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For Marsha,
whose love, patience, and understanding have made it possible for me to work all these years at a job I love. I couldn’t have completed this project without you. And for our close friends and longtime season ticket holders, Bernie and Barbara King, who allowed me to see, through their eyes, the pure joy Angels fans experienced in 2002 after so many years of frustration following this team.


PROLOGUE

Fourteen years have whisked by since this book was originally published after the Angels won their first and only world championship. There have been some considerable highs and, yes, more than a few lows during that time frame, but everything about this franchise’s past, present, and future changed on a warm spring evening in 2012.

That’s when Mike Trout arrived.

They used to call him the “Millville Meteor” back when he was a high school legend in his hometown of Millville, New Jersey, and soon enough Trout could be seen streaking across the major-league landscape, quickly establishing himself in his early 20s as not only the best player on his team, but as the finest all-around player in baseball.

He hits, he runs, he makes spectacular soaring catches in center field, and he lights up scoreboard replay screens everywhere he plays. Dedicated Angels fans may not have been treated to another World Series champion but they have been fortunate enough to watch the most exciting player in the sport on a daily basis.

It is difficult to describe just how brilliant Trout, already the best player in Angels history, has been in such a short span. He has been Rookie of the Year, a two-time Most Valuable Player in the American League, an MVP runner-up in his three other seasons, and the MVP of the All-Star Game in back-to-back years. All of that accomplished before he turned the tender age of twenty-six.

To put it in perspective, consider what Hall of Famers Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle, easily the two most decorated center fielders of their generation, accomplished in their first five years in the game, compared to Trout:
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As you can see, Trout’s numbers compare favorably to the game’s two unquestioned icons, and that’s without mentioning the staggering list of other accomplishments he has managed in his first five seasons. For instance, since 1917, only two players in American League history have had seasons where they registered a .950 OPS (on-base percentage plus slugging percentage) and stolen 30 bases—Trout and Ty Cobb. And in baseball’s favorite new-stage statistical comparison, WAR (Wins Above Replacement), only two players have led the American League in this category for five consecutive years—Trout and Babe Ruth. Even better, Trout has managed to do it while serving as one of baseball’s true role models. No DUIs, no domestic abuse charges, no controversies. He willingly signs as many autographs as possible for kids and regularly makes himself available to the media. He is the new Derek Jeter, only with considerably better offensive numbers.

So yes, Trout is definitely the player of the moment in Orange County, the one shining light that has prevailed even when the dark shadows of a discouraging 74-win season threatened to overtake Angel Stadium in 2016. Trout is the one reason to either come to the ballpark every night or to click on your giant flat screen television to watch the Angels as they attempt to crawl back to respectability.

But already, the worry among some fans is this: If the Angels don’t improve, if they aren’t able to regain their status as a consistent playoff contender, will they be able to keep Trout after his current lucrative contract runs out following the 2020 season? For all his extraordinary performances, the team has only made it to the postseason once in Trout’s brief five-plus-year career. If that disheartening trend continues, will they be able to prevent Trout from leaving to sign an enormous free-agent contract with oh, say, the New York Yankees, or maybe the team he rooted for as a youngster, the Philadelphia Phillies? Or what if their deep-pocketed Southern California neighbors, the Los Angeles Dodgers, decided to throw their top-heavy bankroll at him? It is a scary thought, but there is time for this Angels team to bounce back.

“We are not that far away from being a playoff contender again,” says Mike Scioscia, and he should know. Scioscia is the longest-tenured manager in the major leagues, and the man who steered the ship through all the rough waters that led to the 2002 championship. Scioscia is the lone remaining bridge between the Angels’ happy past and what he believes can be a bright future.

Certainly, by now, he has seen it all. He has been there for the various playoff runs and disappointments along the way, beginning with Boston burning their chances in the 2004, 2007, and 2008 postseason. The Angels made it all the way to the ALCS in 2005, only to get beat in five games by a Chicago White Sox team that went on to capture the World Series. It isn’t like the Angels haven’t enjoyed regular season success. They won 94 games in ’07, 100 games in ’08, 97 in ’09, and 98 in 2014, the year Kansas City’s future world champions knocked them off in the first round.

They’ve had their share of great post-2002 players, as well. Bartolo Colon paused amid his long major-league odyssey to win a Cy Young Award in Anaheim. Vladimir Guerrero signed as a free agent and enjoyed a series of exceptional seasons in Orange County, including a .337, 39-home-run, 126-RBI splash that won him the American League MVP Award in 2004. Others such as Torii Hunter, John Lackey, Chone Figgins, Erick Aybar, and Howie Kendrick helped to keep the team in the thick of things.

Later, of course, owner Arte Moreno stunned the baseball world on a cool December morning in 2011 by announcing he had just signed 32-year-old free agent and future Hall of Famer Albert Pujols to a ten-year, $240 million contract. And if that wasn’t enough of a shock, Moreno followed it up by convincing pitcher C. J. Wilson to sign a generous $77 million deal. Two years later, in an apparent attempt to keep up with the free-spending Dodgers in the competitive Southern California market, Moreno made his biggest gamble yet, shelling out $125 million for Josh Hamilton, the ultra-talented slugger with a long history of drug-related problems. That’s a $442 million investment that, in the end, failed miserably. Of course, failures can sometimes be deceiving. Pujols, Wilson, and Hamilton certainly didn’t deliver anything comparable to their collective price tags on the field. But their presence helped seal a $2 billion—yes, that’s billion with a “b”—long-term television contract with Fox Sports West.

While Pujols hasn’t been the same great high-average power hitter he was in his prime in St. Louis, he has nonetheless been a consistent home run and RBI producer whose presence in the lineup, directly behind Trout, has certainly helped the Angels become a better offensive team.

Hamilton, on the other hand, proved to be a complete disaster. After failing both on the field and off, struggling with his old addictive habits, he was traded back to Texas by the Angels, who have had to assume much of his monstrous contract even while he has been employed by someone else.

Moreno was a wildly popular owner when he first took over in Anaheim and, in his first public act, immediately lowered beer prices to the delight of thirsty fans everywhere. But he has not been the same since he was roundly criticized for the Hamilton signing. Highly visible in his first few happy seasons in Anaheim, he has become an owner who is rarely seen and hardly ever heard from. He went from a public figure that seemed happy to talk to the press to a seemingly moody man who shunned all interviews. His apparent disdain for the media became evident when he decided to move the Angel Stadium main press box, one of the best in baseball at the time, from behind home plate to far out by the right-field foul pole. He maintained it was to increase revenue by selling the plush new reconfigured seats behind home plate to the public, but most of the media people in the area weren’t buying it.

More important to Angels fans, the former free-spending Moreno became tight with his budget. Faced with several holes in their lineup prior to the 2016 season, the owner refused to spend money on any of the high-priced free agents, several of whom would have greatly increased the Angels’ chances in the American League West. Instead, the club was left to try and patch holes with journeymen at key positions like left field, second base and in the starting rotation. Moreno isn’t losing money with the Angels. Not with all that lucrative TV cash rolling in annually. The question is, did that expensive and very public mistake he made with Hamilton cause the owner to lose his nerve?

The first clues should come from the new man in charge of running the baseball operation. Billy Eppler is the 41-year-old general manager who signed a four-year deal with the club before the 2016 season. He was GM Brian Cashman’s top assistant with the Yankees before coming back to Southern California, where he grew up in nearby San Diego. In his first year on the job in Anaheim, it was clear Eppler was greatly limited by budget restraints. It must have been a major culture shock, coming from the big-spending Yankees to the cash-conscious Angels.

As he prepared to begin his second season, however, Eppler seemed confident some of that small-spending philosophy will change. “Arte Moreno and I have had numerous conversations about payroll,” Eppler said, “and he wants me to inform him when the right situation comes along. He has indicated he will pay to get the right player at the right time.”

The skeptics out there will believe it when it happens. But it should help that some $40 million in salaries to players like Wilson and Jared Weaver are due to come off the books. “That definitely gives us a little more flexibility than in years past,” Eppler said.

Of course that’s only part of the big job ahead in Anaheim. For several years now the Angels’ farm system has been consistently ranked as the worst in baseball. In 2016, most scouting evaluations of the top 100 prospects in the game failed to name even one Angels player. Eppler is hopeful that will change.

“We intend to be aggressive in the draft and aggressive in Latin America,” he said.

He is encouraged by the progress of recent draft classes that include promising first baseman Matt Thaiss, good-hitting catcher Taylor Ward, and athletic outfielder Jahmai Jones.

Until some of those kids reach the big leagues, Angels fans will try to be patient. Attendance was down slightly in 2016 but still a robust 3,016,142 for the season. Despite the disappointing performance on the field, baseball in Orange County always will be popular, especially on those summer Southern California nights. And whatever else happens, the fans will still have Trout, at least for a few more years.

They’ll have his bat, his arm, his speed, and the smile that always seems to decorate his wholesome face. What makes Trout even more fun to watch is his obvious joy in playing the game. “You’re amazed watching him,” said Eppler. “Lots of all-star players perform at a high level six out of ten games. The real supreme stars perform like that maybe seven or eight times out of ten. But this guy, he does it nine out of ten games. And he gets so much enjoyment out of playing. You watch, and you’re amazed at the character of the man. And it’s not phony. It’s real.”

Trout should be even happier in the final three years of this current contract when he makes a cool $33.25 million a year. The funny part is, by then, it might look like a bargain.

So for the immediate future, there is Trout, a still-effective Pujols, a hopefully rehabilitated pitching ace in Garrett Richards, and maybe a few added pieces that can help make the Angels serious contenders again.

In the meantime, it is fun to dwell on the good times and the great players of the past. Hopefully, this book will allow you to sit back, relax, and enjoy reliving some of the warm, fuzzy memories of that unforgettable championship season of 2002, as well as a team history full of high drama and colorful characters. From the original owner Gene Autry to Arte Moreno, from Jim Fregosi to Tim Salmon, from Nolan Ryan to Jim Abbott, from Reggie Jackson to Mike Trout.

The Angels have been described in various ways through their more than fifty lively years of existence. But one sturdy fact about them always has been evident.

Whatever else you want to call them, they have never been boring.

—STEVE BISHEFF


Chapter 1

“WIN ONE FOR THE COWBOY”

It was always about The Cowboy. Gene Autry bought the team and harbored the dream, and for years Angels players always talked about how they wanted to win for this gentle, unpretentious millionaire who would stroll into their clubhouse wearing his trademark Stetson, sit down and talk baseball with them for hours.

You’ve heard the term “a players’ manager.” Well, Autry was a players’ owner. He was his sport’s equivalent of the Pittsburgh Steelers’ late Art Rooney—more beloved pal than stern boss, more of a friend and confidante to the players than the guy who just signed their checks. America’s favorite singing cowboy was also baseball’s favorite fan, and his love for the game somehow endured, even through all of the Angels’ disappointments and frustrations. That’s how the slogan “Win One for the Cowboy” originated. Every Angels team, from the beginning, wanted nothing more than to win a World Series for the owner all the players came to revere.

It is an amazing story, especially when you consider that Autry was almost as unlikely a candidate to become a baseball owner as he was to become a movie star. Born in tiny Tioga, Texas, in 1907, he went to work on his first job as a railroad telegrapher at age 18. To help while away the hours, he would keep his guitar with him. “Just so I had something to strum on,” he would say. In 1934, he decided to move to Hollywood. Fortunately, he also decided to take his guitar with him.

Three years later, he found himself starring on the big screen as the top Western star at the box office, the country’s original “Singing Cowboy.” As if he needed further attention, Autry’s rendition of “Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer” became one of the biggest-selling single records in history and an all-time favorite Christmas song for people of all ages. If The Cowboy knew how to sing in front of a microphone and project before the cameras, he also knew how to operate away from them. Autry was nothing if not an astute businessman and soon became a big-time player in the entertainment industry.

The irony, of course, is that baseball wasn’t on his mind when, after buying a number of radio stations around the country, he ventured to St. Louis in 1960 to reacquire the radio rights to Dodgers games in Southern California. Walter O’Malley, the Dodgers’ own financial wizard, had pulled his team’s games off Autry’s Golden West Broadcasting–owned KMPC radio station. So The Cowboy was there to try and make peace with the Dodgers.

Instead, he would soon find himself competing with them. After several other parties failed to secure the proposed American League expansion team in Los Angeles, Autry stepped in, obtaining a $1.5 million letter of credit, and soon found himself the owner of a major-league baseball franchise in L.A. The Cowboy had joined one of sports’ most exclusive clubs.

“First time in baseball history a franchise has been awarded to a horse,” wrote Red Smith, the legendary New York columnist. Some cynics enjoyed poking fun at the story. But many others back home were anything but cynical.

If you were a young baseball fan in Southern California, the news was staggering. The Angels were now a major-league team? It was almost too much to comprehend.

Before the Dodgers moved west in 1958, there was only pro football in Los Angeles. The Rams were the big thing, with their wild, wide-open offenses playing to packed houses in the Coliseum. If you loved baseball, you were left to watch the old Pacific Coast League, which seemed entertaining enough, especially if you enjoyed being close to the action. First, of course, you had to choose. Either you were a fan of the Los Angeles Angels or the Hollywood Stars. It had to be one or the other. It couldn’t be both.

Maybe it wasn’t as fierce a rivalry as the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants, but in L.A., it had to suffice. And at games played in folksy Wrigley Field and at tiny Gilmore Field, long, warm afternoons munching hot dogs and watching the likes of Steve Bilko and Carlos Bernier, Gene Mauch and Dick Stuart, Chuck Connors and Bill Mazeroski were more than enough to turn you on to America’s national pastime.

But then the Dodgers moved to Los Angeles. The PCL was gone and longtime Angels fans were excited and saddened at the same time. That’s why the news two years later, that the Angels—this time the big-league Angels—were coming home was such a cause for celebration. I mean, the Dodgers were exciting enough, but these were the Angels—your Angels—coming back to play against the Yankees and the Red Sox and the Indians. Life just didn’t get any better than that.

It would be nice to say that Autry and the Angels started out in a blaze of glory and galloped their way happily through many championship seasons. But it didn’t happen, although a surreal run at the American League pennant in only their second season was almost enough to make everything seem worthwhile, at least for a few more years.

Autry, always the optimist, tried to smile his way through the many disappointments, but sometimes even he grew discouraged. “In the movies, I never lost a fight,” he once said. “In baseball, I hardly ever won one.”

What he did win was the everlasting admiration of those who played for him.

“From day one, he used to come down and hang around with the players,” said Buck Rodgers, one of the original Angels who would later manage the club. “[Jim] Fregosi and me, we were just kids, but we’d all sit around after a game, drink beer for 45 minutes and listen to The Cowboy tell stories. He was very personable, very concerned about our welfare.”

“I don’t think anyone ever had a bad thing to say about Mr. Autry,” said Dean Chance, who won the only Cy Young Award in the franchise’s history in 1964. “He was simply a wonderful, nice person. And he really did love baseball. You could tell that just by sitting and talking with him. But he never stuck his nose in. He didn’t try to be a pushy owner. The great thing was, he seemed like just one of the guys.”

“I think what struck you about him,” said Bobby Knoop, the finest defensive second baseman the Angels have had, “is that for someone so successful and wealthy, he was such a kind and humble man. He never criticized us, even when we had bad seasons. He was just a friend. Even though he was our owner and our boss, whenever he was around, he made you feel he was there for us, not that we were supposed to be there for him.”

Was there an adjustment period? Sure. It took The Cowboy a while to get everybody’s name right. Shortly after he was awarded the franchise, he made it clear that his No. 1 choice for manager was Casey Stengel. When he couldn’t land the ex-Yankee Hall of Famer who eventually went to the Mets, he shrugged his shoulders and said, “We couldn’t get Casey, so we got this Wrigley guy.”

His name wasn’t Wrigley, it was Rigney. And Bill Rigney went on to give his new boss perhaps the greatest single managing job in modern history, directing the second-year expansion Angels to first place at the halfway point of the American League season in 1962—when the Yankees had Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris in their prime—and keeping them in contention right until the final weeks of September.

The problems of skyrocketing costs and off-the-field complications came later, after Autry had the good sense to move his team from Wrigley Field and Chavez Ravine to Anaheim, where it could escape from the Dodgers’ ominous L.A. shadow and form its own identity.

Once he settled in, he reveled in owning a big-league club. Whether he was hosting a former president, like Dwight Eisenhower, or a future president, like Richard Nixon, in Palm Springs for spring training or just climbing aboard a bicycle and riding to work with his guys in his favorite desert town, The Cowboy seemed to love his new role.

He rode the ups and downs of this franchise as gracefully as he rode Champion, his famous horse. His first wife, Ina, died, but he later remarried. Jackie, a banker who was thirty-four years younger, proved a doting, devoted wife who often chauffeured him to Anaheim for games from their Studio City home. Skeptics often questioned the age difference between the two, but those who knew Autry best said that he was deeply in love.

If all was well with his personal life, the business side of baseball sometimes soured him. He wanted it to stay the way it was, within financial reach of families and children. He worried for the future of a game that was more concerned with building luxury suites than enticing fresh-faced kids to the ballpark.

Autry amazed his friends and employees by handling the Angels’ biggest disappointments so well. In 1986, after the Angels lost the ALCS when they were just one strike away from clinching a World Series spot in Game 5, anguish was rampant throughout Anaheim Stadium. Fans cried, announcers were emotionally wrought, and team executives were muttering in disgust.

But The Cowboy said it was OK. He was ready to forgive “the boys,” as he liked to call them. He said they would have other chances in the future.

Hope was Autry’s lifeline. He never seemed to lose it. As he aged and his body failed, he endured a series of eye surgeries, a hip replacement, and general failing health. But this man who grew to be a legend never seemed to let it get him down.

“I don’t know, I’ve never considered myself a legend or anything like that,” he once said. “I’ve loved everything that I did. I loved radio. I was happy when I was making movies and records. They’re all favorites of mine. I tried to pick songs that would be record sellers. Sometimes I’d hit and sometimes I’d miss. I was pretty lucky. I had a lot more hits than misses.”

Not in baseball, of course. In baseball, he had more misses than hits. And he admitted his biggest disappointment was “not being in the World Series. We’ve knocked on the door a few times. But we didn’t make it.”

The Cowboy could be free with his money, but he could also be frugal. Once, when the owner joined some players on a preseason ticket caravan to Apple Valley, just outside L.A., they wandered into a hotel that featured Trigger, Roy Rogers’s old horse, stuffed and mounted.

Autry was impressed. Someone wondered if he’d consider doing the same thing for his horse, Champion. “I don’t know,” Autry said. “How much did it cost?”

Informed that the price was $3,000 to $4,000, The Cowboy smiled. “Well,” he said, “maybe we should just bury the son of a gun.”

One of Autry’s happiest nights was when the renovated Edison Field opened in 1998. Wearing that familiar 10-gallon hat as he was driven out onto the infield in a golf cart before the game by his longtime employee and friend John Moynihan, his face beaming, the music playing, the crowd and the players gathering en masse to give him a long, loud, heartwarming ovation, Autry struggled to the microphone, looked up, and said, “I feel like I’m back in the saddle again.”

In the Angels’ hearts and memories, it will always seem as if he never left, even though he died on October 2, 1998. And that’s why there were so many teary eyes and heavy hearts, even in the glow of the team’s greatest achievement this past season.
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