baseball are reckoning with better minority hiring practices that are long overdue and with eliminating prejudice and misogyny in the workplace.


Yet even in a different age then, and almost unbelievably for the sport that broke the color line with Jackie Robinson in 1947, the first Black manager in baseball history, Frank Robinson, also was fired in 1977—on, of all days, Juneteenth.


Frank Robinson had come to the Cleveland Indians as a player-manager on April 8, 1975, twenty-eight years after Jackie Robinson broke the game’s color barrier. He replaced Ken Aspromonte after Cleveland had compiled six consecutive losing seasons. Robinson got the job because he had been a strong leader as a player both in Cincinnati and in Baltimore; he had managed five seasons of winter ball in Santurce, Puerto Rico; and, with the designated hitter still in its infancy, the Indians figured his 574 career home runs would lead to some on-field help, as well. On the day he was hired as the game’s first Black manager, October 3, 1974, Commissioner Bowie Kuhn and Lee MacPhail, the president of the American League, were in Cleveland for the press conference.


“We got something done that we should have done before,” Kuhn said.


Gerald Ford, the president of the United States at the time, echoed that sentiment, describing the hiring that day as “welcome news for baseball fans across the nation.” Robinson, who was given just a one-year contract upon his hiring, said, “I just hope baseball people don’t say, ‘All right, Frank Robinson is the first Black manager, we have one, that’s it.’”


Robinson didn’t even last three full seasons in Cleveland. And when he was fired in 1977 with the club having posted a 26-31 record—after he had guided the Indians to a winning mark in 1976 (81-78)—it left zero Black managers on the bench. The Chicago White Sox would make Larry Doby the second Black skipper in the game on June 30, 1978, just as he had become the second Black player in the game after Jackie Robinson in 1947. Nearly five decades later, following the retirement of Dusty Baker, there remain only two Black managers working today, both in Los Angeles: Roberts with the Dodgers and Ron Washington with the Angels.


Managers throughout history have come in all kinds of shapes and sizes, equipped with different personalities and skill sets. There never has been a one-size-fits-all because each organization has unique needs and different groups of players require different leadership styles. And as the seasons change, so, too, do those needs and requirements evolve. What the Yankees needed in 1977 is different from what they required in 1997 and still different from what they need today. But while the job has changed drastically, one thing has not: Managers still don’t come in many colors.


The season of 1977 was an expansion year, with the Toronto Blue Jays and Seattle Mariners swelling the number of MLB teams to twenty-six. That, of course, increased the job pool for managers—and, potentially, for minority managers. Cito Gaston would lead the Blue Jays to their only two World Series wins in short order, in 1992 and 1993, becoming the first Black manager to win a Fall Classic. In Seattle, Maury Wills would become the second manager—and first Black manager—in franchise history in 1980. Though, following the familiar pattern, Wills wasn’t exactly given a wide berth. He managed the final 58 games in 1980 and then the first 24 in the strike-shortened 1981 season (going 6-18) before his axing. He also received a two-game suspension from the American League shortly before the firing for ordering the Seattle grounds crew to enlarge the Kingdome batter’s boxes.


That transgression occurred after Oakland complained that Seattle’s Tom Paciorek repeatedly stepped out of the batter’s box while hitting. The A’s manager that year just happened to be Billy Martin, temporarily working elsewhere in between his multiple Yankees stints. And it was Martin who busted Wills. He suspected that the Mariners would attempt to game the batter’s box after his loud complaints and, thus, asked umpire Bill Kunkel to measure it before the game. This wasn’t exactly as scandalous as the 2017 Houston Astros’ video-cheating, trash-can-banging season that wound up getting managers A .J. Hinch and Alex Cora (coaching for Hinch at the time before managing Boston) suspended for an entire season in 2020. In actuality, it was more like the beginnings of Watergate, the “second-rate burglary” part. While the Astros’ scandal had deep ties to multiple perpetrators, Wills’s brainstorm came in the days when managers mostly worked alone.


Managers had all the power back then.


“Tony La Russa always used to mention the managers were all one name,” says Dave Dombrowski, the Philadelphia Phillies’ president of baseball operations who started his career with the Chicago White Sox in 1978 and is destined for the Hall of Fame one day. “You knew who Earl was. You knew who Billy was. You knew who Sparky was. Gene Mauch. You could just call them by their first names. They were much more front-and-center of the organization and making decisions hand-in-hand with the general manager. But when it came to running the game, it was the manager. That was it.”


Billy’s Yankees won the World Series title in the autumn of 1977. It was their first championship since 1962, when a Bronx Bombers team piloted by Ralph “The Major” Houk—now there’s a strong Skipper nickname—won a seven-game thriller over Willie Mays, Willie McCovey, and the San Francisco Giants. It was the Yankees’ first title under owner George Steinbrenner, and it was the autumn in which Jackson came to be known as “Mr. October”—a moniker that is stenciled onto the Astros cap he frequently wears today as a special adviser to Houston owner Jim Crane. Jackson smashed three home runs in the deciding Game 6 to lift the Yankees in an 8–4 clincher. It was a power display for the ages, and it came just four months after a power struggle of a wholly different sort. In a nationally televised game in Fenway Park that June, Martin had embarrassed his new free agent Superduperstar (as Sports Illustrated had dubbed Jackson a few years earlier) by removing him from a game in the middle of the sixth inning, for what Martin judged to be a lack of hustle in right field while Jackson was going after a Jim Rice single that turned into a double. Paul Blair jogged out to replace Jackson, who returned to the dugout and immediately engaged in a shouting match with the manager. The pugnacious Martin and the proud Jackson nearly came to blows until coaches Elston Howard and Yogi Berra intervened.


In the heat of the moment, Martin and the hundreds of others who have sat in managers’ chairs sometimes find it difficult to take a breath and remember the instructive words of one of their Hall of Fame predecessors. “The secret of successful managing,” Casey Stengel, whose Hall of Fame managerial career included twelve seasons piloting the Yankees, once warned, “is to keep the five guys who hate you away from the four guys who haven’t made up their minds.”


Among others, Stengel for a time during his Yankees years managed a young, brash second baseman named Billy Martin. Who, as things turned out, wound up on far too many enemies’ lists himself.


“I have nothing good to say about him,” Jackson says today. “I don’t want to have to dance around it. It’s not worth it.”


Following the newly christened Mr. October’s three home runs and the Yankees’ first World Series title in fifteen years, on one of the organization’s greatest nights, Martin wound up leaving the team’s victory party after an argument with his wife and finished the evening drinking alone at his neighborhood bar, the Bottom of the Barrel, across the river in New Jersey.


Managing was a lonely job back then, and despite being surrounded by more “support” people than ever, it remains so today, in a wholly different way. “A manager’s job is simple,” Weaver once said. “For 162 games, you try not to screw up all that smart stuff your organization did last December.”


As usual, Weaver was ahead of his time. If only he knew then how “simple” the job would remain in that vein, as sea changes soon would sweep across the game.















CHAPTER 1



OFFICE SPACES AND OFFSPRING


Some forty-five years after Billy Martin went after Reggie Jackson in the Yankees dugout in Fenway Park smack in the middle of a game in June 1977, one of his successors spent time in the middle of another Yankees game giving a tour of his home office on an ESPN Sunday Night Baseball telecast.


“This has turned into a really cool space for me,” Aaron Boone, the manager and tour guide, told Karl Ravech, the TV guy, in a pretaped bit that ran during the game. Boone talked about how the team photographer picks out pictures to show him and how, over the years, Boone has “added and pulled” framed pictures on the Yankee Stadium manager’s office wall. There are various pictures of Boone interacting with current and former players as well as with “Mr. Torre,” as Boone respectfully still calls his former manager Joe.


The tour continues with a framed photo from the 2003 All-Star Game at U.S. Cellular Field in Chicago that includes Aaron, then an All-Star with Cincinnati; his brother Bret, then an All-Star with Seattle; the boys’ grandfather, Ray, who was a two-time All-Star; and their father, Bob, a four-time All-Star. The Boone family was the first to send three generations of players to the All-Star Game.


“That’s a very meaningful picture,” Aaron said. “My granddad actually passed away about a year after that.”


The differences between yesterday and today in some ways are as stark as two words: office and space. In your father’s time, and in his father’s time, managers and everyone else did much of their work in offices. Offices were utilitarian. Blue-collar. Places where work was simple and straightforward. Today the sons and daughters of these office workers multitask at standing desks or while comfortably reclined on couches in places now referred to as spaces. Spaces conjure up thoughts of a place where one simply exists—and of blurred lines between where work ends and outside life begins. It is altogether fitting because in our Digital Age, with social media and the constant temptation to check emails at any hour of the day and night, there is no quitting time. We’re all on, or feel like we’re expected to be on, around the clock.


Baseball is about generations, and people, and lineages. Boone, both in respecting the past and carrying on his own family’s legacy, nevertheless is moving forward doing things in a way vastly different than both Martin in a Bronx Bombers uniform and his own father while Bob was managing in Kansas City and Cincinnati. Bob Boone and Billy Martin, when they weren’t orchestrating games in the dugout, could be found working through things in the manager’s office. Aaron Boone and his peers figure things out in the manager’s… space? It’s apt because the space the manager directs from today has changed shape and remains fluid. Discussions are different today in our own families—our fathers kept track of batting averages and RBI, whereas today those are less important than on-base percentages and OPS (on-base percentage plus slugging percentage). It has changed the conversations even within families who are baseball fans, let alone those within the industry.


There have been only five father-son duos who have served as major-league managers since the inception of the sport as a professional league in 1903, and two of those five were carrying on together recently, with Boone managing the Yankees and David Bell piloting the Cincinnati Reds for six seasons until he was fired near the end of the 2024 campaign. Bob Boone managed Kansas City (1995–1997) and Cincinnati (2001–2003). Buddy Bell, David’s father, managed in Detroit (1996–1998), Colorado (2000–2002), and Kansas City (2005–2007).


The three other duos were George Sisler (St. Louis Browns, 1924–1926) and his son Dick (Cincinnati, 1964–1965), Bob Skinner (Philadelphia, 1968–1969; San Diego, 1977) and his son Joel (Cleveland, 2002), and Felipe Alou (Montreal, 1992–2001; San Francisco, 2003–2006) and his son Luis Rojas (New York Mets, 2020–2021).


Now retired with traces of infield dirt still in their pores, Buddy Bell, seventy-three, and Bob Boone, seventy-seven, watch everything during the summers. Everything. Buddy figured he could count on one hand the number of pitches he missed while David was managing the Reds from 2019 to 2024. Part of that is because he worked in the organization alongside David for many of those years. Buddy was a vice president and senior adviser to the general manager in Cincinnati until he resigned during the summer of 2023 simply because he was tired of the grind and wanted more family time. But most of his rapt attention to the Reds was because David is his son, and the Bells are a close-knit family and baseball is the family business.


“First of all, it’s really great to be able to see my son every day,” Buddy Bell was saying during a spring training conversation in Goodyear, Arizona, as he entered his last year with the Reds. “To talk to him about not just baseball, but life in general. I’m just so lucky to be able to do that.”


Bob Boone watches every Yankees game from his home in the San Diego area, arranging his entire days around first pitches. And though he and Aaron may not talk every day, it’s close. The three-hour time difference between the East and West Coasts often plays into their favor, in some ways helping Aaron to unwind after games back east.


“I would say it’s actually been one of the neat things about this job that I’ve enjoyed the most,” Aaron Boone says. “Almost every night, especially when I’m at home, I’ll call him on the drive home because he watches every out of every game. He absorbs it. He is rooting us on. So one of the ways I connect with him, especially being on the other side of the country, is we just maybe talk about the game. Occasionally, he gives his opinion on certain things but, honestly, it’s more him understanding the seat I’m in and having the ability to relate. It’s less about the Xs and Os. We certainly talk about the game and the individuals and how they’re doing, and, man, this guy, wow, he was great tonight, he’s swinging great. But it’s more just talking about the game and it allows us to connect. It’s more about being a supportive dad, passionate over every detail.”


Ray Boone, Aaron’s grandfather, broke into the majors with Cleveland in 1948. It was the start of a thirteen-year career that also took him to Detroit, the Chicago White Sox, the Kansas City A’s, the Milwaukee Braves, and the Boston Red Sox. He got one at bat as Cleveland won the 1948 World Series, striking out against Warren Spahn in the eighth inning of an 11–5 loss in Game 5. Mostly a third baseman and shortstop, Boone led the American League with 116 RBI in 1955 when he was with the Tigers. A native of San Diego, Ray married his high school sweetheart, Patsy, and they had three children. Son Bob followed Ray into the majors in 1972, beginning a nineteen-year career with Philadelphia that eventually led him to the California Angels and Kansas City. A seven-time Gold Glove catcher, Boone brilliantly handled NL Cy Young winner Steve Carlton, Dick Ruthven, Bob Walk, closer Tug McGraw, and the rest of the staff as the Phillies won the 1980 World Series. Bob’s son Bret debuted in the majors with Seattle in 1992, beginning a fourteen-year career that also included stops in Cincinnati, Atlanta, San Diego, and Minnesota. A second baseman, Bret won four Gold Gloves and was a two-time Silver Slugger. Younger brother Aaron, also an infielder, debuted in Cincinnati in 1997. He also played for the Yankees, Cleveland, Florida, Washington, and Houston during his twelve-year career.


Gus Bell was a center fielder who broke into the majors two years after Ray Boone, in 1950. He helped the Reds win the 1961 pennant and knocked in 100 or more runs four times while producing a .281 lifetime average. He played fifteen seasons with Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, the New York Mets, and the Milwaukee Braves. A native of Louisville, Kentucky, David Russell “Gus” Bell earned his nickname because he was a fan of Gus Mancuso, a longtime major-league catcher. Bell’s son, Buddy, broke in with Cleveland in 1972 and over the next eighteen seasons would win six Gold Gloves as a third baseman and earn five All-Star nods. After Cleveland, Buddy played for Texas and Cincinnati, with a brief stop in Houston at career’s end. Two of Buddy’s sons, David and Mike, then made it three generations of Bells in the majors, just like the Boones. David debuted in 1995 and played twelve seasons with Cleveland, St. Louis, Seattle, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and Milwaukee. He was the Giants’ third baseman in 2002 when they lost an excruciating seven-game World Series to the Anaheim Angels. Mike made it to the majors for just nineteen games with Cincinnati in 2000 before moving on to a highly respected coaching and executive career in Arizona and Minnesota. In 2021, he tragically passed from cancer at the age of forty-six. The outpouring of tributes across the game spoke both to Mike’s singular, beloved, compassionate personality and to the respect engendered by the Bell family over the generations.


In so many ways, baseball is the same as regular life only with the volume turned up. The decades have provided the Bells and the Boones, like other families, with so much joy, reward, heartbreak, satisfaction, smiles, tears, and, most of all, rich, full lives. Only theirs have played out very publicly on baseball’s grand stage. It has been incredibly meaningful to be in the family baseball business, but sometimes uncomfortably so.


“I really struggle answering that question because it is important,” Buddy Bell says. “Baseball is, like, huge to our family. It’s given us a ton of opportunities not only to make a good living, but the people that we meet, this game has given us so many great friends. So, yeah, baseball is really important for our family. However, I don’t back my car out of this lot and drive home thinking about baseball much. You know, it’s important, but it’s not. I probably go instantly, ‘Hey, I wonder what my daughter did today,’ so I’ll call her. Or call my son Ricky and see how he’s doing. I think sometimes people get the wrong impression that just because our family is in baseball, that’s all we are. And that’s certainly not the case. I don’t want to downplay the fact that this game has been really good to us. But we’ve been good to it, as well.”


Not only did David Bell inherit an outhouse situation that was nowhere close to the penthouse suite Aaron Boone was able to walk into, but also unlike Aaron, Bell apprenticed as a manager in Cincinnati’s minor-league system from 2009 to 2012, then spent 2013 as the Chicago Cubs’ third-base coach and 2015 to 2017 as Mike Matheny’s bench coach in St. Louis. Before that, following the 2009 season, he managed the Peoria Saguaros in the Arizona Fall League.


There are so many different paths to the manager’s office, or space, and so much factors into the equation of whether it will work. Working with typically limited Midwest resources—from 2019 to 2024 the Reds ranked 15th, 11th, 17th, 21st, 26th, and 25th in major-league payroll—Bell’s teams nevertheless mostly outperformed projections. The Reds finished over .500 in three of his first five seasons, including 82-80 in 2023 after a disastrous 62-100 finish in 2022. In July 2023, the Reds awarded him a three-year extension that takes him through 2026. But when the Reds fell to fourth place in the NL Central in 2024 at 77-85, they cashiered Bell with just five games left in the season. To replace him, they lured Terry Francona out of retirement.


“I’ve enjoyed the relationships with our writers,” David Bell told me during our extended conversation in the summer of 2023, speaking of one of the aspects of the job that surprised him. “Cincinnati’s obviously different than New York. But I’ve actually enjoyed that part of the job way more than I thought. The game itself is still the best part, the three hours of the game. But the one surprise for me is I’m really loving the challenge of figuring out how to lead. I’d played the game, knew what that was all about. But I’d never done anything like this before. I was kind of thrown into managing a Double-A team, so that process over the years of really searching and learning as much as I can, picking people’s brains, learning from all of the experiences, I feel like that’s never ending. That could keep me going wanting to do this job for a long, long time. You feel as you learn you’re growing for yourself and for all of these people you have a chance to lead and to impact. That’s been the bigger part of why I like the job more than I thought. I knew the game would be fun.”


David Bell played for an incredible array of championship managers during his career—Mike Hargrove, Tony La Russa, Lou Piniella, Dusty Baker, Charlie Manuel, and Ned Yost among them—and all, of course, were big influences. He took pieces from each. But his father, by far, is his biggest influence.


“This is probably not a great thing, but I’ll say it anyway,” David says. “There are very few people that I have 100 percent trust in what they say. So there’s very few people that I really care what they think. And he’s in that very, very small group of people. You get questioned a lot, there’s a lot going on in this job, and I only care about what a few people think. Certainly everyone in our clubhouse. But, beyond that, it’s my family. As far as baseball goes, if I ask him a question, or if he says something, it just flat out means more than anyone else. I think he’s the best baseball man I’ve ever been around. Not only the knowledge—and one thing he has that I don’t have, he does not miss anything on the field, he sees everything. Plus, I always know where it’s coming from. It’s coming from a good place and consistent values.”


Though their careers overlapped throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Bob Boone and Buddy Bell don’t know each other well. Their families would make their biggest connection with their third generation, when David Bell and Bret Boone were teammates on Seattle’s sensational 116-46 team under Lou Piniella in 2001. Boone played second base and led the AL with 141 RBI that summer. Bell contributed 15 homers, 64 RBI, and metronomic defense.


Both were established veterans by then—Boone was thirty-two, Bell twenty-eight—and obviously well aware that they were descendants of baseball royalty. But they didn’t talk about that. Instead, with lockers across from each other, they’d mostly keep their quiet conversations in the present.


“We laugh about it because everybody else talks about it,” Bret Boone says. “We both are very proud of our families, of course. David to this day is one of my favorite teammates I’ve ever had. Top ten. We had a really good relationship, he was a really good player. He was the unsung hero of that 2001 team. And I tell him this all the time: ‘Do you realize how weird of a person you are, David Bell?’


“He knows he’s strange. He’s serious as a heart attack as far as being in the moment and taking his job seriously, one of the most serious I’ve ever been around. At the same time, he has a wry sense of humor. Something would happen in a game and I’d look over and say, ‘Did you see that?’ And he would say, ‘Of course I saw that. You know I saw that.’”


From his perspective, Bell remembers having great fun with Boone that summer. Their personalities are different, but they came together in an opposites-attract sort of way. Bell the buttoned-down, organized one. Boone, the casual, free-flowing fun lover. Yet that unspoken family connection always was there.


“Without really speaking about it too often, we had kind of a better understanding of each other, knowing what each other’s lives have been like, on some level,” says Bell, who recently guested on Boone’s podcast with more laughter and memories.


The Mariners in those days had little lights inside their lockers. Each night after they showered and were leaving for the evening, Bell would change into his street clothes and then holler, “Boone! What do you have for me tonight?” Then, once he had his teammate’s attention, Bell would very methodically and dramatically make sure that Boone saw him click off the light switch before offering, “I’ll see ya tomorrow, Boone,” and exiting through the clubhouse kitchen.


“He would turn that light off to leave,” Boone says, still chuckling. “And then all was right in the world.”
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The light clicked on for Aaron Boone, somewhat unexpectedly, as the Yankees’ manager in 2018. In some ways, for the Yankees to hand the house keys to a man who had never before managed or even spent one day on a major-league coaching staff was shocking. These were the Yankees. This, until now, was not an entry-level job. For the previous twenty-two seasons, the militaristic Joe Girardi, who had managed one season in Florida before moving to New York, and the Hall of Famer Joe Torre had shaped what the idea of a manager in pinstripes looked like. But Brian Cashman, who had been leaning harder into analytics for several years, was reshaping and modernizing the baseball operations flowchart. So while bringing in a new manager directly from the ESPN broadcast booth might have been stunning to others, maybe it wasn’t so much for a man who had complimented White Sox president Kenny Williams on his hire of the raw Robin Ventura back in 2012 as an “obvious” choice.


“I’m the longest-tenured general manager in the game,” Cashman says. “I’ve been around the block enough. If I believed in it as strongly as I did early in my career, I wouldn’t have had the backbone then to push it because of the risk.”


But Cashman no longer was early in his tenure. He was two decades down the road from having succeeded Bob Watson as the Yankees general manager in 1998. He saw where the game was, and he was not about to get stuck in the past.


“I knew he was the right person for the right job at the right time,” Cashman says. “He fit all the requirements despite not having any record of managing.”


Boone was just forty-five, sharp as a spike, had retired as a player just nine years earlier, and, as part of ESPN’s crew, had spent hundreds of hours over the previous few seasons with managers across the game, soaking in a wealth of information regarding leadership, tricks of the trade, and manager-player relations. Furthermore, he was a Yankees hero: It was Boone whose eleventh-inning walk-off homer in Game 7 of the ALCS—the Pedro Martinez–Grady Little game—crushed the Red Sox. Beyond that, Boone’s character was irreproachable: Three months after that epic moment, in January, Boone blew out his left knee playing basketball. That injury cost him the 2004 season and his playing career with the Yankees, who released him and traded for Alex Rodriguez that winter. With a $5.75 million deal for 2004, Boone could have lied and made up a story for the Yankees regarding how he was injured that offseason. Instead, he told Cashman the truth and cost himself millions.


“I don’t think he gets an interview for the Yankees managerial job without being honest right there,” Bret Boone says. “The Yankees released him. It cost him $3 million. How many people, when they’re faced with losing $3 million, would fess up to the truth? Not many. That’s a Bob Boone move right there. Bob Boone will go through a yellow light and call the police on himself. It’s how he’s always been. It’s a little bit of geekism, but at the same time it’s an honorable trait. It’s a tribute to how he lived his life. Aaron is in a similar vein.”


At the time Aaron interviewed for the Yankees job, he was looking to make a transition out of the broadcasting world and back into the heart of baseball. One of the mantras for ex-players and managers in the broadcasting business is that standard exit line as they leave the stadium following a game: What a joy it is to be involved but not have to worry about the pressure of wins and losses. But by this time, Boone missed the wins and losses. He wanted them.


Things culminated as Boone and Dan Shulman worked the radio side of the 2017 Houston–Los Angeles World Series for ESPN.


“We’re in our pregame meetings every day with the managers and, with A. J. Hinch, he and I played on the same junior Olympic team,” Boone says. “He went to Stanford, and Doc Roberts went to UCLA and played against me at USC. They’re my age, and they’re not peers—I consider them friends. I just felt like, having conversations with them that fall and having this pull to get back into the game, I felt like in a lot of ways, I was looking in the mirror.”


Boone actually was down the road with one team to join their front office at that point. But then, shortly after the World Series, Cashman phoned him about the Yanks manager job.


“So I put on hold that front-office position and, over the next two, three weeks things unfolded, I got the job, and the rest is history,” says Aaron, who preferred not to name the club he was close to joining as an executive.


Once he learned that Aaron was interviewing for the Yankees job, at least one man had every confidence that he would get it—even with no managerial experience. That man managed Boone in Cincinnati from 2001 to 2003. That man is his father.


“When he was interviewing for that job, I’d talk to people and say Aaron is going to get this job,” Bob Boone says. “He’s had a knack his whole life. People love him. He knows how to deal with people. He is tremendous with people. It’s the way he was even back in high school. Everybody loved playing with him. He knew how to present himself. You want to see him.


“The art of it is how you handle people. That’s all Aaron.”


In the eight or so hours he spent interviewing with Cashman and various other departments, Boone impressed one Yankees executive after another. And Bret is correct in one regard: Aaron’s honesty about his knee injury years earlier was something that Cashman took into account.


“Without a doubt,” Cashman says. “When you partner with someone… I know we get accused of managing from the front office. None of it is true. So at the end of the day, I want to partner with someone I can trust, someone who can do the job, someone who has similar beliefs and core principles when the bullets start flying, which they will—baseball is a sport and a lot of things can go wrong—I want to know that person is tough enough and strong enough to withstand the temptations of covering his ass and falsely pointing the finger elsewhere.”


Character matters.


“Everybody can do kumbaya,” Cashman continues. “But in reality, things never play out the way you want them to. There’s going to be turbulence. You want who you’re partnered with to be there through thick and thin. Without a doubt, the way Aaron Boone conducted himself, when many people wouldn’t do what he did, spoke volumes. I think he’s one of the best managers in the game. I’m proud of all of our hires, but this one was a lot more controversial and I feel he isn’t getting his due because ultimately we’re the Yankees and we haven’t won a championship. But that’s not his doing.”


The job Aaron Boone now performs in the Bronx is different from the job Joe Torre performed, even though on paper it looks the same. There is far more media. More noise. The Yankees are far deeper into analytics now. And though they are still owned by the Steinbrenner family, the buttoned-up, corporate leadership of Hal is vastly quieter and less chaotic than that of his wildly emotional (and whip-smart) late father, George.


“The only thing that is consistent is you’re managing the New York Yankees and there’s a great deal of pressure to be successful and there’s no getting around it,” Torre says. “Of course, I had George always there, albeit it wasn’t the same George as Billy Martin had. I caught George on the back nine. Not that he still wasn’t totally in charge. But it wasn’t the same George that went back and forth with Billy. The difference is, and I knew Billy fairly well, Billy didn’t like to be told what to do and I acknowledged the fact that I had a boss. I’m not sure if Billy ever wanted to have a boss.”


When Boone joined the Yankees as a player on August 1, 2003, after the Reds dealt him at the trade deadline, one of the first things Torre told him upon his joining the team in Oakland was to make sure he did not read the papers.


“So now one of the things that I talk a lot about with our players is to be careful with social media,” Boone says. “It can get noisy out there, and if it is something you think is affecting your play or you’re having a hard time handling it, you need to have the wherewithal to stay away from it. You need to use social media for positive things, whether it’s information, getting something out for a charity, or connecting with family members and friends across the country. Try and use it for positive because you can go down a rabbit hole on social media. For us, it was papers back in the day. Now, it’s social media.”


Derek Jeter once said the worst invention during his career was the cell phone camera, because as soon as selfies became the equivalent of autographs, players had to beware because late-night bar photos—and pictures in other locales—could be misconstrued and put them in a bad light. An innocent selfie could become a nefarious tool for gossip column fodder, blackmail, or worse. That translates across the board, and into Boone’s modern warning to players. Facebook was launched on February 4, 2004, less than a month after Boone’s fateful knee injury ended his first chapter with the Yankees. Twitter publicly launched two years later, in July 2006. Instagram debuted in October 2010, with twenty-five thousand users, and less than three months later it had more than one million users. TikTok started in September 2016, just before Boone’s managerial debut in the Bronx in 2018.


As time marches on, there are other differences. Old-school managers like Torre and Bob Boone had more autonomy in choosing their coaching staffs. In both Kansas City and Cincinnati, the hitting and pitching coaches were in place when Bob was brought aboard as manager, but he was given the latitude to choose the rest of his coaching staff. And when hitting coach Ken Griffey Sr. left Cincinnati in 2003, Boone was able to hand pick Jim Lefebvre to replace him.


In New York, Willie Randolph and Tony Cloninger were already a part of the Yankees staff when they hired Torre in 1996, and he kept them. It was his idea to add Don Zimmer as bench coach “because he managed in both leagues and I had only managed in the National League,” Torre says. It was more difficult convincing Zimmer to take the job than people remember because Zimmer was friends with Steinbrenner and was wary that the Boss was foisting him on Torre. The new manager brought Mel Stottlemyre aboard as pitching coach, not realizing at the time that Stottlemyre was on the outs with the Yankees and that had to be patched up. He brought in Chris Chambliss because he had managed Chambliss in Atlanta and the former first baseman was a former Yankee. Stottlemyre remained as the pitching coach for each of Torre’s first ten seasons; Zimmer was the bench coach for Torre’s first eight years.


“I liked to bring people aboard that I was comfortable with because I liked to delegate as a manager,” Torre says. “I felt it was important.”


Under Boone, and given the Yankees’ modern bent toward the game’s conference-room decisions, the team has cycled through several coaches. In fact, the only staff constant from Boone’s first season in 2018 to 2024 was bullpen coach Mike Harkey. Otherwise, there was complete staff turnover, and multiple turnovers in some coaching positions.


“I would say most coaching decisions are collaborative,” Boone says. “I’m probably as big a driver of it as anyone, in the process. We’ve had some turnover. When I first came in I hand-selected a few guys, but they all went through the interview process. Everyone signs off on it. We’ve had some turnover and I’ve probably had as strong a say as anyone about who we’re going to have, but it is something we do as a group, go through the interview processes as a group and try and come up with the best person.”


Boone’s job also is vastly different in so many ways than the job his father performed while managing the Kansas City Royals in the late 1990s and the Reds in the early 2000s. It has to be, because the game has changed. Aaron is far less inclined to sacrifice-bunt a runner from first to second. One of Bob Boone’s biggest managerial influences was the great Gene Mauch, who was the Angels’ skipper when Boone signed as a free agent there in 1982 and remained manager through 1987, covering six of Boone’s seven seasons in Southern California. Mauch was a devotee of small ball, and if there was a runner on first base with nobody out in the second inning, it was a slam dunk that the bunt was on. Bob managed similarly. Today, of course, Aaron says he probably wouldn’t do that unless there was a very specific situation that called for it. The game evolves, and so, too, do the generations—even when it is all in the family.


External pressures Aaron faces are far different from those his father faced, going well beyond the standard talk-radio criticisms. Boone in 2023 managed a team with an overall payroll of $278.6 million, third-highest in baseball, with individual salaries as high as Aaron Judge’s $40 million, Gerrit Cole’s $36 million, and Giancarlo Stanton’s $32 million. These are unique challenges inherent in today’s game, especially in the Bronx, and they only ratchet up World Series pressure. During Bob’s last year in Cincinnati in 2003, the Reds’ total payroll was $59 million, seventeenth overall (and yes, the Yankees’ $125.9 million payroll ranked No. 1 that year).


His father’s biggest influence on his managerial skills isn’t so much strategic as it is force of personality, Aaron says. What could have been an awkward situation when Bob was named as Cincinnati’s skipper in 2001, replacing Jack McKeon, never went that way. Aaron already was an established veteran player, and while conventional thinking might have been that his father would be harder on him than the other Reds, Bob wasn’t. He treated Aaron just the same as everyone else. And a beautiful bonus for Aaron was that he got to spend extra time with Mom and Dad away from the field over lunches, dinners, and impromptu visits. Another situation Aaron was concerned with never developed, either: Inevitably in this game, players over the course of a long season will become moody or angry if their playing time isn’t what they think it should be—and then they’ll begin griping about the manager, who metes out that playing time. Aaron never wanted his teammates to feel like they couldn’t be themselves around him with his dad managing, and he says, “Maybe to my teammates’ credit, or it may be delusional, but I never felt that way. So for me, it was pretty easy. It helps that, at the end of the day, my dad is a really good guy. So it’s not like there’s too much hatred there, ever.”


Boone never got involved as a go-between when his father was managing, never was asked by another player to talk to his father on the player’s behalf.


“I felt like, as one of the team leaders, I had a voice, and I just looked at it as I had a pretty good relationship with our manager,” Aaron says.


The Reds went 66-96 in 2001, Bob’s first season managing, then improved to 78-84 the following summer before a 46-68 start in 2003 cost Bob his job. What Aaron soaked in from his father and manager during that time, especially in that awful season of 2001, was how very consistent emotionally Bob remained day in and day out.


“There wasn’t a lot of volatility with him,” Aaron says. “That’s one thing I’ve tried to take with me. We’re all human, we have human moments where you get frustrated or whatever. But I would like to think that if you walked in here in the middle of us on a winning streak, or if we’ve lost five of six and we’re going through a tough stretch, hopefully the players coming through the clubhouse know what they’re going to get from me. They’re not going to be on this emotional roller coaster from me, and that’s something I took from him.”


Basically, what Boone has attempted to create with the Yankees is a place where, no matter what kind of season a player is having—great, average, or disappointing—and whether a player is going through something positive off the field or something exceptionally difficult, when he walks through the clubhouse doors he can be comfortable and be himself.


“There’s a lot of noise, especially here in New York, so we try to strike that balance between this being a place you enjoy and look forward to and can find some kind of refuge while also creating a very hypercompetitive environment,” Boone says. “I feel like one thing we’ve done really well here over the last few years is create that environment where guys compete really hard and also, for the most part, it’s a place that guys enjoy being each and every day. That no matter what’s going on, you look forward to walking in those doors every day.”


It wasn’t until his seventh season, in 2024, that Boone finally managed the Yankees into their first World Series since 2009. They were steamrolled by a stronger and much more fundamentally sound Dodgers team in five games, leaving Boone “heartbroken” for his players who “poured so much into this” and, ridiculously, causing some to question whether the Yankees should even pick up the option on his contract for 2025. Always, there are critics—and with more teams and more playoff spots than ever, Yankees fans nevertheless remain the gatekeepers of vigilantly unrealistic expectations—but under Boone, the Yankees now have had two 100-win seasons and three 90-win seasons (and in one other summer, 2020, they played only a 60-game schedule because of the pandemic). He is immensely popular as a leader within the clubhouse, and the players generally respond to Boone. One tiny snapshot in an ocean of moments: During a game in Milwaukee in September 2022, Boone went to the mound intent on pulling starter Jameson Taillon with two out and a Brewer on third in the fifth inning. The Yankees trailed 4-1 at the time, and the right-handed Taillon, who went 14-5 with a 3.91 ERA that season, argued to remain in the game, insisting he could get the lefty Rowdy Tellez. Boone’s intent was to play matchups and go lefty-on-lefty. But he read something in Taillon’s eyes and left him in the game. Taillon did, in fact, retire Tellez on a line drive to deep center field to end the inning.


“When he left me out there, I was like, I want to make him proud,” Taillon says. “I want him to make the right decision. I liked him so much. And I respect him so much. I wanted him to be rewarded for this decision.”


Bret Boone sees this in many Yankees.


“He has a way about him,” Aaron’s brother says. “I think his players really respect him and really want to play for him. That’s a huge thing to have as a manager. Bruce Bochy has that. You never met a man who has a negative thing to say about Bochy. You never met a man who has a negative thing to say about Dusty Baker. They both have that It factor. There’s not many players I’ve ever met who don’t have something nice to say about Aaron Boone, whether they were a teammate or an opponent, and that’s an innate thing he was born with.”


Aaron Boone will tell you that he didn’t burn to become a manager his entire life. It was only after he was finished as a player and facing that what-do-I-do-for-the-rest-of-my-life question that he took his time to methodically decide. He figured broadcasting would be the natural early avenue as opportunities were there immediately, and that it might open doors to more as his desires changed. He was exactly right.


Bret is not surprised by where the path has led his brother.


“Aaron was a different kid,” Bret says. “I was that kid where baseball was everything. I’d eat it and sleep it, all I did was baseball, sports. I’d let Aaron tag along, he was four years younger and it was not cool for a junior in high school to let a seventh grader tag along. But my buddies all liked Aaron. He’d play.”


And if not, Aaron would sit on the sidelines and voice play-by-play, channeling an all-time Philadelphia favorite from when the family lived in Philadelphia from the early 1970s until Bob left the Phillies after the 1981 season.


“He was imitating Harry Kalas from the age of five,” Bret says. “When he went to the booth, it didn’t surprise me because that was innate in him. Then when he went into managing, with everything that led up to that, I remember talking to him and saying, you know, usually your first job isn’t the Yankees. Usually, it’s what Dad did—Kansas City, Cincinnati. Or what Mark Kotsay is enduring in Oakland. The way Aaron got that first job, and I see Dave Roberts in LA getting into that position, those are very special, coveted spots. Everybody doesn’t get that their first time.”
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It is a Wednesday evening in May 2023, the Yankees are in last place in the AL East to start the night, and frustration is palpable everywhere. But unlike in New York, where manager Aaron Boone was vociferously booed two nights earlier and then savaged in the press for hooking starter Domingo Germán after only 88 pitches with a lead and one out in the ninth only to watch the bullpen blow it in a 3–2 loss to Cleveland, the frustration inside the home of Bob and Sue Boone as the Yankees and Guardians begin their series finale is for different reasons.


We are watching the game in Bob’s memorabilia room because one of his nine televisions, the main big screen in the family room, is on the injured list—just like so many of Aaron’s players. Aaron Judge, Giancarlo Stanton, Josh Donaldson, pitchers Luis Severino, Carlos Rodón, Frankie Montas, Tommy Kahnle, Bob’s giant flat-screen… all out.


“This team gets hurt an unbelievable amount,” says Bob, sitting in one of two plush leather recliners. “They don’t even say Stanton’s name anymore on the broadcasts. And then they shut Judge down. I was hurt a lot and I never missed a game. Gene Mauch would always ask, ‘How are you? Can you play?’ I’d tell him, ‘I can’t run very fast but I can play.’”


Clarke Schmidt is starting tonight in a game the Yankees—and their manager—badly need. The Guardians are countering with ace Shane Bieber.


It is a nightly family link, these Yankees games. As Aaron works under the spotlight of wherever the team is playing, Bob and Sue are right here in front of their flat-screen in suburban San Diego. Bret, who lives a short drive from his parents, perpetually is paying attention and often phones his father for check-ins during the games.


It is routine family life for the Boones.


To this point, by the way, Aaron has 27 ejections in 738 career games as manager. Bob had only 8 in 815 games. I kid Bob about being the best-behaved Boone.


“Aaron is very passionate,” Sue interjects. “Bob and him are so much alike. I’m surprised Bob was not thrown out more. Aaron is very even keel. He cares about every guy on that team. But if you push him, the clouds come out. I have to say, even though I’m his mom, he’s usually right. When he has a legitimate beef, I think he’s generally right.”


When I relay this comment to Cashman later, he laughs knowingly and agrees wholeheartedly.


“I love the fact that he lets loose on behalf of his players and our organization,” Cashman says. “I love that. I think it’s fantastic. MLB’s really come down hard on trying to rein him in. I don’t want him to change. That’s stuff you can’t get in an interview. I had no idea what that was gonna look like. It seems like he’s got a lot of Bobby Cox in him. He essentially launched Jomboy Media with his tirades. That’s what made Jomboy famous, when he unpacked that whole thing and unleashed the reading of the lips.”


My guys are bleeping “savages” in that bleeping box, Aaron Boone screamed at plate umpire Brennan Miller on that July day in 2019. A hot mic picked all of it up. Jomboy put words to the video and it played like a lovely, unforgettable symphonic harmony across the internet. Legendary.


Sue is in and out of the room during the game, I assume because without use of the main television and with Bob and me occupying the two recliners in the memorabilia room, space is tight. Or she may just have other things to do while she multitasks and watches the game on her cell phone in the kitchen. Later this summer, she and her husband will celebrate their fifty-sixth wedding anniversary. So many of those nights are spent just like this.


Bob, he watches everything. Details, such as how each Yankees hitter picks up his front leg as he steps into the ball, do not escape him. Bob was into his thirties when he learned a few things about that, he says. Fascinatingly, he learned from watching the late Hall of Famer Tony Gwynn, one of the game’s all-time good guys, great hitters, and a man Bob somehow never got the chance to meet. But what he learned from Gwynn, he says, pushed him along to a career-high .295 batting average in 392 plate appearances at age forty in 1988, and then he hit .274 in 469 plate appearances in 1989.


Six years later, Bob was named Kansas City’s manager, and he and Aaron have one thing in common: Just like his son, he never managed in the minor leagues.


“It was easy for me,” Boone says, smiling. “I invited Gene Mauch to be my bench coach. He’s the smartest baseball guy I’ve ever been around. He was with me early in a game and we were watching the pitcher and I was thinking, ‘Gee, should I take him out?’ I turned to Gene and asked, ‘What do you think?’ And he said, ‘I’m not managing, you are.’”


As a father, that is the attitude Bob mostly takes with Aaron. When Aaron took the Yankees job in 2018, he was all in in every way. Following several years of living in Southern California and Scottsdale, Arizona, the Aaron Boone family decided to move back to Connecticut. Now, during those late-night, postgame phone calls that keep the bonds tight as Aaron drives home and digests things with his father, Bob tries to listen more than talk.


“If I’ve got a little question, I might ask him why did you do that? And he’ll tell me,” Bob says. “I could irritate him if I tell him here’s what you should have done. That won’t work. But if I have a thought, I’ll tell him.”


Spoils from a wonderful life are on display all around us as we talk. There is a small World Series trophy replica from Bob’s 1980 Phillies team and a full-size replica of the World Series trophy Washington won in 2019 when Bob was a special assistant to general manager Mike Rizzo. On one wall is a giant print of Aaron following through during his Game 7 walk-off homer against Boston in 2003. An eye-catching, blown-up baseball card of Ray Boone, the family patriarch, keeps watch over things. There are presidents: a photo from the 1976 All-Star Game with President Gerald Ford shaking Bob’s hand in Veterans Stadium, another featuring manager Bob and player Aaron in Cincinnati uniforms with President George W. Bush.


Three TVs line one wall. Tonight, the Yankees game is on the middle one while the two on either side remain dark. Sometimes, multiple sets are required to spring into action: This summer, Nick Allen, engaged to Bret’s daughter Savannah, will play 106 games for Oakland and 33 for Triple-A Las Vegas; and Bret’s son Jake, twenty-six, is a middle infielder for the Windy City ThunderBolts of the independent Frontier League. Bob watches each of their games daily, too.


“Jake is Bob’s heartbeat,” Sue says of their grandson.


In New York, Cleveland touches Schmidt for two runs right away in the first inning (“Come on, Schmidt!” Bob beseeches), but the Yankees tie it at 2–2 in the fifth on solo homers from Willie Calhoun and Jake Bauers (“Attababy!” Bob cheers).


At home, the father doesn’t question the son’s decisions. But, ever the manager, Bob will confide to Sue at certain junctures that he would leave the pitcher in as his son goes to the mound to remove him. Or he’ll tell Sue when he would pull a pitcher when Aaron is still pondering in the dugout. But he understands and knows the score.


“Aaron follows things that already are in baseball,” Bob says. “The number of pitches, they get real nervous about that. When I managed, the pitchers would go deeper. The third time around the lineup is a huge thing now. I’d let them pitch longer. Now, they count. Aaron has to do it different than the way I did it. I tended to watch how he was throwing a little more. I would go more on how I thought they were pitching. They take them out earlier now than I ever did.”


Bob understands that Aaron’s relationship with his boss, Cashman, is vastly different from what Bob had with Herk Robinson in Kansas City and Jim Bowden in Cincinnati. Because now, analytics drive everything. And Bob admires Aaron’s deftness in this area.


“It’s not just him,” Bob says of Cashman. “It’s the whole world. You have to be able to speak to them and not argue. A manager has to deal with that and agree with them, but then also say, ‘Here’s the change I would make within that…’”


There are certain things Boone and other modern managers simply must do today if they want to hold on to their jobs. It’s about more than wins and losses. Now more than ever, it’s also about how a manager arrives there. And to the inevitable question of how much input he gets from the club’s baseball operations department regarding lineup structure, Aaron says he rolls his eyes when that comes up.


“I’ve never not made the lineup,” he says. “I know there are some places where guys do not have autonomy, necessarily, and that’s not the case here. I’ve never made out a lineup that wasn’t mine. Now, I look to different people at different times. Reach out on their thoughts on something I’m thinking about, or, there are certainly suggestions that come from time to time on certain things. But for me, I make the lineup.”


It is a question that never would have arisen with Bob Boone or Buddy Bell at the helm. But things change, just as the generations do. Old School melts into New School as sons grow up to become fathers.


“He still has a lot to offer, but I’ve gotta smack him down sometimes and say, ‘Dad, it’s not 1986,’” Bret says endearingly of his own father. “I see it from the older generation. I saw it a lot with my granddad, one of the greatest men in my life. He’d be seventy, meet me after a Padres game and point something out, and I’d laugh and say, ‘Gramps, this is not 1956.’ But that’s what grandpas do. I loved my childhood watching my dad play for the Phillies in the ’70s, those are some of my fondest memories. But the game has changed. I loved my era. I’m not a fan of every time you get a hit, throw a party at first base. But this is these kids’ generation. Whatever players are currently playing, they get to decide what the rules are.”


In the recliner as the game approaches the middle innings and Aaron goes to his bullpen with one out in the fifth, Bob needs a little relief himself. His recliner comes equipped with a touchpad that instantly moves it back or forth, up or down, the back, the legs. But he hasn’t yet mastered the buttons, so he cheerfully calls to Sue for help. The touchpad is the equivalent of his own version of PitchCom, another new development that he never had to worry about when he was calling pitches behind the plate the old-fashioned way, with his fingers.


The good news tonight in New York is that outfielder Harrison Bader was activated from the injured list a night earlier, so there’s one weapon to deploy while so many Yankees are hurt. But with two out and none on in the top of the ninth in a 2–2 game, Aaron calls for closer Clay Holmes, which completely mystifies the Cleveland broadcasters. Why now?


“Absolutely” it’s a good move, Bob says. “Aaron knows way more about it than me. They’re counting pitches. He knows who he can trust.”


But, disaster: Holmes surrenders a Myles Straw double and then an RBI single to Oscar Gonzalez. Worse, Bader and Isiah Kiner-Falefa collide in the outfield on the play and Bader exits the game. Again.


Immediately, Bob’s cell phone rings. It’s Bret. They commiserate together over the Yankees’ latest misfortune as Bader is helped off the field. When they hang up, Bob laughs.


“I knew he was going to be hot,” Bob says. “We didn’t leave games. Bret never would have left. The trainer used to ask me, ‘You hurt?’ And I’d say, ‘Yeah, it hurts but I ain’t coming out.’ All of the Boones were raised that you don’t get hurt in this game.”


Today’s Yankees do, and quite often. But what could be another dismal evening takes another turn when the Yankees rally to tie the game at 3–3 in the bottom of the ninth and then walk it off in the tenth on Jose Trevino’s RBI single. Bob claps animatedly in his recliner. Frank Sinatra blares through the television speakers with “New York, New York.”


“Shoot, I never used to watch games like I do now,” Bob says before exclaiming: “We won!”


Sue joins us to watch Aaron’s postgame media conference. He explains decisively that after his reliever Ron Marinaccio retired consecutive lefties to start the ninth, he wanted Holmes in to face the right-handed-hitting Straw. Plus, rain was on the way, another reason for the aggressive move. His principles were sound. It just did not work. But the Yankees won anyway. Baseball is a sport that simply can never be tamed. Mom and Dad watch Aaron’s answers with pride. They grumble more about injuries after the press conference is finished. It’s been a high-stress night. And there are five months to go.


“And we’re playing Tampa Bay, what, seven of the next nine games?” Sue says.


At its heart, baseball is a generational game, and no matter how you crunch the statistics (then) or data (now), no matter how different things are or how differently they are done, the past, in one way or another, stays with us. You can use it as a foundation as you keep moving forward, or you can become stuck in it like quicksand.
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