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Yeah, this is a rainy day in ol’ Houston…


—BLUES MUSICIAN SAM “LIGHTNIN’” HOPKINS, 1961
















PROLOGUE


In downtown Houston on a balmy November night, thousands of loud, exuberant baseball fans are surging along Texas Avenue and into the hulking monolith called Minute Maid Park, home of the newly crowned American League champion Houston Astros. Clad in orange jerseys and blue caps and carrying homemade signs scrawled over in Sharpie—“ALTUVE: MVP,” “HOUSTON STRONG”—many are taking a break from long hours replacing drywall or laying hardwood floors or trying to sponge away mold. Just weeks earlier, a brutal hurricane dropped more than 50 inches of torrential rain on greater Houston over a four-day period. The storm, with the quaint name of Harvey, would destroy or damage tens of thousands of homes and upend the lives of countless people in the nation’s fourth-largest city.


Tonight, however, these fans are pouring into Minute Maid Park to a different kind of history being made. They will stay on their feet until the last out. The roar they’re generating inside the closed-roof stadium is as loud as Hurricane Harvey thunder. They’re here, they’re loud, they’re ready—even though the seventh and deciding game of the 2017 World Series is unfolding before their eyes, not in Minute Maid Park but in Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles, 1,500 miles away.


In their one and only prior appearance in the World Series, the Astros had been swept by the Chicago White Sox in four games in 2005. Now, for the first time in the 56-year history of the franchise, the Astros are nine innings away from a world championship. If few fans could make the trip to LA to watch their heroes take on the National League champion Dodgers, they can’t get much closer than watching the game on El Grande, the 54-foot-tall, 124-foot-wide high-definition screen in center field. Perhaps they imagine the racket they are making can somehow carry westward on a mighty wind and Altuve and Correa and Springer and Bregman and all the other Astros they have cheered all season can take heart from Major League Baseball’s loudest fanatics, their noise magnified by a retractable roof Astros players always want closed. The players insist they feed off the noise.


As baseball fans—and maybe even non-baseball fans caught up in the Astros’ splendid story—know by now, the Astros defeated the Dodgers in seven games, the final one played in the storied hollow of Chavez Ravine in front of 54,000 hostile fans. No one left either stadium that night—November 1, 2017—until José Altuve, the Astros’ mighty-mite second baseman—the American League’s Most Valuable Player—fielded a routine ground ball and threw to first base 3 hours and 37 minutes after “Play Ball.”


For the Astros, the combination of a magnificently played series, a 101-victory regular season, and a crippling natural disaster back home was so incredible it might have given the schmaltziest Hollywood screenwriter pause, but those fans filling Minute Maid saw it. They believed. It happened. And the fourth-largest city in the nation, a city still reeling in the wake of disaster, could smile, could celebrate, could ask bleary-eyed coworkers the next morning, “How ’bout them Astros?!”


“This season, this team, and this World Series has left Astros fans addled,” the Houston Chronicle reported the morning after the championship. “From Beaumont to Corpus, Brenham to Fairfield, they awoke Thursday morning and pinched themselves. We won the World Series. The Houston Independent School District closed Friday for a victory parade downtown. With an expected attendance of 750,000, it will likely surpass those that celebrated the end of World War II.”


The Astros’ first-ever World Series victory is a baseball story, to be sure, but it’s so much more than that. It’s the story of a major American city—a city (and a state) that the rest of the nation doesn’t always love or understand—winning Americans’ hearts because of its grace and goodwill in response to pain and hardship. Houston has endured its share of storms and hurricanes over the years, but nothing like Hurricane Harvey and the ensuing flood, the costliest natural disaster in American history.


It’s the story of a team of likeable, refreshingly good-natured guys who each wore a “Houston Strong” patch on their jerseys and meant it. When Houston was down, they picked the city up and carried it. They brought hope during a dark time. It took a special mix of personality and panache to do what they did.


Sportswriter Richard Justice described the Astros as “a nearly perfect mix of youth and experience, passion and resolve.” Dave Sheinin of the Washington Post was impressed by what he described as “the deep sense of humanity they all seem to possess,” from pitcher Charlie Morton’s “self-discovery” to Carlos Beltrán’s “quiet leadership” to Altuve’s “infectious joy” to George Springer’s “profound grasp of this team’s role in its city’s recovery.”


In their close and intimate connection to the Bayou City, the modern-day Astros resembled storied teams of old. They were a modern-day version of the ’50s-era Brooklyn Dodgers, when Duke Snider and Carl Furillo and Gil Hodges strolled along Flatbush Avenue, stopped in for a loaf of bread and a bottle of milk at the corner deli and chatted with shop owners. Houston may be a massive, diverse metropolis disguised as a sprawling suburb, but it likes its local heroes when they’re familiar, accessible, open, and hardworking—guys like Bum Phillips or Earl Campbell, Nolan Ryan or Craig Biggio. These Astros certainly qualified, whether it was third baseman Alex Bregman hanging out with fans at Pluckers Wing Bar or pitcher Lance McCullers Jr. helping rescue dogs “who have been thrown a curveball by life.” Bregman, McCullers, and all their teammates had shared their city’s trauma during Harvey.


In the closing weeks of the 2017 baseball season, the relationship between suffering city and successful team became symbiotic. “It kind of became something that we rallied around,” McCullers said, weeks after Harvey. “We still have pictures hanging in our lockers. It’s still something we think about, because people here are hardworking people, and they went through something that a lot of people can’t understand. A lot of people lost everything. So for us to be able to just play baseball for a couple of hours and for those people to be able to have a little bit of joy, to get away from what they were having to go through is pretty special, to be able to give that to them.”


It’s hard to exaggerate the fury and devastation Hurricane Harvey unleashed upon Houston and much of the Texas Gulf Coast. Beginning on a Saturday night in August, Houstonians in houses small and large, in modest working-class neighborhoods and in sprawling estates on the forested banks of Buffalo Bayou, stood at doors and windows and watched it rain, watched torrents of rain come down relentlessly, the noise like a train coursing through the neighborhood. As rising water invaded yards and then burst through doors, walls, and electrical sockets, Houstonians retreated to upper floors or attics or clambered in the dark onto wet, slippery roofs. They waited. The rain kept falling.


Those who could helped rescue their neighbors. Houstonians heard later about the Iraqi refugee who ferried children through a flooded neighborhood on his inflatable dinghy. We heard about the football coach in a Houston suburb who overloaded his fishing boat with evacuees. We heard about the “Dreamer” in another Houston suburb who barely slept for days as he helped rescue people as part of an emergency medical team on an ambulance.


Vast neighborhoods were under water for days, tens of thousands of homes were made unlivable. Houstonians spent days dragging stinking, water-heavy belongings—or what had been belongings—out to the curb. They called tow trucks to come take their ruined vehicles away. They filled out paperwork. They wept.


Eighty-eight people died in Texas. The storm and the even more devastating flood left in their wake nearly $200 billion in damages. Houston and much of southeast Texas will be a long time coming back.


The Houston Astros were leading their division, the American League West, when the hurricane hit. The ’Stros could have been irrelevant, no matter how well they were playing, but that’s not how it turned out. In the midst of crisis, the team understood—and so did their fans—that the game—the national pastime—they played so well meant something. Like the New Orleans Saints after Hurricane Katrina and the Boston Red Sox after the Boston Marathon bombing, the Astros were playing for their devastated city, and as fate would have it, they won a World Series. They were known as a team wedded to analytics and data-driven decisions, but number crunching can’t explain everything.


“We care what happens to the Astros, when we choose to identify with them, because we know exactly how hard it is to get a win when you need it most,” Dan Solomon wrote in Texas Monthly. “And after the hurricane and the flood and the aftermath, Houston absolutely needed a win. An Astros World Series win doesn’t clear the mold out of someone’s house, or restore their lost belongings, or put a roof over anyone’s head. But it tells us that difficult things are possible, no matter how stacked the odds seem.”


“This is a dream come true,” an ebullient Springer told reporters in the Dodger Stadium locker room after Game 7 of the World Series. “That ‘Houston’ on our chests means a lot. They have endured a lot. We’re coming home a champion, Houston!”


Carlos Correa, the Astros’ enormously gifted young shortstop, kept a photo in his locker of a Houston woman trudging through fetid water up to her knees toward a rescue boat idling in what had been her front yard. “That photo’s at eye level,” Correa told a reporter. “Whenever I have a bad day, whenever I think about throwing my glove into my locker because of something that happened to me, I look at that photo and realize I have nothing to complain about.”


The tall and graceful Correa, the American League Rookie of the Year in 2015, was one of several uncommonly gifted athletes the Astros’ vaunted analytics approach—think Moneyball—had uncovered in recent years. That list included Springer, a powerful slugger and rangy outfielder; Bregman, whose Brooks Robinson–like defensive play at third base and his clutch hitting in the World Series, made him a plausible choice for MVP had Springer’s bat not come alive; and, of course, the stubby and tenacious Altuve, three-time American League batting champ, and not only the MVP but also the heart and soul of the team. The extremely talented youngsters played with a youthful exuberance that was infectious, perhaps explaining in part why the vanquished Dodgers took out a full-page ad in the Houston Chronicle congratulating the Astros on their championship.


However precisely moneyball measures character, it seemed obvious that the Astros front office had signed good guys. Fans identified with them. They appreciated their enthusiasm, whether it was Altuve and Correa executing their trademark leaping pirouette when one of them scored a run, their mod neo-mohawk haircuts, or unabashed right fielder Josh Reddick’s locker-room strip show—down to a red, white, and blue Speedo—after big victories. Fans loved it when Correa dropped to one knee on national TV and asked his girlfriend to marry him a few minutes after he and his teammates had vanquished the Dodgers. It was right in character.


Another point of identification: the Astros reflected the diversity of the city they represented, the most diverse city in America. The first baseman was Cuban, the second baseman Venezuelan, the shortstop Puerto Rican, the third basemen Jewish New Mexican, and the catcher a southerner from Georgia. In the summer of 2017, they were all Houstonians—Houstonians who came through when their adopted city was in need.


“Every year we ask the city and the fan base to rally around the team,” Astros manager A. J. Hinch told the Chronicle. “It’s OK for a fan base to ask the team to rally around them.”


Maybe Springer, a young man who has conquered stuttering, said it best: “To bring the city something that I believe they desperately needed, they desperately wanted, and desperately deserved is one of the best feelings in the world.”


Bill Brown, the Astros’ longtime TV announcer, has calculated that in the history of Major League Baseball in Houston, the original Colt .45s and the Astros had gone through more than 850 players and 22 managers, including interim managers. “It took 56 seasons and 9,023 games to get to this point,” he noted in 2017.


In a hurricane season unlike any the Bayou City had ever endured, here’s how it happened.














CHAPTER 1


Hottest Game in Town


DODGERS LEAD SERIES, 1–0




They had two big swings, we had one.


ASTROS MANAGER A. J. HINCH




On October 24, 2017, opening day for the 113th World Series in Major League Baseball history, Los Angeles was hot enough to make a mockery of the old label “Fall Classic.” For LA’s first World Series in 29 seasons, it was desert-summer hot, Day of the Locust hot, so hot that Ed McMahon, Johnny Carson’s perennial sidekick on the old Tonight Show might have stumped his boss with the venerable setup question “How hot was it?”


How about this for an answer? So hot that egg-frying sidewalks were unnecessary; infield grass was skillet-hot enough, maybe even for eggs and bacon.


In palm-fringed and picturesque Dodger Stadium it was 103 degrees, the most blistering World Series game-time temperature in history. LA shattered the previous record, set in 2001 when the Arizona Diamondbacks welcomed the New York Yankees to Phoenix, where it was a comparably chilly 94 degrees. (The coldest in recent years was in Cleveland, when the Indians hosted the Florida Marlins in the ’97 Series. For Game 1, it was 35 degrees. And snowing.)


As fans seeking shade filtered in a couple of hours before game time, a pregame pitchman—just like on The Tonight Show—worked to whip up enthusiasm. A giant American flag rippled across the outfield. A sound system worthy of a Christina Aguilera concert extravaganza blasted out “Let’s Go Dodgers!” Later, the familiar faces of LA celebrities—Dustin Hoffman, Jerry Seinfeld, part-owner Magic Johnson, Jason Bateman, Lady Gaga—flashed across two jumbotrons. The celebs were on hand to watch their Dodgers claim their first World Series rings since 1988, when masterful Orel Hershiser dominated the powerful Oakland A’s and gimpy-legged Kirk Gibson hit an iconic home run. Nearly three decades was a long time.


Washington Post sportswriter Dave Sheinin observed that when “gospel singer Keith Williams Jr. belted out the national anthem, the sweat stain on the back of his suit jacket grew from the approximate shape of Vermont at ‘Oh say can you see’ to that of Idaho by ‘home of the brave.’”


For more than 54,000 sweltering fans in LA, most of them wearing Dodgers blue—with maybe a thousand orange-clad Astros fans in their midst—Sunset Boulevard traffic was more of a bother than the heat. They loved their Dodgers, winners of 104 games. They could stand the heat.


Nor did the temperature seem to bother Dodgers starting pitcher Clayton Kershaw, a Dallas native accustomed to games played under a withering Texas sun. The tall Texan wore a heavy Dodger warm-up jacket as he loosened up in the outfield before the game.


“They’re from Houston, I’m from Texas; it’s going to be hot for everybody,” he had said the day before. “We’re all used to it. It will be fine.”


Kershaw, who at 29 was born the same year the Dodgers last won the World Series, was his generation’s Sandy Koufax, except bigger. At six feet four inches and 228 pounds, he overpowered hitters and had compiled a career record of 144–64, with a scintillating career ERA of .236. Every year he was a favorite to win the Cy Young Award and had done so three times. In 2017, he was 18–4, with an ERA of .231, despite missing several weeks with a back injury.


The Astros were well aware of the future Hall of Famer’s abilities; so was Dave Roberts, his manager.


“I think the fans get cheated on not getting the opportunity to see him in between starts,” Roberts told reporters. “Because… to be behind the scenes and to watch him work so diligently, with detail, every single day, that’s something that, for me, I marvel at.… I wouldn’t know what it’s like to be a superstar. But with what he does every single day, with working with a purpose, with everything he does, it makes sense.”


For all the individual honors he had won, this would be Kershaw’s first World Series appearance—and he would be facing the team with the best sticks in the majors. The Astros finished the regular season with the highest batting average, highest on-base percentage, and highest slugging percentage. They also struck out fewer times than any other team. And they were prepared. The Los Angeles Times reported that the Dodgers pre-Series scouting meetings stretched into the wee hours of several mornings.


“It’s the best lineup that we’ve seen all year,” Manager Roberts told reporters. “There’s so many ways they can beat you.”


The Astros, playing in only their second World Series in team history—the only team to represent two different leagues in their two appearances—had vanquished the Boston Red Sox and the New York Yankees (winners, by the way, of 27 world championships). They were young but unintimidated. Whether the heat would bother them was an open question. It gets searingly hot and humid in Houston, to be sure, but the Astros play under a retractable roof, in an air-conditioned building.


Astros leadoff hitter George Springer, unlike the traditional leadoff, is basically a cleanup hitter with the power to beat you with one swing. He represents a trend that caught on in 2016, when teams like the Cubs with Kyle Schwarber and the Indians with Carlos Santana started using their designated hitters to lead off. As Hunter Atkins of the Houston Chronicle pointed out, “These men are built like nightclub bouncers, not base stealers. They get paid millions to cross home plate, not reach first base.”


Springer is six feet three inches and 215, so he’s no Nellie Fox either, but the big-man trend worked for the Astros throughout the regular season. When Springer leads off with a home run, “there’s an energy boost in our dugout,” Hinch said. He hit 34 in all.


In LA against Kershaw he didn’t lead off with a home run; most hitters don’t. He fouled off the first pitch, a 94-mile-per-hour fastball. With his trademark hesitation windup from a relief pitcher’s set position—an unorthodox pitching motion that keeps the hitter off balance and allows Kershaw to hide the ball until the last possible moment before release—the Dodgers left-hander finished off the Astros’ young center fielder in four pitches, the third strike a devastating slider that veered downward toward Springer’s feet.


Alex Bregman, the Astros’ young third baseman, flied to left, and second baseman José Altuve grounded out to shortstop to end the top half of the inning. As the Astros went down 1-2-3, Kershaw threw just nine pitches, seven of them strikes.


Starting for the Astros was Dallas Keuchel, a dependable precision pitcher and the 2015 Cy Young Award winner. That was the year the bearded Oklahoman went 20–8 with three complete games and a 2.48 ERA. The left-hander led all American League pitchers in wins and was the starting AL pitcher in the 2015 All-Star Game. He pitched with shoulder pain throughout the ’16 season—“I sucked,” he said—and finished with a 9–12 record and a 4.55 ERA. In 2017, Keuchel rediscovered his form, going 14–5, with a .290 ERA—despite an undisclosed injury to his left foot the second half of the season.


Only three Dodgers had ever faced Keuchel. One was center fielder Chris Taylor. Keuchel retired him three times in 2014, two years before the Dodgers acquired Taylor from Seattle, before the outfielder revamped his swing and blossomed into a slugger.


The first pitch Keuchel threw to Taylor was as juicy as a rib eye at Wolfgang Puck’s CUT restaurant on Wilshire. An 88-mile-per-hour fastball straight down the middle was a rare Keuchel mistake, and Taylor took advantage. He smashed the pitch deep into the left field pavilion, an estimated 447 feet away. Suddenly, shockingly, the Dodgers were on the board.


Manager Roberts had told the Dodgers before the game to be sluggers, not just hitters. Get it into the air, he was saying, because the ball would carry farther in the searing heat. Taylor merely followed instructions. His blast was the fourth leadoff home run in the history of World Series opening games.


After that first unfortunate pitch, the Astros’ bearded ace went on to strike out third baseman Justin Turner on seven pitches, got rookie first baseman Cody Bellinger to ground out to second, and right fielder Yasiel Puig—the flamboyant and excitable fellow with the Dodger-blue mohawk haircut under his batting helmet—to ground out to short. Eleven Keuchel pitches and the inning was over. One of those 11 Keuchel would love to have had back.


Returning to the mound with an early lead, Kershaw started off the second by retiring shortstop Carlos Correa on a fly ball to center field. He caught Yuli Gurriel looking as a 94-mile-per-hour fastball streaked by and then got catcher Brian McCann to ground out to second baseman Logan Forsythe, who had shifted into shallow right field to play the odds against the pull hitter, batting from the left side. It was another easy inning for the Dodgers ace.


His Astros counterpart gave up a single to Kike Hernández to open the bottom half of the second, but got Corey Seager to ground into an easy double play to end the threat. Forsythe popped out to center.


After Kershaw started the third inning with another called strike three, this one to Marwin Gonzalez, the Astros got their first hit of the game. Josh Reddick, a former Dodger who went 0-for-22 in the postseason before his first hit in the American League Championship Series, smashed a hard grounder that darted just beyond Bellinger’s glove. But Kershaw stayed in control, striking out Keuchel on a futile effort to bunt and then Springer, up for the second time.


The leadoff hitter for the Dodgers got on base for the third consecutive inning, as Austin Barnes hit a grounder through the infield into shallow left for a single. Kershaw laid down a perfect bunt, sending Barnes to second and Taylor to the plate. The man who started the game with a home run on the first pitch hit a rope to shortstop Correa, who ended the inning by doubling Barnes off second.


In the top of the fourth, the Astros finally broke through. Bregman, a recent LSU star, hammered a Kershaw fastball over the left-center field fence, tying the game at one run a piece, and becoming the youngest American League player to hit a home run in the World Series since Manny Ramirez for Cleveland against Atlanta in 1995. Both were 23, but Ramirez was 60 days younger when he slapped a pitch out of the park.


Bregman, one of a few hitters in the Astros’ lineup who had never faced Kershaw, said the pitcher’s deceptive delivery, with its pause at the top and a strange stutter step—a way for his arm to catch up with his body—was nearly impossible to prepare for.


“Honestly, you can look at all the video you want. But until you get in the box against somebody, you don’t really know what their stuff looks like out of their hand,” Bregman told reporters. “You kind of had to sync up everything with that [pause]. Towards the end of game, I think we got a little more synced up.”


Kershaw then got Altuve and Correa on called strikes and paralyzed Gurriel on another unhittable slider. It was Kershaw’s eighth strikeout against the team with the least strikeouts in the majors.


As the San Gabriel Mountains disappeared in the fading light of day and the temperature dropped below triple digits (a balmy 99), the game settled into a classic pitchers’ duel, not surprising given the fact that two of the game’s best were dueling. In the bottom of the fourth, Keuchel, working with his usual quiet efficiency, got Turner on a pop-up to first, Bellinger on a ground ball to first, and Puig on a ground ball to short.


In the fifth, Kershaw threw another perfect inning: McCann hit a ground ball into the shift, third baseman Turner handled a trick bounce on a grounder from Gonzalez, and Reddick watched a 95-mile-per-hour fastball streak by for strike three.


On to the sixth, the game still tied. Keuchel became Kershaw’s 10th strikeout victim and Springer number 11, flailing at a changeup that was nearly in the dirt. Bregman ground out to short to end the inning. Kershaw headed to the dugout as the first Dodger pitcher to have double-digit strikeouts in a World Series game since Hall of Famer Sandy Koufax had 10 in Game 7 of the 1965 Series.


In the bottom of the sixth, Keuchel needed one pitch to get the first out, retiring Barnes on a grounder to short. Kershaw also grounded out to short. Pitching carefully to Taylor, Keuchel walked him on five pitches, which brought up Turner.


Keuchel served up three fastballs, all low in the strike zone. When a fourth 87-mile-per-hour fastball came toward the plate higher in the zone, up toward the third baseman’s messy, red beard, Turner drove it 371 feet into the left field stands for a two-out, two-run home run and a 3–1 Dodgers lead. Dodgers fans, often more laid-back than most, were on their feet and loud.


“I didn’t know if it was going to be a home run or not,” Turner said after the game. “I knew I backspun it pretty good. I knew I hit it really high. And I knew it was about 98 degrees. So when it’s that hot here, the ball does travel a lot better.… If it’s 10 degrees cooler, that’s probably a routine fly to left field.”


“That one was a tough one to swallow,” Keuchel said afterward.


Suddenly the Dodgers could breathe easier, knowing that a two-run lead with Kershaw on the mound and a superb bullpen to finish up was often more than enough. Keuchel ended the sixth by striking out Bellinger, but as Houston Chronicle columnist Brian T. Smith wrote afterward, “You knew that it was basically over.”


With their heroes down two, anxious Astros fans were happy to see Altuve lead off the seventh. The American League batting champ came through with a ground-ball single to left. It was now or never for the Core Four—Springer, Altuve, Correa, and Bregman—to break out, as they had so many times during the regular season.


Alas, not this time. Correa ground into a force-out that erased Altuve at second. Correa was forced out at second on a Gurriel ground ball, and Brian McCann flied out to center field for the third out. The innings were dwindling down.


Kershaw, who needed just 83 pitches to make it through seven innings, was done for the night. He gave up three hits, one earned run, and recorded 11 strikeouts, his only mistake Bregman’s solo home run. He became the first pitcher all season to strike out 11 Astros in a start.


In the top of the eighth, the Dodgers turned to their bullpen, a reliable bunch of arms all year for Manager Roberts. The Astros sent up three hitters, and Dodger relievers sent them all back to the dugout. In the bottom of the inning, Astros relievers got the same results.


“The Astros won Game 4 of the American League division series in Boston, but since then they lost three road games at Yankee Stadium and are three outs from losing here at Dodger Stadium,” reporter David Waldstein noted on the New York Times blog between innings. “Obviously, they can’t win the World Series if they don’t win at least one game on the road.”


With the Dodgers three outs away from victory, Kenley Jansen, the most effective closer in the National League, came on for the ninth. He got things started by catching Springer looking at a 92-mile-per-hour cutter in the upper part of the strike zone for strike three. The Astros slugger tossed his unused bat in frustration.


Bregman, who got Houston’s only run with his solo homer, flied out to center. Jansen closed things out by retiring Altuve on a fly ball to right.


It was over. The team that had never won a World Series game still was winless. They played it close but it wasn’t enough. They faced a nagging statistic: historically, the team that wins Game 1 of a best-of-seven, postseason series at home has gone on to win the series 67.3 percent of the time.


And while Keuchel pitched well, the Astros’ bats were anemic. Springer struck out four times and looked bad doing it. The Astros Core Four went for a combined 2 of 15. As for everyone else in the lineup, they accounted for a single hit.


Of course, the Dodgers’ Kid K had something to do with that. Kershaw finished as the first pitcher in World Series history to get 10 or more strikeouts while allowing no walks and three or fewer hits. His 78 game score, a comprehensive measure of the quality of a pitcher’s start, was close to one of the greatest World Series starts ever.


Afterward, Manager Hinch was matter-of-fact about the game. “They had two big swings, we had one,” he told reporters. “They had a walk right before one of their big swings, and it’s 3–1. It’s no more complicated than that.”














CHAPTER 2


Team for Sale, Needs Work




We’ll spend money, but we won’t spend money we don’t have.


JIM CRANE IN AN INTERVIEW WITH PAPERCITY MAGAZINE




In January 2018, I was sitting with Jim Crane in the boardroom near his fifth-floor office in the venerable Union Station building, the Astros headquarters. Now on the National Register of Historic Places, the red-brick building was constructed in 1911 as a terminal for the 17 rail lines that converged on Houston in the early years of the 20th century. The building now houses the club’s offices and abuts Minute Maid Park.


I was talking to Crane, but it was hard to ignore the dramatic view from the boardroom windows—the banks of forest-green seats, row after row of them; the emerald-green grass of the outfield; the geometrically precise lines of the dirt base paths and pitcher’s mound; the precise infield. Center field resembled a pool-table green and flawless pasture, one that looked large enough for a herd of Texas longhorns. Its spaciousness made me respect all the more the young World Series MVP who cowboys that pasture for the Astros.


In shallow right field on a gray winter morning, a dark-haired young man in shorts and a T-shirt was playing long-distance catch with a fellow in bright-orange baseball pants. He was a right-hander, throwing from a stretch each time, but from the office-building distance, I couldn’t recognize him.


The Astros owner, 63, wore a white dress shirt and dark slacks, no tie. On the walls were a framed replica of his navy-blue Mules jersey from his baseball-playing days at Central Missouri State University (now the University of Central Missouri), photos of him playing golf with President Obama and Tiger Woods and a copy of a 2015 typewritten letter from former President George H. W. Bush, a longtime Houstonian who with his wife, Barbara, has box seats near home plate. [“We hate that we didn’t stay long (it’s an age thing, Jim), but we loved every minute and are still talking about the electricity that filled the park. It was incredible.”]


Although Crane owns spectacular properties around the country—including a Pebble Beach mansion he sold for $12.5 million shortly before the Astros won the World Series—and is a millionaire many times over, he would never be described as flashy or larger-than-life. In his younger years, friends watched him vault parking meters on the streets of New Orleans while on a boozy weekend trip, but that was out of character.


A former wife described him as shy and then corrected herself. “Let’s call him reserved,” she said. In the stands at Minute Maid or at Potente—his upscale Italian restaurant near the ballpark—the medium-sized guy with regular features and wavy light-brown hair brushed back from a high forehead does not stand out in a crowd.


A business associate drew a contrast between Crane and sports wheeler-dealer Jerry Jones, Dallas Cowboys owner. “He [Jones] wants to be not only the man but for everybody to know he’s the man,” the associate told me. “Crane doesn’t have that need. He doesn’t have to be The Guy. Jim’s not the guy who wants to be on the billboard.”


Jones was a college football player and Crane a baseball player, a good one. According to the associate, that experience has made Crane a better baseball team owner than he would have been.


He’s proud of his youthful diamond prowess. The legendary founder of the Astros, Judge Roy Hofheinz, used to say that as a kid he always wanted to be a ballplayer, but he had three handicaps: “I couldn’t run, hit, or throw.” That’s not Crane, who first picked up a bat and glove at age six and played baseball and basketball well.


Crane no longer plays baseball, but he’s a superb amateur golfer, a sport he first took up while caddying as a kid. At his exclusive Floridian National Golf Club in Palm City, Florida, in 2013, he played 18 holes in a foursome that included Obama. The four players split into pairs, Crane partnering with then-U.S. Trade Representative and former Dallas Mayor Ron Kirk.


In the clubhouse afterward, Obama ran into Crane’s then-wife, Franci Neely Crane. “We beat your husband,” the president told her, a big grin on his face. Obama’s partner walked up about that time. “We beat your husband,” Tiger Woods said, pointing at himself.


However reserved Crane is on the outside, there’s an inner drive for perfection that’s almost obsessive. He’s relentless, never satisfied, and every detail is important. He’s been known to say that he has a key to every closet in the Union Station building and has looked inside every one of them. Talking to him, you get the feeling that he’ll always have something to prove to somebody.


Like a king surveying his kingdom, he was happy in the wake of the Astros’ World Series triumph—as happy as a man who’s never satisfied can be. When I first interviewed him almost seven years earlier, happy is not the word I would have used to describe him. On that spring morning in 2011, he was the aspiring owner of the 56-year-old Astros franchise, and he seemed worried that’s all he might ever be. Aspiring.


A pitcher in college and a thwarted major leaguer who became a wildly successful businessman, Crane had wanted to own a major league ball club for years. If he couldn’t play, he at least wanted to be around the game, and the sale of his transportation company in 2007 gave him, potentially, his owner fee.


He was already 0-for-3 when he made the Astros offer in 2011, having tried to buy the Astros in 2008 and the Chicago Cubs and the Texas Rangers in 2009. His partner in the abortive Rangers deal was Mark Cuban, although the outspoken billionaire businessman and Dallas Mavericks owner was a minority partner. Crane believes in control, as in controlling interest.


The Houston businessman, founder of the immensely successful Crane Worldwide Logistics, wasn’t all that interested in talking to a politics reporter from the local newspaper—that would be me and the Houston Chronicle—although he was eager to refute rumors about his personal life that he worried might kill the deal he wanted so badly. The exclusive interview he granted was an effort, it seemed, to get Major League Baseball to quit stalling—as he saw it—and approve his offer to buy the team from longtime Astros owner Drayton McLane. The billionaire businessman from a small town in Central Texas, for 18 years chairman and chief executive of the club, had called a press conference weeks earlier to announce the sale to Crane, for a reported $680 million.


As I sat across from the would-be owner in the film festival office of Franci Neely Crane, he complained that Commissioner Bud Selig and MLB had turned a business deal into something personal, and he didn’t like it. He grimly recounted a divorce and child-custody dispute more than a decade old that perhaps was holding up the sale. On hand that morning were his grown children to corroborate the story that he wanted to tell.


“We’ve worked very hard to own a team,” he told me. “We think we’ve put a very good proposal in place and a very good set of owners, and we’ll do a very good job with the team, given the chance. And we want to do what’s best for baseball.”


The sale of sports franchises is often a long, complicated process, since the prospective buyer must win the approval of at least two-thirds of the 30 owners and, of course, the commissioner, who has final say. The Astros’ sale was expected to be relatively easy, although it had not turned out that way. At the time, Crane suspected that Major League Baseball was stalling to pressure him into agreeing to move the Astros from the National League to the American League.


Major League Baseball wanted the switch so that both leagues would have 15 teams and three 5-team divisions. A budding in-state rivalry between the Astros and the Texas Rangers would be an added bonus. Crane told me he would consider a move, but that a move was more complicated than simply saying yes.


“We signed an agreement in May, and that agreement hinges off all the economics that were presented to us,” he told me. “We’re paying a very handsome sum for the team, and that was based off the deal that was presented to us. That was a signed contract, and we will honor that contract. If that changes, we’ve told baseball that if they want us to move to the American League we’d certainly consider that, but we have to understand all the ramifications of that. That includes travel. That includes paying for a designated hitter that we don’t have to pay for. That includes our TV contract.”


At the same time as the potential league jump was under discussion, baseball also investigated legal issues that grew out of Crane’s 1991 divorce from his first wife, Theresa Crane, who had retained custody of the two children until 2000, when Crane successfully sued for full custody. Personal issues matter to the MLB, since Commissioner Selig and the owners were still recovering from a long-running nightmare prompted by the War of the Roses divorce of Dodgers’ owner Frank McCourt and his wife Jamie. (Whether they owned the team 50-50 was part of the family feud.)


In what may have been the most expensive divorce in American history, court documents revealed that the McCourts had been diverting revenue from the Dodgers—MLB claimed that $189 million had been “looted”—to support their, shall we say, extravagant lifestyles. McCourt needed a personal loan from Fox Broadcasting to make the Dodgers’ payroll; MLB tried to take over the team.


The Cranes’ divorce was nowhere near as Hollywood-spectacular as the McCourts’, although the custody case did turn bitter. The Houston Press reported in 2000 that police were called one night to Jim Crane’s residence in an exclusive neighborhood near Rice University, over what Crane’s son Jared described in his 2011 interview with me as “basically an argument” that, according to his sister Krystal in the same interview, their mother “just blew out of proportion.”


The other issues holding up the sale—both resolved, Crane insisted during our 2011 interview—involved business dealings. In 1997, employees of Crane’s Eagle USA Airfreight filed complaints with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission alleging discrimination against African Americans and women of childbearing age. In 2005, Eagle settled the case for about $900,000. Crane said there was no merit to the claims. “I didn’t want to pay the claims, but when it costs $3 million to try them and $900,000 to pay them out, it’s a business decision at that point.” Crane insisted that MLB had thoroughly investigated the matter. “I was never personally accused of discriminating against anyone, and I have never discriminated with anyone,” he said.


The second matter involved a Justice Department charge of war profiteering against Crane’s Eagle Global Logistics. In August 2006, Eagle paid $4 million to settle a civil lawsuit alleging that the company had inflated the costs of military shipments to Iraq. The company had allegedly added 50 cents for each kilogram of freight transported to Baghdad on shipments from Dubai in 2003 and 2004. In a 2018 interview, Crane called these isolated incidents that involved two individuals in one of the company’s 400 offices in 100 countries worldwide. “There was not one executive in the corporate office that knew anything about this,” he said. “Once these things were validated, the company sat down with the Justice Department, paid a fine—a big fine—and we terminated the two individuals.”


In the end, the MLB found nothing in these legal matters to hold up the sale. Once Crane agreed to move the team to the American League, MLB approved the sale of the Astros within a few weeks. Years later, however, Crane was still complaining about how then-Commissioner Selig and the owners treated him.
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Born in 1954 in St. Louis, Crane grew up in a suburb called Dellwood. His father was a life insurance salesman, his mother a grocery store clerk. “My dad had a great personality,” Crane told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. “People liked to be around him. He was kind of the life of the party. He dressed pretty neat, too” (as does Crane).


Like Hofheinz, Bob and Joyce Crane’s teenage son always had a summer job, first as a caddy and then as an attendant at a parking lot outside Busch Stadium. Both jobs were ideal for a young Cardinals fan. He got to see his heroes up close and still remembers the summer he was 13 and caddying at Norwood Hills Country Club for Cardinal heroes Stan “The Man” Musial, Ken Boyer, and Dick Groat. He remembers seeing then-future Hall of Famer Lou Brock driving though his Dellwood neighborhood in a brand-new ’66 Mustang.


At Central Missouri State in Warrensburg, he was an honorable mention Division II All-American as a pitcher, compiling a record of 21–8 for the Mules, with a 2.42 ERA. He still holds an NCAA record for strikeouts in a game (18), during the opening game of the Division II College World Series in 1974.


He had offers to sign professionally, including a $50,000 signing bonus, but his mother persuaded him to stay in school. An injury to his pitching shoulder during his senior year meant he would never take the mound for his beloved Cards or for any other major league team.


The injury was relatively minor and could be easily fixed now, and probably then, but Crane has no regrets that he listened to his mom.


Crane’s father died of a heart attack at age 48 between his son’s freshman and sophomore years in college, and he considered dropping out to work at a warehouse for $8.50 an hour. His mother called his baseball coach, Robert Tompkins, who drove to Dellwood to persuade his ace right-hander to return to Warrensburg with him.


As in high school, Crane usually worked summer jobs to supplement his scholarship money, instead of honing his skills—and attracting scouts’ attention—in a summer baseball league. He considers hard work a point of pride.


“My dad was a hard worker,” he told the Post-Dispatch. “We weren’t rich, but we didn’t do without anything. If you wanted something, he told me you have to work hard for it. You see a lot of that in St. Louis. A lot of the guys I grew up with and hang around with, they’re hard workers.


“They’re not wealthy individuals, but they’re rich at heart. I think that comes from their background and where they went to school and the neighborhoods. They stay close with the people they were around and grew up with.”


Crane has been a Houstonian for decades, but he still feels connected to St. Louis. He had a childhood or college friend at each of the Astros’ postseason games, from Game 1 of the American League Division Series against the Red Sox, through the Championship Series against the Yankees, and all the way through Game 7 of the World Series against the Dodgers.


The Post-Dispatch reported that he usually could be found with a white sheet of paper in his coat pocket with the names of friends who would attend games. He has had the same best friend since he was seven years old in Dellwood and speaks to him at least once a week.


St. Louis, he said, is “where my roots are. I grew up there, have fond memories there, and played baseball in high school and still have a lot of friends there and I always liked [the Cardinals]. I followed the team when I was a kid. I still follow the team.”


After graduating from college in 1976 with a degree in industrial safety, Crane worked in Kansas City for an insurance company analyzing fire and safety risks. At age 30, he loaded up a small U-Haul trailer with all he owned and drove south to Houston at the suggestion of a former college teammate. He went to work for the friend selling airfreight and for a while worked a second job delivering freight at night.


“I’d come home from my first job, eat dinner and go back out at 8 or 9 ’til midnight,” he told the Post-Dispatch. “I always made sure I had enough money to make it work.”


When he changed jobs for an extra $10,000 in salary and his new employer couldn’t make payroll, he quit. He decided that he knew enough about the freight business to start his own company, so in 1984, he borrowed $10,000 from his sister and founded Eagle USA Airfreight. Starting out with one employee, Crane himself, the company grew to more than 10,000 employees with more than 400 offices in 139 countries.


When he sold Eagle USA Airfreight in 2007, he created a new business, Crane Worldwide Logistics, providing logistics and customized air, ocean, and ground transportation for organizations such as Harley-Davidson, Dell, Google, and the U.S. military that need to get their products or equipment to distant destinations fast. A company, for example, that needs to get 10,000 pounds of equipment to Hong Kong overnight would likely consider Crane Worldwide Logistics.


He also acquired an energy service provider, is president and CEO of Crane Capital Group, Inc., and owns multiple properties in Florida, Southern California, and downtown Houston, including two Italian restaurants near Minute Maid.
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