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Praise for

THE PINE TAR GAME

“In his smart, whimsical New York Daily News columns, Filip Bondy has long projected a big-city voice along with a healthy appreciation and sympathy for small-market challengers. He does it again in The Pine Tar Game, with a richly reported and written account of the Yankees-Royals rivalry that gave us memorable characters and zany circumstances. Bondy was there. With his book, you will be, too.”

—Harvey Araton, New York Times bestselling author of Driving Mr. Yogi

“The teenage Yankee fan inside of me is still angry at Lee MacPhail for upholding Kansas City’s protest and wiping out perhaps the most bizarre ruling in baseball history. None of us who watched live will ever forget the sight of George Brett making like Jack Nicholson in The Shining as he charged from the dugout, and none of you who read this book will ever forget how the great Filip Bondy, the perfect chronicler of this imperfect moment, brought a wild and crazy Yankee Stadium day back to life.”

—Ian O’Connor, New York Times bestselling author of The Captain: The Journey of Derek Jeter

“Masterfully offers context and a history of the Yankees-Royals complicated sports rivalry . . . [the book] is worthy for devoted professional baseball fans and for its artfulness in creating a narrative focused primarily on just one pitch.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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To the late, great Eugene Hancock, father-in-law and baseball fan



Introduction

The story begins, as all the best ones do, with a bat and a ball. The tale is layered with rules, with politics, with tantrums, with a David and Goliath rivalry, with judicial procedures, with Roy Cohn working for one side and Rush Limbaugh for the other, with deep, lasting friendships and with strong, quirky ballpark personalities. But the saga of the Pine Tar Game centers on a Hillerich & Bradsby model T (for Marv Throneberry)–85 Louisville Slugger, 341/2 inches long, 32 ounces in weight. Some players, as Pete Rose once did, constantly fiddle with bats during their careers, changing models, lengths, and weights as often as they do their socks. They create hybrid models, mutants. Others, like Derek Jeter, retain the same design and weight for every game they play. Jeter swung the P‐72 Louisville Slugger for 20 years with the Yankees. The T‐85 was George Brett’s model and the pine tar bat was his favorite T‐85, ever. The bat now rests inside a glass display case in Cooperstown. Some of the pine tar has been scraped off, or worn off. Look closely and you’ll see a red line where that nasty stuff once rose to a level deemed sinful by the umpires, until it wasn’t.

The bat was a small botanical miracle, just seven grains of ash. “You look at these grains now, maybe, a good bat might be a 10-, 11-, 12-grainer, a normal bat would be 13, 14, 15 grains going through it,” George Brett says. “But this one had seven, which meant it was really, really hard.” Brett had a contact at Hillerich & Bradsby, a fellow he knew only as Tiny. Tiny would look out for the Kansas City Royals’ third baseman, search the lumber for the very best stock. He manufactured this bat for Brett, and then Tiny marked red stars on top of the knots, which highlighted the hardest parts of the wood. This Louisville Slugger would not snap or splinter easily, not like those maple toothpicks that shatter today at the first sight of a cut fastball.

In 1983, almost all the bats were still Louisville Sluggers, made from ash trees. Since then, an epidemic of emerald ash borers—an Asian beetle invasion—has hurt the stock. Besides, a lot of ballplayers simply decided they preferred maple, which is a heavier, harder, smoother wood with thinner grains; or even birch wood, a compromise material. Nathan Stalvey, curator at the Louisville Slugger factory and museum, estimates that the percent of ash bats used in the major leagues has dipped in the past few decades from about 95 percent to 40 percent. Hillerich & Bradsby’s share of the market has also slipped substantially, because of globalization and player endorsements. The Louisville company that once held a monopoly on bats must now share the market with 32 other manufacturers, including Rawlings, Mizuno, Old Hickory, Trinity, and Chandler. Only about 30 percent of the bats in major league games are now produced by Hillerich & Bradsby. Brett kept his own precious bat unvarnished, raw. “I just liked the way it felt, liked the way it looked,” he says. “Plain, tempered, raw ash, that came out real white.” But plain only went so far. He kept applying more of a sticky hydrocarbon substance, made from the stumps of pine trees, for a better grip. He was one of the few players then or now who never wore batting gloves, preferring bare hands on raw bat. Brett was also one of only a few hitters to use so much pine tar. Great batters like Pete Rose and Ted Williams preferred their bats much tidier. Both would douse their bats daily in wood alcohol. Brett was a bat slob, and is the first to admit it. “What happens in my case is the pine tar gets in the grain and starts growing inside,” Brett says. “It’s not just caked on the bat, it’s kind of growing inside the grain. As a result of using a bat for three or four weeks and putting pine tar on three, four times a day, it’s gonna get pretty ugly. And the bat was pretty ugly. But it was still working.”

It was working very well on Sunday, July 24, 1983, the finale of a tight, four-game series in the Bronx. The Yanks had taken two of the first three games and were within spitting distance of winning the fourth when Brett knocked a ripping fastball from Goose Gossage over the right-field wall at Yankee Stadium. The home run arrived with two outs and one runner on base in the ninth inning, the Yanks up, 4–3, and with the best reliever in baseball about to close out a save against the pesky, small-market rivals. Suddenly, the Royals were ahead, 5–4. And then, just as suddenly, they weren’t, which is when the story of the baseball itself comes into play.

This was a different time, and the economics of Major League Baseball were considerably more modest. While George Steinbrenner was relatively extravagant in all eras, he was still spending only $13 million total on his player payroll in 1983, about $40 million in 2015 dollars. The Yankees are now forever flirting with a $200–$225 million payroll, more than five times as great, not always with wonderful results. Brett, a veteran superstar, was earning $1 million with the Royals. At this juncture, it was still possible for a merely wealthy man to own a baseball team. He didn’t have to be a billionaire or a conglomerate. One such owner, a famous miser, was Calvin Griffith, who took over the Washington Senators in 1955, moved them to Minnesota in 1961 as the Twins, and held on to the reins until 1984. Griffith was a cantankerous man, who unfortunately remains best known for explaining in 1978 why he relocated his team to Minneapolis: “I’ll tell you why we came to Minnesota,” the Canadian-born owner told a local Lions Club. “It was when we found out you only had 15,000 blacks here. Black people don’t go to ballgames, but they’ll fill up a rassling ring and put up such a chant it’ll scare you to death. We came here because you’ve got good, hardworking white people here.” The poor Lions at the meeting left the place understandably disturbed. One businessman told a Minneapolis Star Tribune reporter, “I can see why he has trouble with some of his players after listening to him talk.”

Again, this was a different time, and such ignorant speech did not disqualify Griffith from owning the Twins, or even earn him a suspension. Over the years, Griffith became thoroughly annoyed at the costs of running a franchise and began to micromanage his team’s budget in much the same way as Charlie Finley with the A’s. Among his pet peeves was that the Twins were exhausting more than their designated allotment of baseballs in games, replacing dirty ones with fresh ones too often. By today’s standards, the baseballs then were being mightily overused, because now they are directly tossed into the dugout at a pitcher’s discretion, or whenever they so much as touch the dirt. Not so long ago, a pitcher dissatisfied with a seam or the slickness of a baseball would have to relay it for inspection to the umpire, who might reject the plea and throw the old ball right back into play. Griffith began to look into the causes of soiled baseballs and discovered that many were stained by contact with dirt on bats. In particular, contact with that sticky, contagious black pine tar. As Lee MacPhail, president of the American League, confirmed in 2003, “The clubs were losing a lot of balls because the pine tar was getting on them, and they’d have to be thrown out in batting practice and everything else.” If only pine tar were white, like the accessible rosin bags that pitchers use before gripping the baseball, this would never have become an issue. Rosin was just fine for pitchers, even encouraged. Pine tar was a different story—as starter Michael Pineda of the Yankees discovered in April 2014, when he was caught with a strip of the dark substance on his neck and tossed from a game against the Red Sox in Boston.

Back in 1976, Griffith retained considerable influence with the rules committee and, aided by other skinflint owners, was able to push through Rule 1.10 (c), which stated, in passive-aggressive fashion, “The bat handle, for not more than 18 inches from its end, may be covered or treated with any material or substance to improve the grip. Any such material, including pine tar, which extends past the 18-inch limitation, in the umpire’s judgment, shall cause the bat to be removed from the game. No such material shall improve the reaction or distance factor of the bat.”

The issue was complicated, however, and interpretations murky. There were two related rules that possibly could render a ball struck by an illegal bat an illegal hit. Or not. There were gray areas, and contradictory precedents. The pine tar rule actually had some organic roots in the Big Bang beginnings of baseball. The origins of the decree, and that 18-inch mark, can be traced all the way back to 1885. According to baseball historian John Thorn, a rule was then put into place stating, “The handle of the bat may be wound with twine not to exceed 18 inches from the end.” The next year, 1886, another statute was added to deal with such gritty stuff as rosin and dirt: “A granulated substance may be applied to the bat handle not to exceed 18 inches from the end.” In 1893, this same rule was modified a bit, into, “The bat must be made wholly of hard wood except that the handle may be wound with twine, or a granulated substance applied, not to exceed 18 inches from the end.”

This was then refined, yet again: “The bat shall be round, not over 23/4 inches in diameter at the thickest part, not more than 42 inches in length, and entirely of hard, solid wood in one piece. Twine may be wound around it or a granulated substance applied to it, for a distance of 18 inches from the end of the handle, but not elsewhere.”

For decades, that sufficed. The 18-inch margin never changed. There was no denying, however, that baseballs were getting dirtier faster, and concern had grown in the sport about discolored, hard-to-spot baseballs ever since Ray Chapman was killed by a soil-camouflaged fastball from Carl Mays in 1920. Some batters used a combination of rosin and pine tar for a better grip. Others, most famously Stan Musial, would apply beeswax to the handle. When it became fashionable during the 1950s to wrap the handle of bats with adhesive tape (every kid’s sandlot bat in that era was swathed in black tape), the Playing Rules Committee enacted more specific modifications in 1954: “The bat shall be a smooth, rounded stick not more than 23/4 inches in diameter at the thickest part and not more than 42 inches in length. The bat shall be one piece of solid wood or formed from a block of wood consisting of two or more pieces of wood bonded together with an adhesive in such a way that the grain direction of all pieces is essentially parallel to the length of the bat. Any such laminated bat shall contain only wood or adhesive, except for a clear finish. For a distance of 18 inches from the end by which the bat is gripped, it may be roughened or wrapped with tape or twine.”

Ergo, the origin of it all, the primordial ooze that begat one of the most absurd, most entertaining baseball games in major league history. Or maybe it was two games, depending on how you look at it.

    • • •

    No sporting event is played exclusively outside some degree of social context. The year 1983 was a particularly apprehensive time in New York City, fraught with fears over the spread of a relatively new plague, AIDS. By the end of the year, more than 850 New Yorkers were known to have died from the disease, which was still not understood at all. Could it be spread by close contact in large crowds? By public toilet seats at ballparks? Mayor Ed Koch, serving the sixth year of his 12-year term, seemed curiously uninterested in the growing epidemic. The administration had spent a grand total of $24,500 on the subject. Two New York gays, Michael Callen and Richard Berkowitz, published a book, How to Have Sex in an Epidemic, considered somewhat reckless at this stage by many doctors.

In Kansas City, the impact of this disease was yet to be felt in full. Instead, the city was immersed in a fiscal battle with its Missouri neighbors over school busing and desegregation, hoping to end a pattern of white flight to the suburbs by creating an attractive magnet system within its borders. The battle was eventually lost and cost a small fortune. Kansas City was also fighting a more stereotypical, outsider’s view of the place that it was good for ribs, barbecue sauce, and little else. There was a lot of bad news to deal with in the early eighties, the worst of which was the walkway collapse at the Hyatt Regency on July 17, 1981, which killed 114 people and injured 200 more. That tragedy became something of a symbol for the crumbling infrastructure of the inner city. So these were not easy times for either metropolis, but the cities’ baseball teams could always supply some small relief. This game on July 24, 1983, would provide the sort of escapist fun and debate badly required by all. It would also sell newspapers, never a bad thing at any time.

• • •

I was there in the press box at Yankee Stadium when it happened, when Brett went nuts. Honest. I got one of those “I Covered the Pine Tar Game” T‐shirts handed out to the Yankee beat writers by the team’s playful public relations director, Ken Nigro—though I don’t for the life of me know what happened to that precious relic. My wife probably threw it out, as she does many other things, which is her only bad habit. At the time, I was the beat writer for the Bergen Record in Hackensack, New Jersey, and about to accept a job with the New York Daily News sports department for more money to support a young family. This was a big career transition for me, and when researching this book it became a bit of an inconvenience. To read my coverage of the game, and my take on Lee MacPhail’s surprising decision to replay the final inning, I went through a reel of microfiche in Hackensack’s Johnson Library for old Record articles. But to retrieve my stories on the court proceedings and the actual replay that followed, I needed to pester helpful Daily News library researchers for copies of the yellowed clippings.

Those articles told of a very different era, of course. The relationship between the media and the baseball teams in New York was just beginning to turn adversarial. I recall being on the road with the Yankees in 1983, having a beer with Mike McAlary of the New York Post and Bill “Killer” Kane, traveling secretary for the club. Kane was lamenting how we all used to be partners in this business, and how the reporters had changed that with their intrusive, negative coverage. There was no going back, however. The Yankee Stadium press box then was the center of the sports universe—the communications nexus between George Steinbrenner and the public that he so desperately wished to convince about one ridiculous matter or another. Reporters like Murray Chass and Joe Durso of the New York Times, McAlary and Henry Hecht of the New York Post, Bill Madden and Phil Pepe of the Daily News, and Moss Klein of the Newark Star-Ledger would spend great lengths of time in the locker room named after longtime equipment manager Pete Sheehy. They would chat with players and listen to Billy Martin rant in his office about some slight perpetrated upon him by an umpire or imagined enemy. On his better days, Martin would share some of his tactical insight, his genius, and make us remember why anybody bothered to put up with him. Having completed this pregame ritual, we would carry our clunky, primitive computers from the basement press room to the elevator in the Bronx, then walk along the concourse to the press box for a perfect view of a renovated, yet somehow ageless, ballpark.

Telephones were everywhere, and dictated our lives. Martin had a telephone on his desk that was a hot line from the owner. When it rang, he often smirked and ignored the call. We didn’t have that option. Each media outlet had one or two phones in the press box. If these devices rang, the call was either from an editor demanding to know what was happening or it was from a Steinbrenner operative, hand-delivering a scoop to the favored journalist du jour, who was summoned to the big man’s office. The Boss was a manipulative son of a gun. If he planted a story, he expected favorable press in return. Negative stories about the owner were punished quickly enough by a news blackout, or a leak to a rival reporter. When it was time to file our stories, we needed those phones again. Our computers—our machines, as we called them—could only relay copy back to the office through couplers that needed to fit snugly over receivers.

Deadlines for the three or four editions of each newspaper were tight, chaotic for night games. We got a break with the Pine Tar Game, though. It was played on a Sunday afternoon, which meant that we had plenty of time to figure out what was going on out there, to interview all the players and reread the rule book before filing. We didn’t need to post on the internet. We didn’t blog. We didn’t tweet. We just went back down to the clubhouses and talked with Brett, with Gossage, with Martin—who was looking very much like the cat who had swallowed the canary.

Reading about the Pine Tar Game once more in these clips, it became clear all over again: When umpire Tim McClelland laid Brett’s bat down on the ground to measure it against the width of the plate, this was a special moment, the sweet collision of chaos and structure in sport. Nothing could ever again be as much fun.
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Aristocrats and Vandals

Before entering the Royals’ clubhouse these days at Kauffman Stadium, a visitor must pass by a glass case featuring the old, woolen uniforms of the Kansas City Monarchs. It is a nice touch by the club, a reminder that the elemental history of baseball in Kansas City was at different times exemplary and humbling, divided quite literally into black and white chapters.

For more than three decades, from 1920 as charter members of the Negro National League until the arrival from Philadelphia of the sad-sack Athletics in 1955, the Kansas City Monarchs were the single most dominant franchise in the Negro Leagues, prideful pioneers and a pure civic treasure. Their legacy is retold these days inside the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum, founded in 1990 within the 18th and Vine District by former team stars and sharing space with another fine Kansas City institution, the American Jazz Museum. Baseball and jazz are an inseparable part of Kansas City’s past and present. In fact, the redbrick building that houses the two museums is located next to the Blue Room jazz club, and across the street from the Gem Theater, both old-style performance spaces. The baseball museum became a place of considerable pride to those who worked so hard to establish it. Buck O’Neil, a former Monarch first baseman and manager, once walked up to a youthful Derek Jeter and said, “Young man, I really enjoy watching you play.” Then he invited Jeter to visit the museum with him. Jeter is just a bit embarrassed to admit he procrastinated and waited to see the museum until after O’Neil had died in October 2006, but the Yankee shortstop went nonetheless and left both impressed and better educated on the subject.

There is much to learn here. The Monarchs were a big deal in Kansas City, filling a baseball vacuum while providing a real entertainment option for locals of all colors. Monarch players were considered guests of honor at neighborhood barbershops. They had their own set of booster clubs, too. The 12th Street Roosters and the 18th Street Roosters organized an annual parade for Opening Day, with men dressed up in suits and hats. The games were well-attended, occasionally sold out, and celebrities such as heavyweight champ Joe Louis would go well out of their way to appear and throw out the first pitch.

Jesse Williams, a shortstop on the Monarchs, once said, “It was the ambition of every black boy to be a Monarch, just as it was for every white boy to become a Yankee.” A Monarch was a highly respected member of the community, and might be the featured speaker at the Young Men’s Progressive Club or at other integrated functions. Most restaurants in Kansas City celebrated the Monarchs, gave them the best service. The players were invited to dinner at some of the highest-society functions. The veterans on the team enforced a strict dress code on the road to maintain their image. They purchased their own baseball gloves and shoes, but were equipped by the team with three sets of white-with-maroon-trim uniforms.

Such high status was not necessarily afforded to Negro League players in other towns. The second-tier Black Yankees, for example, played in relative obscurity in New York and New Jersey. But the Monarchs competed at an extremely high level and their talents were comparable to those of their contemporary major league peers, and even to modern-day rosters. “I guarantee you the team I was playing on in 1954 would win the division and probably go on to win the World Series,” O’Neil bragged, not long before he died.

Some of the Monarchs’ greatest stars—Jackie Robinson, Satchel Paige, Ernie Banks, and Elston Howard—were fortunate enough to gain entry into the major leagues for at least some parts of their careers. When Paige was at his peak, though, he played on the Monarchs and his teammates swore he was the best pitcher who ever lived. In testimony at the museum, O’Neil claims that Paige wouldn’t warm up in the bullpen using a plate. Instead, he’d lay down a chewing gum wrapper and then throw pitches aimed at the corners of his three-inch target. Other players who came earlier never played in the major leagues, yet left indelible marks of their own and were eventually inducted into the Cooperstown Hall of Fame for their work.

Bullet Rogan, a Ruthian figure, joined the Monarchs in their inaugural 1920 season and immediately became their greatest attraction both on the mound and at the plate. In 1923, he hit .364 while leading the league with 16 wins and 146 strikeouts. The next season, he was even better, batting .392 with an 18-6 pitching mark. In the 1924 Black World Series, Rogan collected 13 hits and was the winning pitcher in two games. He kept dominating like this until a knee injury slowed him down a bit, but his career stats remained otherworldly: a 119-50 win-loss record and a batting average of .338.

Jose Mendez, the Black Diamond, a Cuban superstar and right-handed power pitcher, once outdueled Christy Mathewson in an exhibition, briefly tempting Giants manager John McGraw to break the color line. Mendez became player-manager of the Monarchs, winning three successive pennants in the Negro Leagues from 1923 to 1925. He won two games for the Monarchs when they defeated the Hilldale Daisies, five games to four (with one tie) in the first Black World Series in 1924. Mendez finished with a 1.42 ERA in four appearances, one of them a shutout.

Andy Cooper, a tall, left-handed pitcher with outstanding breaking stuff, helped lead the Monarchs to the pennant in 1929. He once threw 17 innings during a 2–2 playoff tie against the Chicago American Giants and managed the Monarchs to three Negro American League titles in 1937, 1939, and 1940. Willard Brown, a Louisiana outfielder, knocked a slew of homers for the Monarchs with his giant 40-ounce bat. He eventually became the first black player to homer in the American League, but played only 21 games for the St. Louis Browns.

The Monarchs won ten league championships, appearing in four Negro League World Series. They suffered only one sub-.500 season in 45 total years of existence and sent more players to the majors than any other Negro Leagues club. They were such a well-organized institution in Kansas City during their prime years that they actually established their own farm club, the Monroe Monarchs. The team’s white, visionary owner and founder, J. L. Wilkinson, was a flamboyant showman by nature. Born in Algona, Iowa, in 1878, Wilkinson flamed out as a pitcher but never gave up on the game. He started a women’s baseball team in 1909, which toured the Midwest by train with its own mobile grandstand. That club featured a male catcher who would wrestle volunteers from the crowd, as an added attraction. Wilkinson then founded the All Nations team in Des Moines, composed of racial groups banned or ignored by the major leagues—Native Americans, blacks, Polynesians, Asians, and, for good measure, one woman. After he created the Monarchs from this group in 1920, “Wilkie” would send black staff members out into the Kansas City community to strengthen ties with local officials. On the road, Wilkinson often lodged with his players as a demonstration of solidarity, and, no doubt, for budgetary reasons as well. Sometimes, the Monarchs were treated well on these tours. Other times they were banished from hotels and restaurants. Pitcher Chet Brewer remembered that the Monarchs were promoted in Montana as world champions, yet a local restaurant wouldn’t serve them. The establishment relented when the Monarchs threatened to pull out of the scheduled game, and then the players were mobbed by autograph seekers while they dined. “Prejudice was a mean thing, but we overcame a lot of things,” O’Neil said. Wilkinson also became a pioneer in night baseball during the Depression. Whenever the Monarchs went on one of their barnstorming tours, they would bring with them portable light systems—five years before any major league team attempted to play at night. The owner eventually sold the team to Tom Baird in 1948 and was finally, correctly, inducted into Cooperstown in 2006.

By the late 1940s and 1950s, after Jackie Robinson made his debut with the Dodgers, the Monarchs’ roster was often raided by major league teams. The Negro League club was never quite the same. The Monarchs had played their games in substantial Muehlebach Field beginning in 1923, successfully competing for fans with a Yankees farm club in Kansas City, the Blues. But the Athletics’ arrival changed things, hiking the rent at Muehlebach to an exorbitant, unaffordable sum. The club then became nomads, essentially without a home base. Baird sold his players and fired his manager, O’Neil, in order to meet the bills. The Monarchs hung on in one form or another until 1965, but their era was done, and the Athletics became the dominant baseball club in the city—a woeful franchise with considerably less courage or purpose.

Long before Brett’s bat sent a baseball soaring in the Bronx, the loyal baseball citizenry of Kansas City had good reason to resent the New York Yankees, who strip-mined the A’s back in the 1950s for their own utilitarian purposes. This was an incestuous, parasitic relationship from the start, smelling badly of fish oil and tobacco juice. When Connie Mack’s family decided to dump the Philadelphia Athletics in 1954, the Yanks’ principal owner, Dan Topping, navigated the sale so that his business associate, Arnold Johnson, would buy the A’s and move them to Kansas City—where the Yanks operated a farm team for 18 seasons, and accurately assumed that this feeder system would continue. The town of Kansas City seemed like the bush leagues to the Yankees and to their players in every way. When Mickey Mantle was a struggling 19-year-old rookie in 1951, he very nearly walked away from the sport, demoralized, after he was demoted in midseason for 40 games to the Triple-A Kansas City Blues of the American Association. His father, Mutt, traveled to the Muehlebach Hotel in that city, called him a gutless quitter, and basically embarrassed Mantle back onto the field.

Arnold Johnson had at one point purchased Yankee Stadium as a tax strategy, then leased it back to Topping and partner Del Webb. This triumvirate of Johnson, Topping, and Webb proceeded to do a great deal of bartering, almost always to the Yankees’ great advantage. At different times, the Washington Senators, Detroit Tigers, and Chicago White Sox all protested this relationship to commissioner Ford Frick, who turned the other clean-shaven cheek to such shenanigans.

During the late fifties into 1960, over the course of six years, the Yanks and A’s completed sixteen trades. Altogether, the Yankees received some cash and thirty-five players. These acquisitions included several stars and valuable assets, such as Roger Maris, Clete Boyer, Ralph Terry, Bob Cerv, and Bud Daley. In return, Kansas City received considerably more cash, plus 27 players who were either washed up, like Hank Bauer, or a disciplinary problem for Yankee manager Casey Stengel, like Billy Martin. The 1961 Yankees, one of the greatest teams in baseball history, featured ten former Athletics. And during every one of those six years, Kansas City finished near the bottom of the eight-team American League. The Athletics, it seemed, had never outgrown their status as farm team of the Yankees.

Kansas City fans burned at the club’s subservient role. When Charlie Finley bought a controlling interest of the team from Johnson’s widow in 1960 for $1.975 million, he soon vowed never to make another trade with the Yanks, a team he despised. He ordered his ballpark announcer to declare over the public address system that balls hit past a certain point in right field would have been cheap homers into the porch at Yankee Stadium. That was good fun, fine with the local populace. The gaudy yellow and green uniforms were also acceptable novelties. Ultimately, however, Finley presented major problems for the city, most of them having to do with money. Finley was a glorified insurance agent from Indiana, always on the make, and the A’s in Kansas City weren’t making him enough profit. He played nasty politics with the city, threatening to relocate the club to Louisville shortly after signing a four-year lease with Municipal Stadium. The other owners vetoed that migration, but American League president Joe Cronin negotiated a compromise that allowed Finley to move the A’s to Oakland in 1968.

Kansas City was suddenly baseball-less, though not for long. There was a savior in the pipeline named Ewing M. Kauffman, the man who would respectfully be called Mr. K by everyone associated with the team. Like George Steinbrenner, Kauffman was an entrepreneur. But all other parallels were, in fact, perpendiculars.
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The Renaissance

In 1968, Ewing Kauffman was a man in search of a hobby. He also was very much the right man in the right place at the opportune time. Stuart Symington, a Missouri senator, lobbied Major League Baseball for a replacement team in Kansas City. He didn’t just lobby, actually. Symington threatened to revoke baseball’s sacred antitrust exemption, which might have opened the door to competition, free agency, and other unwanted concepts. Quickly, one of four expansion franchises was awarded to the city, which would again become the westernmost outpost for the game, other than the Pacific Coast teams. Kauffman, with the encouragement of his wife, Muriel, purchased the rights to the team, which began play in 1969, two years ahead of the original schedule—again, thanks to Symington’s not-so-veiled threats. The franchise was named Royals for a couple of reasons: There was, and remains, an American Royal livestock show and rodeo that is extremely popular in Kansas City. There was also an odd, presumptuous tradition of tagging the local professional sports teams with dynastic nicknames, such as the Monarchs, Chiefs (football), and Kings (basketball).

The inaugural Opening Day in Kansas City for the Royals arrived on April 8, 1969, against the Minnesota Twins. Among the 17,688 in attendance were Symington, American League president Joe Cronin, and the Kansas City mayor, Ilus Davis. There was no great rush for tickets. It had been only one season since the Athletics deserted the place, and the local populace was to some degree confused and guarded about its own loyalties. That first season, the Royals would draw only 902,414 fans, seventh best in the 12-member American League. They would finish 69-93 with a low-paid roster that featured nobody earning a salary of more than $44,000 (veteran second baseman Jerry Adair was the top wage earner), and only six players receiving more than $20,000. After Opening Day at Municipal Stadium, however, the Kansas City Star reported, “By the end of the first inning there was no doubt—they were ‘our Royals’ and ‘our home team.’ ” Many expansion franchises during this era fielded older, washed-up players whose names were familiar to fans and might attract more ticket buyers. The 1962 Mets were perhaps most famous for this policy, finishing their debut season at 40-120, but with considerable panache. Kauffman had a different notion. General manager Cedric Tallis, with the help of farm director Lou Gorman and Charlie Metro, started a relatively young starting lineup, largely acquired through the expansion draft on October 15, 1968. Adair was the only over-thirty fellow. Manager Joe Gordon called the Royals his “dead end kids,” and on that first day in Royals history, Kansas City defeated Minnesota, 4–3. The Twins started two future Hall of Famers, Rod Carew and Harmon Killebrew, plus a perennial All-Star, Tony Oliva. A 25-year-old castoff from the Cleveland Indians named Lou Piniella was the first Royals’ batter and rocketed a double beyond the reach of third baseman Killebrew. Piniella, acquired in a late-spring training deal from the Seattle Pilots, another expansion team, would go four for five in this opening game and finish the season batting .282, highest on the team, all for a $10,000 salary. More than 14 years later, a considerably older Piniella would be playing in the Pine Tar Game, in pinstripes. Meanwhile, Graig Nettles, another key participant in the Pine Tar Game, played left field for the Twins and knocked the first homer ever in a Royals’ game.

Other players in that inaugural Opening Day lineup for Kansas City included the journeyman Adair, 32 years old, batting second and playing second base; Ed Kirkpatrick, 24, a part-timer for several years with the Angels; Joe Foy, 26, a pickup from the Red Sox, who played third base and batted cleanup; first baseman Chuck Harrison, 28, who had spent 1968 batting .251 in Richmond of the Triple-A International League; right-fielder Bob Oliver, 26, promoted after a strong season with Denver, a Twins’ affiliate of the Pacific Coast League; catcher Ellie Rodriguez, 23, whose major league experience amounted to nine games with the Yankees; and shortstop Jackie Hernandez, 28, another former Minnesota property. The starting pitcher was Wally Bunker, 24, a promising right-hander drafted from the Orioles’ roster as the 25th pick in the expansion draft who would become the team’s first ace. Moe Drabowsky, 33, made his first appearance as the Royals’ closer. Jim Campanis, son of Dodgers general manager Al Campanis, pinch-hit in the game and finished the season batting .157.

Kauffman’s Royals quickly evolved into everyone’s idea of a model expansion franchise, in large part because of the owner’s enterprising methods and his ability to delegate key duties to competent men. “We became the new Kansas City professional franchise,” said John Schuerholz, who spent 22 years in and around the Royals’ front office. “We built quickly and we became division champs more quickly than any expansion team in history to that point. We had a good program in place immediately and were developing good teams.”

The Royals would soon have a stadium to match their ambitions. Even while Finley was still in the process of planning his escape from Kansas City, Jackson County voters had agreed to fund the construction of a new baseball-only park. Kauffman was then given considerable rein to invent the place. Royals Stadium opened on April 10, 1973, near Arrowhead Stadium, home of the Chiefs. It was an architectural wonder for its time, built to endure—which it still does, as Kauffman Stadium, thanks in part to a $250 million infrastructure upgrade before the 2009 season. Back in 1973, the new stadium was already a great step up for the Royals from Municipal Stadium. The large clubhouse featured a massage room, whirlpool room, training room, interview room, and lockers with shelves for the players’ personal items, unusual at the time. There was also a private players’ lounge, which is now standard in every ballpark clubhouse. Two days before the opener, the Kansas City Star waxed enthusiastically about the place:

There will be something for everyone including the, oh, yes, players! They will play, for the first time in the American League, on a diamond covered completely by synthetic turf. Only the mound, sliding areas around the bags and home plate will be dirt. Also, the architects have made things equal for both hitters and pitchers as the foul lines are 330 feet from home plate, the power alleys 385 and the center field fence 410. But the player’s view from inside Kansas City’s multimillion-dollar baseball bailiwick will also be quite different from that of the old and staid Municipal Stadium. The clubhouse, where the game’s participants perform such common chores as dressing for the game, is considered one of the best and most modern in the major leagues.

The stadium opener was a great aesthetic and athletic success, a 12–1 victory over the Texas Rangers behind a five-hit complete game from Paul Splittorff. Freddie Patek was the first Royals’ batter in the new park, while John Mayberry drilled the first hit and the first homer in front of 39,464 fans.

Because of the city’s relatively isolated geography, Kauffman figured his team would attract crowds from all over the Great Plains, and possibly from the Southwest. If fans were going to come from that far away, they needed to believe a short downpour wouldn’t cancel the game. So Kauffman installed an Astro-Turf field with the sort of drainage that put a halt to flooding. The ballpark wasn’t merely practical, though. The stadium featured an enormous fountain, or “water spectacular,” beyond the center-field outfield fence. The cascading falls were more than a hundred yards wide (322 feet, to be exact), the largest fountain of its kind in the world. The feature made the ballpark immediately identifiable in any television broadcast. The stadium also fit Kauffman’s vision for what his go‐go team would become. It was a pitcher’s park and the perfect place for a hustling, base-to-base lineup. The fences were deep, making it hard to hit homers, yet easier to line doubles and triples. The artificial turf favored base stealers, not lumbering, power-hitting teams. Behind the scenes, in the clubhouses and corridors, Royals Stadium also provided the sort of modern, spatial features that older ballparks didn’t offer. When the New York Times surveyed major leaguers in 1983, asking them to rank their favorite stadiums, Royals Stadium was number one. Hallowed Yankee Stadium finished number four, though its newer counterpart across the street in the Bronx likely would fare better today.

The Royals installed other innovations and introduced public relations coups, many of them truly radical. As Kauffman wrote in 1983, part of a remarkable piece in the New York Times, “I do not put a special premium on conformity. Experience teaches us that in baseball a tremendous magic is at work.” Kauffman, eager to develop young talent, invented in September 1969 something called the Kansas City Royals Baseball Academy, created to identify golden prospects and then develop high schoolers into major league players. This was truly the forerunner for academy models employed later in tennis and golf. Student athletes, recommended by high school coaches anywhere in America, would live, study, and play baseball near Sarasota, Florida. The place featured a dormitory, classrooms, a swimming pool, recreation halls, a cafeteria, and four perfectly groomed baseball fields. Kauffman poured $1.5 million of his own money into this concept and by the summer of 1969 there were nearly 8,000 teenagers at tryout camps in 41 states hoping to qualify. Forty-two kids were accepted into the program, attending mandatory morning classes at Manatee Junior College before practicing baseball with a staff of top coaches. Syd Thrift, a Royals’ scout, was the academy director. The Royals always made certain that the families of their youngest prospects felt they were part of a baseball family as well. Kansas City general manager Lou Gorman would send out reports to mothers and fathers, on Royals letterhead, describing the progress of these players in largely glowing terms. The end result of all this was a mixed one.

“The Academy did succeed in a way, because Frank White and U. L. Washington both came out of the program,” Schuerholz said. “That’s two important middle infielders, and I rank Frank White right up there with Bill Mazeroski or Nellie Fox at second base. So it worked, but it didn’t have enough economic sense to it. It wasn’t getting value for the dollars of investment.”

Eventually, the program was ditched, the facilities used for a while as a training site. Even if it hadn’t really paid off from a fiscal standpoint, Kauffman already was being hailed as something of an innovative genius. He had other ideas, too, when it came to marketing and enjoying the game. Some of them were hokey. The team went to powder blue uniforms on the road and Kauffman was one of the first owners to hire a woman to sweep the bases between innings—not exactly an enlightened policy. Most of his notions weren’t crass or silly, however, not like those from Finley or Marge Schott. They were more cerebral. Long before computers became a part of mainstream life, and before Rotisserie Leagues flourished, Kauffman wanted to set up a special section in the stands with a system for the fans that would allow the crowd to manage the game. The spectators could choose player moves, get involved in the play-by-play. That was his vision, anyway, though the technology wasn’t quite available to install such a system. Back in the seventies, before sabermetrics became the rage, Kauffman had workers at Marion Labs compile detailed statistics about players that were never really used, because baseball managers and general managers weren’t ready for them yet. The Royals were pacesetters, too, among major league teams when it came to community outreach programs. Every winter, several players would travel on a publicity junket, called the Goodwill Caravan, to drum up support in neighboring and sometimes far-reaching areas in Kansas, Missouri, and Nebraska.

“Mr. K was ahead of his time in terms of his thought process,” said Dean Vogelaar, the longtime public relations director. “It was maybe a little bit of Moneyball, things that are now fairly common. Mr. K saw it all early on, even if they weren’t utilized.”

Kauffman was not a dictator. He didn’t impose these far-reaching ideas on those in charge of baseball matters. He was more the delegator. He allowed Tallis, the team’s first general manager, Joe Burke, its second, and then Schuerholz to build an uncommonly strong farm system and to nurture homegrown stars.

“He was not only a great boss, he was a great mentor for hard work and success,” Schuerholz said about his boss, Kauffman. “He was a successful, self-made millionaire, and he was more than that. He had vision and determination. He was about never giving up.”

As might be expected, the Yankees tried to plunder the Royals’ well-oiled developmental machine. In September 1975, they went right after Schuerholz, who was then assistant director of player development for Kansas City under Gorman. George Steinbrenner offered Schuerholz the position of farm director, with a substantial raise, and he actually accepted—for twenty-four hours. This was a move that might have changed baseball history considerably, except it never happened. When Schuerholz returned to Kansas City from his meeting with the Yanks in Chicago, Burke promoted him to director of player development and gave him a bump in salary, and Schuerholz quickly reneged on his deal with the Yankees. The Yanks were furious. “I didn’t give the Yankees a chance to sweeten their offer, and that was the hardest part about it,” Schuerholz would write in his memoir, Built to Win. “I felt worm-high, but I had made the right decision.”

Kauffman, to his great credit, demonstrated a healthy respect and loyalty toward the local fans in Kansas City. While other owners would do anything to sell a seat in their ballpark, Kauffman actually cut back sales of season tickets after the Royals lost the 1980 World Series to the Phillies. He ordered his staff to cap early ticket orders at 15,000, so that fans who could not afford season packages would still be able to purchase seats in the postseason. In that 1983 New York Times essay, Kauffman wrote about his belief that baseball is something precious, belonging to the world, not to any player or owner. The sport was a national resource that must be taken seriously:

There is a considerable body of evidence that tells us how deeply Americans in general and baseball fans in particular feel about the game.

Very little of it is apt to be viewed as playful sentiment.

Almost daily, I receive letters couched in terms that leave little room for rebuttal. . . . Some are cold and relentless accountings. And they may state, as in one instance, that it is a breach of managerial duty “no less than a misdemeanor” to fail to signal for a bunt in certain circumstances. . . .

There is ample proof of baseball’s tendency to make slaves, or fools, of us all.

Kauffman would have done anything to improve his Royals, short of moving them to a bigger market. It was long thought, incorrectly, by outsiders that the owner had some deep philosophical beef against the signing of free agents, that it somehow went against his puritan grain and that he deeply resented Steinbrenner for such financial forays. In truth, he badly wanted to recruit a star and bring him to Kansas City. It just wasn’t easy convincing these celebrity-athletes to park their futures in a remote, small market. “There was a time when Mr. K’s heart told him to sign free agents,” Vogelaar said. On several occasions, Kauffman personally became involved in the chase. The Royals in their early years considered the traitorous, nomadic Oakland A’s to be their chief rivals, not the Yankees. When Catfish Hunter won his freedom from Finley’s A’s in 1974 due to a contract violation, the Royals actually drew up a contract offer that was uncannily close to the five-year, $3.35 million deal Hunter would later sign with the Yanks. “Mr. K and Joe Burke really designed the contract that the Yankees matched to sign him,” Vogelaar said. Kauffman wanted Vida Blue and Reggie Jackson to migrate east to Kansas City from the A’s. When Pete Rose was available after the 1978 season, Kauffman met with the star attraction in an effort to convince him that Kansas City was not that much unlike Cincinnati. Kauffman’s efforts, again, were to no avail, as Rose signed with the Phils for similar dollars, four years and $3.225 million. “Same thing as Catfish,” Vogelaar said. “We were trying to sign him and he signed with the Phillies in the last minute. Rose said he wanted to stay in the National League so that he could break Stan Musial’s record (3,630 hits). Mr. K said, ‘Why are you thinking about the National League record? You should be thinking about the major league record.’ ”
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