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INTRODUCTION

BY 1980, THE Philadelphia Phillies had been playing big-league baseball for nearly a century. To that point, the club had never won a world championship.

Philadelphia was a rabid sports town, represented by the Phillies in Major League Baseball, the Eagles in the National Football League, the 76ers in the National Basketball Association, and the Flyers in the National Hockey League. For a half-century-plus, once the American League was formed, the City of Brotherly Love (as the biggest city in Pennsylvania is nicknamed), was also represented on the diamond by the Philadelphia Athletics.

Before the A’s fled Philadelphia for Kansas City and then moved on to Oakland (where they currently reside), the Athletics, under the nearly exclusive ownership and field stewardship of Connie Mack, won five World Series titles and eight American League pennants.

Philadelphia Phillies rooters loved their baseball as much as soft pretzels and cheesesteaks, but they did not gain as much satisfaction as they did from the eats, or for that matter, over the decades, from the Athletics.

The club was founded in 1883. But going into the 1980 season, the Phillies had won exactly two pennants: in 1915 and 1950. Baseball teams have endured long droughts, longer than teams in other American professional sports leagues because baseball has been around longer. When the Boston Red Sox won the World Series in 2004, it was the club’s first title triumph in eighty-six years. When the Chicago Cubs won the World Series in 2016, it was the franchise’s first championship in 108 years.

The difference between the Phillies of 1980 and the Cubs and Red Sox is that the Phillies had NEVER won a title. Much like those other two teams, during their forever-drought, or ninety-seven years, the Phillies had recorded some horrifyingly bad seasons that led their fans to near despair, or at least to stay home from the ballpark for years at a time.

For most of the twenty years leading up to the 1950 pennant winners, called “The Whiz Kids,” the Phillies were the worst team in baseball. Between 1930 and 1948, Philadelphia recorded just one winning record—by two games—in 1932. During that stretch, the club lost at least 100 games eight times and four times recorded sub-.300 winning percentages. (The team’s record over this stretch was 1084–1821, with an overall winning percentage of .373.)

After the 1950 surge, when the team won 91 games and was swept in the World Series, 4–0, by the New York Yankees, it receded into mediocrity—and worse—for another two decades. The exception occurred in 1964 when the Phillies won 92 games yet blew a sure-thing pennant in the final week of the season.

However, by the late 1970s, Phillies fans and players shared a different type of heartbreak. During the latter half of the decade, the team emerged as one of the best in the National League, one that could win more than 100 games in a season. But it was also a team that could not go the distance, could not get beyond the National League Championship Series.

This was a new art form of vexation. The Phils glittered in the regular season, but were overwhelmed in the playoffs. They seemed to be just a player or two shy of fielding a championship club. Phillies followers wearied of almosts.

That was the prevailing mood amongst supporters and those wearing the uniforms when spring training began in Clearwater, Florida, in 1980. Pessimists who paid for seats in Veterans Stadium feared their team would never win it all.

Jaw-set Phillies fans believed their time had finally come. The 1980 season, they were sure, was going to be their year, the long (very long)-awaited prized moment when the Philadelphia Phillies were crowned kings.

The city, the franchise, the ballplayers were hungry.

In 1979, the Phillies hired as manager no-more-Mr.-Nice-Guy Dallas Green, whose personality seemed more like one belonging to a hard-nosed football coach, as a disciplinary leader.

In 1979, too, the Phillies hired the legendary Pete Rose off the free-agent market, hoping he was the missing cog, the type of always-hustling on-field leader to spark the lineup. That season had produced a disappointing backwards step. Now it was time for a revival.

During the 1980 baseball season, from March to October, there was no such thing as too much attention showered on this baseball team, and during that year there were four Philadelphia daily newspapers providing coverage.

The Philadelphia Daily News, the short-lived Philadelphia Journal (in existence between 1977 and 1981), the soon-to-die afternoon Philadelphia Bulletin, and the Philadelphia Inquirer competed for scoops. I was a member of the Inquirer sports department at the time, an occasional fill-in at games and part of the all-hands-on-deck late-season and World Series coverage packages.

On the night the Phillies won their title in six games over the Kansas City Royals, I was in the locker room, writing the Most Valuable Player story on third baseman and future Hall of Famer Mike Schmidt as the celebration commenced. I also covered the pivotal regular-season-ending Los Angeles Dodgers-Houston Astros series that determined who the Phillies’ opponent would be in the National League Championship Series. There were no wild-card playoff qualifiers in those days.

This was a season where Mike Schmidt and Pete Rose shined the brightest on the field and Steve “Lefty” Carlton and reliever Tug McGraw—the player I knew best—were the most reliable arms on the mound. A trio of rookies, pitchers Bob Walk and Marty Bystrom and outfielder Lonnie Smith, enjoyed the season of their lives and such clutch hitters as Greg Gross and Del Unser played critical roles.

The rest of the regulars, from Greg Luzinski to Bake McBride and Garry Maddox, from Larry Bowa to Manny Trillo, and hurler Dick Ruthven, took turns as difference makers.

The Phillies were anointed the best team in baseball that year, but it was a bumpy ride at times, featuring histrionics in the clubhouse, with Green emphasizing he was the boss, not a pal.

There were struggles reaching the finish line first in the Eastern Division and against both Houston in the NCLS and Kansas City in the Series. There were times one could doubt the final result unless you were one of the guys on the roster. They forged a faith built over the hot summer and at long last it truly was the Philadelphia Phillies’ year.

—Lew Freedman

February 2020
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GLORY

WHEN THE LAST pitch was hurled and the last out was recorded to make history, Tug McGraw, the clever and pixyish relief pitcher always counted on by the Philadelphia Phillies to save the day, showed his hops.

McGraw made one great leap for mankind, showing the vertical leap of an NBA star as he tried to touch the night sky above Veterans Stadium. Arms outstretched, glove on his right hand pointed upward, legs as straight as a Kenyan Maasai warrior performing his tribal dance, McGraw was captured midair in iconic photographs, the perfect and ultimate joy-of-celebration picture that symbolized a Phillies triumph nearly a century in the making.

The date was October 21, 1980. A fall night to be remembered. A culmination of both a journey begun with the franchise in 1883 and also seven months earlier during spring training in Clearwater, Florida. It was very much a pothole-riddled journey, too. Winning the first championship for a club that predated the creation of the World Series was something to be savored for eternity.

Oh, what a moment for Philadelphia, the Phillies, and McGraw.

Only twice before had the often woebegone Phillies even won a pennant, in 1915 and in 1950, and man, there had been rocky years—even rocky decades—since then.

So the night of revelry was well earned. Even the last minutes of waiting, the culmination of the ninety-seven years, were not without suspense. It was not as if, on this special night, the Phillies had things on cruise control.

This was Game Six of the World Series versus the Kansas City Royals, with the champs of the American League facing the champs of the National League. Philadelphia came into the evening leading the best-of-seven series, three games to two. The Phillies had laboriously built that one-game margin in a series of tight games, most of which could have concluded with the opposite result.

The Royals were veritable newcomers. The team was not founded until 1969, just eleven years prior, and this was their first run for the roses. The team had zero world titles on its résumé, but that was not particularly surprising given the youth of the organization—a mere eyeblink of time compared to what Phillies fans had endured, with generations of diehard spectators passing on to heaven after watching too much hellishly subpar baseball.

One could easily say that the Kansas City Royals baseball club and its fans had not suffered enough to deserve a world championship in 1980. Compared to the Phillies, Chicago Cubs, and Boston Red Sox, they were callow punks who had not paid their dues. That did not mean they did not present a dangerous threat in 1980. Their season’s accomplishments were very real and their players were very capable.

Negotiating the first five games of the Series was a minefield for the Phillies. They had earned the right to be confident, but had no history to back up such an attitude. Most of the players were battle-tested, fighting their way to divisional crowns in the late 1970s, but falling short of winning the flag and gaining a place in the World Series. They were seasoned by demoralizing close calls.

However, management had tinkered—worked hard to add missing pieces, to fill holes. So while most of the Phillies’ key players had competed together for a few seasons, some key new faces were added—players who had been around, players who had won elsewhere.

The big add, the big plus in the daily lineup, was the great Pete Rose. Admired for his hustle and versatility, ability to come through in the clutch, and inbred winning outlook, Rose had made his reputation with the Cincinnati Reds and their Big Red Machine of the early and mid-1970s. Rose was on an improbable quest to break one of the oldest and most revered records in Major League Baseball—Hall of Famer Ty Cobb’s mark of 4,191 hits. He accomplished the feat five years later, on September 11, 1985, after rejoining the Reds.

Although he joined the Phillies in 1975, McGraw fit the profile of a player who knew how to win. He had been there. In 1969, the New York Mets, founded as a hapless expansion team in 1962, stunned the baseball world by capturing a World Series over the favored Baltimore Orioles. The Mets were founded as a civic endeavor and in retribution in a sense, to guarantee that New York City, which until the late 1950s was home to three big-league teams before the Giants and Dodgers fled to California, was represented in the National League.

Those 1962 Mets lost 120 games and are considered the worst team in the modern era of baseball. It took the organization the whole decade—but a short one at that—to build a champion. McGraw was a big part of that success, finishing the 1969 season with a 9–3 record, 12 saves, and a 2.24 earned run average.

The Mets had to outlast the Chicago Cubs to make believers of the National League, and then the Baltimore Orioles, on their own joyride. Perhaps no one has been better equipped to lap up the joy in the sport than McGraw. He was witty, demonstrative, oftentimes in stressful moments on the field flapping his glove against his chest to signify the fluttering of his heart, and during his heyday in New York he actually authored a comic strip with a partner called “Scroogie.” There was no mystery about the identity of the protagonist, a pitcher who made wry observations and frequently found himself in small difficulties. Highlights of those comic strips were collected into two books.

McGraw was playful and enjoyed the heck out of playing what Hall of Famer Roy Campanella told baseball fans is essentially a little boys game.

In the middle of the 1980 season, the Philadelphia Inquirer—one of four daily newspapers in the City of Brotherly Love feverishly covering every move the club made that year—ran a lengthy feature story about McGraw. The headline read “Forever Young.” The subhead read, “McGraw Enjoys His life, His Job, Himself.”1 That was a neat summary of the pitcher, especially at that point in his life as a thirty-five-year-old (going on thirty-six) veteran in his 15th major-league season and on his way to his second world championship.

Frank Edwin McGraw Jr. was born on August 30, 1944, in Martinez, California. Not the only talent in the family, his brother Hank also became a ballplayer and his son Tim became a world-famous country singer, although Tug was long into adulthood before he acknowledged he had fathered this child during what he said was a one-night stand.

McGraw stood 6 feet tall and played at 170 pounds. His hair was sandy blond and his demeanor was impish. It was noted once that even during pregame workouts, that looking into McGraw’s brown eyes appeared to reveal a boy caught with his hand in a cookie jar. He broke into the majors at age twenty with the Mets, young for the job—especially someone who seemed to retain that youthfulness even well into his career. While on that 1980 run, McGraw admitted he pretty much always wore his uninhibited emotions on his sleeve, and those emotions almost always tilted toward having fun.

“It’s just that I never learned to hide my feelings,” McGraw said. “And, I’m not trying to, either. I have a lot of fun being myself.”2

That comment probably came as a relief to fans. That’s what they saw, and that’s what they wanted to believe. It would have disappointed Phillies supporters if they discovered this character really sat at home on offdays and in the offseason in his mansion-like home in the Philadelphia suburbs reading Aristotle, or brooding as he stared into the fireplace.

After all, the comic strip was named “Scroogie,” and McGraw had written a book titled Screwball. That was seen as a double entendre, describing both his best pitch and the person as well. McGraw, hyperactive on the mound, slapping his glove against his thigh, never held back in making postgame comments—whether he was the star who closed out the win, or those times when he gave up the winning run.

McGraw was a chatterbox at heart, and while he recognized that some people just didn’t get him, he felt it was their loss not appreciating his enthusiasm which was merely part of his dedication to the game.

“It’s a shame they don’t enjoy me as much as I enjoy me,” he once said. “Sometimes it’s so much fun to plan a series of pitches and have everything go right, it makes you go crazy.”3

Sometimes baseball can be a stuffed-shirt sport, and it was certainly accused of such while Bowie Kuhn was commissioner back then. Just musing one day, McGraw, who was facing impending free agency, suggested if he could not stay with the Phillies he might like to rejoin the Mets. Kuhn viewed that as self-tampering or something and chided McGraw for making the statement. And they call the NFL the “No Fun League.”

Those who took the sport too seriously, or resented McGraw for having too much fun at various times, referred to him as a flake or a blithe spirit, as if those were insults. He was also called an Irish rogue because of his Irish roots, his love of potatoes, and professed desire to visit Ireland. Or maybe teammates held his preference of playing Elvis Presley music in the locker room against him.

Until this current era when managers sometimes start games with relievers, past bullpen experts knew the manager was never going to call on them until the later innings except in case of emergency. That made for a lot of downtime (aside from actually paying attention to how the game was unfolding). While employed by the Mets, McGraw made some legendary moves while waiting for the phone to ring. Once, he sent out to a nearby delicatessen to order spare ribs. Knowing he wasn’t likely to be warming up until the latter innings, for one period of time McGraw set himself to plotting a garden and growing tomatoes in the bullpen dirt.

During an exhibition game, meaningless by definition, on St. Patrick’s Day in 1979, McGraw chose to celebrate his Irish heritage in flashy fashion. He stripped off his Phillies uniform to reveal a pair of shorts, green long johns, green socks, and a green T-shirt featuring a picture of a leprechaun and decorated with the words “Ya Gotta Believe.”

It didn’t seem to matter that the Phillies’ manager’s name was Green—as in Dallas Green—who was not the type to be overly amused by antics. Green, more of a disciplinarian than many skippers, seemed to have as dulled a sense of humor as Kuhn.

“A lot of people are always looking for an angle on good bullpen stories,” McGraw said, “but generally speaking it’s boring out there.”4 Boring enough that McGraw usually spent the first six innings hanging out in the dugout before drifting to the pen for possible late-game insertion. “I have a lifetime of being a show-off guy, but that doesn’t make me a bad guy.”5

For all the time McGraw spent playing the jester, he invested considerable time in helping others. Much of his off-field attention was focused on assisting children who got a bad break, often visiting hospitals. He also regularly spoke at Little League banquets. Naturally, that made him the object of admiration for kids. He gave his approval when some young people wanted to found a Tug McGraw Fan Club, but he required that their dues go to help an American Indian family in New Mexico. He also served on the national board of the Muscular Dystrophy Foundation.

McGraw came by his nickname Tug as a baby. Everyone called his dad Frank, and it was too crowded in the house for two Franks. He happened to be a vigorous breastfeeder, and his mother said he was always tugging away. The nickname was originally Tugger, and everyone in the family called him that. Tug was the diminutive of that.

That was all he knew, and when the teacher called roll in kindergarten and asked if any student had been missed, he raised his hand. She had called out a Frank McGraw, and Tug didn’t even realize she was referring to him. When the search of the room was narrowed down to him, McGraw actually said Frank was his “daddy, and he’s already been to kindergarten.”6 Tug stuck.

No doubt a bunch of McGraw’s future major-league teammates wondered if he was still attempting to graduate from kindergarten. One of the zany things McGraw did regularly was give other nicknames to his pitches, mostly a variety of fastballs, in addition to his screwball. One fastball was his “John Jameson” because the ball was thrown “straight, like I drink it.” Another pitch was named for Bo Derek, who had posed nude for Playboy and In 1979, Derek had famolusly starred in the movie 10. because “it had a nice little tail on it.” A third was called his Peggy Lee because “Is that all there is?” as in the name of her hit song. Presumably, batters had less of a challenge connecting with that one.7

Many years later, under the microscope, in the spotlight, with 65,838 Veterans Stadium fans wondering if they dared inhale, the most important play in Philadelphia Phillies history was about to unfold 2 hours and 59 minutes into a tense evening.

Steve “Lefty” Carlton had presided over an excellent seven innings of pitching against Kansas City in that sixth World Series game when he gave way on the mound to McGraw for the eighth. Just getting out of that frame was a bit of an adventure, but McGraw was left in for the ninth as well. Modern relief pitchers hardly ever throw two innings in close, late-game situations, but it was indeed a different time.

The Phillies led the Royals, 4–1, in the top of the ninth. There were two outs, and Kansas City outfielder Willie Wilson was at the plate with the bases loaded—three ducks on the pond—all courtesy of pitches thrown by McGraw. Wilson, who batted .326 that season, could stroke a hit and spark a tying rally—even smash a grandslam for the lead—putting tremendous pressure on the Phillies in the bottom of the ninth.

McGraw worked the count to 1-2 in the anything-can-happen moment. He was weary and didn’t know what kind of power he had left on his fastball. But he threw it, flung it as hard as he could, and Wilson swung and missed … and it was over. McGraw became a jumping jack, fans roared and hugged, Phillies players ran out on the field and mimicked berserk children at recess.

Of course, in his postgame review, McGraw casually dismissed loading the bases.

“With all of those people watching on television, I hate to make the game boring.”8 McGraw had made it clear earlier in the season he felt an obligation to fill any vacuum attributable to boredom.

Still, McGraw figured if he did not get Wilson out, he was toast. Dallas Green would have certainly lifted him, he thought, and he even would have recommended such a course of action himself because “I had nothing left. Nothing.”9

Instead, McGraw became the author of the most exhilarating page in the Phillies’ history book.
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SPRING TRAINING

BOB WALK WAS just one of many rookies whose talents were being evaluated by upper management when he showed up for Phillies spring training camp in Clearwater, Florida, in March 1980.

He was not regarded as a fresh, hot prospect. He was only a slightly better betting favorite to make the big-league roster than any one of the three-year-old thoroughbreds who would qualify for the Kentucky Derby in early May. In other words, there were more than enough horses vying to fill the starting gate, just as there were more than enough pitchers seeking a major-league spot with the Phils.

At that point, Walk, who was born in Van Nuys, California, in 1956, was twenty-three years old—far from a peach-fuzzed draft pick right out of high school like his counterparts. He had been in the minor leagues since 1977, competing in such places as Spartanburg, South Carolina; Peninsula in the Carolina League; Reading, Pennsylvania; and he was basically earmarked for the Phillies’ AAA farm club in Oklahoma City. That could be his make-it-or-break-it stop, halted one step shy of the bigs, or he could show enough stuff to make the jump.

The same could be said of the Phillies themselves this season. They had been on the cusp of grabbing the National League pennant and reaching the World Series in 1976, 1977, and 1978. Each season they lost in the Championship Series, the first two years after winning 101 regular-season games.

Team management was frustrated. This oh-so-close business was getting old. That’s why the club played the free-agent market for Pete Rose. That’s why they installed Dallas Green as the new manager before the 1979 season concluded. There was no doubt they had collected a talented group of ballplayers. Nobody had to tell them that. Winning more than 100 games in a season announces that fact to the world. Nice years, all of them, but what really mattered was advancing in the playoffs.

In 1979, with the team floundering compared to those recent successful seasons, manager Danny Ozark was fired and replaced by Green for the final 30 games of a season (going 19–11) that concluded with an 84–78 record and without a division title. The team wanted better results in a hurry, and that was Green’s task.

In those days, Ruly Carpenter owned the Phillies and the general manager was Paul Owens, nicknamed “The Pope.” Owens and Green collaborated on personnel discussions and decisions while Carpenter paid the bills. In the context of the times, four decades ago, Rose commanded an almost unheard-of amount of money. He was pursued by the Kansas City Royals and Milwaukee Brewers, whose offers approached $4 million. These days, the weakest starter in the lineup may make that amount per season.

The Phillies won the sweepstakes with a four-year, $3.25-million deal. Rose wanted to go with a winner, and the Phillies wanted him to be the difference between almost winning and winning. But Green and Owens were in the marketplace for more, to fill any small hole that might prevent the team from going all the way.

“I’d like to think that our work ethic, as well as our ability to have a good time, earned us respect around the majors,” Green said in connection with a Christmas party story he was telling. “At the annual winter meetings our suite became a command center for 14-hour workdays. Pope always left the door to the suite open so that anyone who wanted to talk about a trade, or baseball in general, could come in and bend our ears. We also worked to make sure all our minor-league affiliates felt connected to the major-league club. The officials who ran those teams were welcome to join in those discussions.”1

Some fairly big names began the 1979 season with the Phillies—all of them aging players, who were gone from the club early on. Jim Kaat went 1–0 before departing to complete the final chapter of his career that ran into his forties. Onetime Cy Young Award winner Jim Lonborg retired after going 0–1 in 1979. Outfielder Jose Cardenal did not last the season, either. If all of those players had been Phillies in their primes, or had been able to contribute more regularly, the Phils would have been a juggernaut.

One thing Green needed was some maturing players coming up from the farm system or obtained otherwise. In March, this was an unknown factor. Outfielder Lonnie Smith had two years of brief cameos behind him, but no one knew what he could accomplish if he played on a regular basis. To a large extent, Smith (and several others) were seen as potential contributors, but perhaps nobody to count on for a pennant-chasing club. If only some of them came through to supplement the All-Star cast of regulars, the front office would be pleased.

* * *

Clearwater is a beautiful community on Florida’s Gulf Coast, near Tampa, a retirement haven that has been the Phillies’ spring training home since 1955. Jack Russell Stadium was replaced as the team’s park for exhibition games in the Grapefruit League in 2004, and the Phils’ average attendance has run between 7,000 and 9,000-plus per game in recent years at new Spectrum Field. Unlike many other big-league teams, which have hopped around communities in Florida and Arizona for their spring headquarters, the Phillies have retained allegiance to Clearwater for more than sixty years.

Clearwater is assuredly a part of Phillies history, a place where careers were made and broken, where players were first noticed or where they sometimes threw their last pitch or took their last at-bat. It is a playground resort for vacationers seeking to elude winter, but a place of very serious business for young players whose focus is making it to the majors.

Suffice it to say, the Bob Walks, Lonnie Smiths, and others were not in Clearwater to go jet skiing on Tampa Bay. They were there to make an impact on Dallas Green. The veterans, too, were on the prowl to see what young talent might be added to the club, as some of them were hurting from those near-miss playoff losses, results difficult to stomach and reconcile with since they believed in their own abilities and yet had ended recent seasons as also-rans.

There was no particular rallying cry in Clearwater, no blackboard messages pronouncing a theme to the season, a catchy phrase to latch onto. But there was an attitude: Our time is now.

“I sort of had that feeling when I first got over there in ’79,” said Greg Gross, a lefty-hitting pinch-hitter extraordinaire. He thinks the turning point for the Phillies was the acquisition of Rose. It was a statement that management was willing to up the ante to chase the crown. “When they added him it was thinking maybe he was the kind of guy who could handle the pressure. He was a great teammate. With him, there wasn’t any class system.”2

By that, Gross meant there were not really any cliques, no hierarchy of stars and benchwarmers. Rose was a common link who treated everyone the same. This would prove to be a valuable characteristic as key members of the 1980 Phillies were nothing if not naturally inclined to be grumpy. There were often caustic relations with the press, primarily newspaper reporters in those days, and it wasn’t as if everyone was buddy-buddy with each other. Rose and Tug McGraw crossed all lines, as did such players as Gross, Del Unser, and infielder John Vukovich.

A sportswriter venturing into a pregame Phillies locker room never knew what snarling or “no comment” might be encountered. That was also true in a postgame locker room, especially if the game ended in defeat.

The ace of the pitching staff was Steve Carlton, by all definitions a star. Carlton won 329 games during his Hall of Fame career, second-most among southpaws behind Warren Spahn’s 363. But for such a key figure on the team, he was virtually invisible except in those hours taking his regular turn on the mound.

Like Greta Garbo, he wanted to be alone, an early proponent among ballplayers of hiding in the trainer’s room to avoid discussing his performance or his team’s showing with members of the media. The situation was such that whoever was Carlton’s catcher on a given day was often asked to act as a translator of his pitching, explaining whether it was a curveball or a change-up that struck a batter out, or just what he threw for the game-losing home run. That was Carlton being Carlton.

Relief pitcher Ron Reed was a gifted enough athlete to also play professional basketball in the NBA for the Detroit Pistons, a much-admired achievement that could have made him a popular figure in town. But sometimes Reed would aggressively growl at sportswriters for no apparent reason and was skeptical of Green’s methods.

At one point in the season, Green issued a high-decibel rant in the clubhouse that could be heard by writers in the hallway outside. He loudly lectured players to get their acts together during a losing stretch. This became a legendary pep talk in Phillies annals.

General manager Owen also got fed up at one point and visited the clubhouse to personally ream out individual players, although the content of his speech was not overheard.

Feisty shortstop Larry Bowa at times openly feuded with Green, once appearing on a radio show where he disparaged the manager for benching slumping veterans in favor of untried rookies.

Outfielder Bake McBride appeared at his locker one game with adhesive tape over his mouth. It was his way of advertising he did not want to talk to reporters, a reasonably blatant signal difficult to misinterpret.

By 1980, Philadelphia center fielder Garry Maddox was known as “The Secretary of Defense” because he so brilliantly covered ground. During his 15-year career, Maddox won eight Gold Gloves.

But Maddox was uncomfortable with Green’s gruff managerial style from the beginning and wasn’t sure the new man appreciated his skills and wanted him on the team. During spring training of 1980, Maddox was unsure about his status with the Phillies. He was about to start his option year and worried he might be traded. He wanted to remain with the team, but also wanted long-term security from his next contract. Maddox was looking for a solid raise from his $425,000 a year.

His agent, Jerry Kapstein, announced in mid-March that there was an impasse in negotiations. Maddox did not like the position he was in. Carpenter, the owner, reached out to meet privately with Maddox, not including his GM, manager, or Maddox’s agent, but taking it upon himself to soothe the player’s feelings. Carpenter told Maddox he might not be able to get the largest offer from the Phillies, but the club wanted and needed him. Maddox wanted to stay in Philadelphia, and this human interaction was welcomed.

“I asked him to do everything in his power to keep me with the Phillies,” Maddox said of subsequently urging Kapstein to cut a deal.3 He did sign a long-term contract with a raise to $675,000, but said the disruption was unsettling. “As I look back, that whole spring ordeal cost me. I didn’t really get a chance to train, to get myself ready for the season the way I usually do. It ended up hurting me, but I didn’t blame anyone for it.”4

There was always something going on off the field with the 1980 Phillies, pretty much from the first moment to the last between March and October. Sometimes it was soap opera stuff. Sometimes it was the business of baseball. Once in a while it even involved baseball.

The phrase “City of Brotherly Love” did not apply inside the team’s clubhouse. Of course, when any group of thirty or so men (players, manager, and coaches) are thrust together for months there are going to be testy times. The Phillies just seemed to have more of those fractious moments than other teams. Since they were simultaneously trying to cooperate their way to a pennant, it sometimes came off as unseemly. It seemed legitimate to ask why those guys weren’t having more fun. They were playing baseball for a living, winning baseball, and the longtime goal appeared to be within their grasp.

Manager Danny Ozark was out, despite leading those winning teams into the playoffs, and Green, who had been the club’s farm system director, was in to mold the talent into fighters who could go the extra mile, win the next round, and advance to the World Series.

After managing those last 30 games of the 1979 season, following Ozark’s 65–67 run, Green had formed opinions about the veterans. As an indicator of what he thought about their approach, when players reported to Clearwater for spring training they were greeted by signs reading, “We, Not I.” This was not a subtle statement, even if it was something that might more commonly be messaged to a high school or college team. Hmm. Enough said.

Green’s formidable size as a 6-foot-5, 210-pound man with a deep voice and a stare that could compete with Superman’s X-ray vision made some players uncomfortable. They knew he had evaluated them the preceding season and even though they were still present in the spring of 1980, they had been reading the Hot Stove rumors over the winter.

“If they want to trade me, then get it over with and trade me,” said Bake McBride. “This whole winter, every time the phone would ring, I would think it was Owens calling to tell me I’d been traded. It got to the point where I wouldn’t answer the phone.”5

He was likely not alone in thinking that way during the off-season, but the Phillies did not make any major trades between seasons, so mostly the same old gang was gathered in Clearwater to give it another shot.

“We knew we had the best team in our division,” said catcher Bob Boone, who at seventy-one in 2019 was still in the game as a vice president of the Washington Nationals. “We thought we had the best team in the National League. I knew we had a great team. I knew we were going to be there.”6

Bob Walk was less convinced he was going to be there, as in Philadelphia, at any point during the 1980 season. He was a walk-on, so to speak, hoping to climb the last step to the majors by showing well in Clearwater.

There was uncertainty about the starting pitching, however, after 1979. Steve Carlton stood by himself, No. 1 in the rotation. Still, he was thirty-five and coming off an 18–11 season with a 3.62 earned run average, not his finest work. Was it possible Lefty was showing his age? Nonetheless, he needed assistance.

For the ’79 team, Nino Espinosa went 14–12, while Ron Reed actually had the next-best record on the staff, although his 13–8 mark was formed in relief and his earned run average was a troublesome 4.15 for a guy whose job it was to come to the rescue. Randy Lerch went 10–13. The Phillies were looking for more out of Larry Christensen and Dick Ruthven. But the vagueness of how the slots were shaping up also meant there was opportunity for a guy like Walk.

When Walk became a professional ballplayer after being drafted in the fifth round of the amateur draft by the Phillies in 1976 out of College of the Canyons in Santa Clarita, California, he was excited just for the chance to do some traveling away from that community where he had also attended high school. He said his first thought was not of working his way up to the majors from those low-minor teams in South Carolina and North Carolina, but the perk of seeing other parts of the United States.

“I’m getting out of the small town I grew up in,” Walk said thirty-nine years later, after his journey to the Phillies landed him in the majors. “I’d never traveled in my life. It was an adventure.”7

It was not until Walk reached the Double A level of play that he even considered the prospect of possibly becoming a big-league pitcher.

“It was, ‘Hey, I’ve got a chance to go to the big leagues,’” he said. “A year ago [after playing in A ball] I was pumping gas at a Texaco station.”8

Trying to sort through the candidates, Green was not yet convinced Walk was ready for “The Show” and when the team went north to start the 1980 season, Walk went west to play for Triple-A Oklahoma City.

“I got off to a really good start in Oklahoma,” Walk said, recalling what propelled him to Philadelphia.9

Walk went 5–1 with a 2.94 earned run average in 49 innings in Oklahoma City when he thought he might have sunk himself into a problematical situation. One night on the road, he drank at a bar in Des Moines until 2:30 a.m.

“They have bars there, too,” Walk said. “I broke curfew pretty badly.” When he was summoned to meet with manager Jim Snyder, he thought he was in for it, and mulled, You might be in big trouble. Instead, he was informed he was headed to the majors.10

This was not only good news for Walk, but for the Phillies and Green. They did not anticipate the value they would receive from the rookie.

One thing a young player like Walk was not going to do was mix it up with the veterans, take sides, or make waves in the clubhouse. He was thrilled to be there in Philadelphia and every minute counted to prove he should be kept around permanently. As every rookie knows—especially those not heralded in advance—the path between the big-league club and the club’s high minors can be a two-way street.

In Walk’s case, he was there for the duration, an emerging key figure relied on for the rest of the season. Bringing Walk up from the minors after cutting him in Clearwater turned out to be one of the most important personnel moves the Phillies made all season.
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WHEN HOPE SPRINGS ETERNAL

SPRING IS WHEN the baseball fans are at their most optimistic. When all teams are 0–0, no one is in last place, and everybody is in first place. So when teams break from their spring training homes, everybody is happy. Until the games begin there is no cause for disappointment.

If believers in the Phillies prospects for a fine 1980 season could be quantified, it would be the companies that invested in the team’s super boxes at Veterans Stadium.

At the rate of $20,000 to $25,000 a year, corporations leased one of the 23 spots to be assured they would not miss a pitch of what could become a special season. This was before the real proliferation of luxury boxes, sky boxes, and private boxes taking over sports teams’ budgeting plans. There was a waiting list to obtain one of these.

The information was imparted in a Philadelphia Inquirer story the day before the season began, the implication being the average fan knew nothing of this. It was a wave of the future, though these particular super boxes were actually gussied up lousy seats. The companies saw the potential, though, and as has become a staple of these types of seating, they wined and dined customers, gave seats to employees as perks, and generally used them for entertainment.

“We supply the paper goods,” said Phillies vice president Bill Giles, “but they bring in their own booze, setups and beer. The boxes are catered either by Nilon or the Friendly Caterers. There is also a concession stand near there.”1

This quaintly presumed there were still some fans who would eschew higher-class fare for the staple ballpark hot dog.

When one is attending a ballgame, it is assumed the game is the main event. Luxury boxes can serve as insurance entertainment if the home team is bad. But this season, the added benefit was the expectation the Phillies would be providing world-class entertainment with frequent victories.

The mood was certainly upbeat in Philadelphia. The Phillies, the comparatively so-so season of 1979 notwithstanding (it had still been a winning year!), gave off good vibes. They had a lineup dotted with stars, a new manager, and strong signals sent by management that a winner was to be expected.

Nor was this misplaced optimism. On paper, the Phillies looked to be as strong as anyone in the National League. The Los Angeles Dodgers had been an aggravation in recent years, besting the Phillies 3–1 in the best-of-five National League Championship Series twice in a row, in 1977 and 1978. That was after the Phillies lost the 1976 NLCS, 3–0, to the Cincinnati Reds, pretty much the wrap-up season for the Big Red Machine. There was no shame in winning the NL Eastern Division three times in a row—that was an accomplishment. But it was frustrating being unable to clear that last hurdle and stake a claim to even one pennant.

Del Unser, who rejoined the Phillies in 1979 after playing for them in 1973 and 1974, said the veterans who endured those losses seemed to have a particularly intense resolve at the beginning of the 1980 season.

“I thought all the pieces were there to do it,” said Unser, who in 2018 concluded a half-century career in the majors as a player, coach and scout (40 of them with the Phillies). “There was a whole lot of experience. It was an experienced team that didn’t need a whole lot of rah-rah”2

Younger baseball fans who do not know the sport’s history, may not be aware that between 1876 (when the National League was founded) and 1968, there were no postseason playoffs aside from the World Series. Baseball did not establish the National League Championship Series and American League Championship Series until 1969, and has tweaked the format since, adding wild-card play and a Division Series.

Formed in 1883, the Phillies were originally known as the Quakers. Whether it was as the Quakers or Phillies, the nineteenth century was not a particularly good one for the Philadelphia-based franchise. That first year, the Quakers went 17–81. Some may have called that foreshadowing. A few half-decent years were mixed in, leading up to the modern structure of baseball as we know it with the American League’s establishment in 1901 as a rival to the National League. When it became clear neither league was going to fold, the World Series began in 1903. This really did not affect the Phillies’ lives much because the team was involved in a string of mediocrity, typically placing fourth or fifth—neither horrible nor victorious.

Then came 1915, when the Phillies won the first pennant in their history. Finishing with a 90–62 record, they earned the right to compete in the World Series against the Boston Red Sox. This was a pitching-dominated team under manager Pat Moran, with just one .300 hitter, first baseman Fred Luderus (who batted .315). He is not remembered as one of the team greats.

However, Grover Cleveland Alexander, who finished 31–10 with a 1.22 earned run average that season, is. The right-handed Alexander is one of the greatest pitchers of alltime, winner of 373 games, the-third-most ever along with Christy Mathewson. Boston had five 15-game winners, including Babe Ruth—still hurling more than swinging—who won 18. Future Hall of Famer Tris Speaker hit .322 while patrolling center field. The Red Sox won the Series handily, four games to one.
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