
  [image: Cover Page of Skipper Supreme]


  [image: Half Title of Skipper Supreme]


  [image: Title Page of Skipper Supreme]


  Copyright © 2016 by Todd Karpovich and Jeff Seidel

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Interior photos © Mitchell Layton

  Cover design by Tom Lau

  Cover photo credit AP Images

  ISBN: 978-1-61321-839-6

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-61321-840-2

  Printed in the United States of America


  A Note from the Authors

  Everything turned around inside the House of the Orioles when Buck Showalter took over as manager late in the 2010 season. He not only energized the franchise, but he galvanized the city. He succeeded because of his baseball acumen, and because of his leadership skills. This book delves into both of those qualities. The Orioles weren’t taken very seriously for more than a decade before Showalter arrived. They certainly are now.

  We’ve covered most of the home games the last three seasons and many in the years before that, getting to see and hear a number of things that helped us put together a story of how Showalter first changed the culture and then changed their play on the field. This team now relies heavily on pitching, defense, and power. Dan Duquette has been able to give Showalter enough tools to make the changes.

  The bottom line is that Showalter has been a driving force since coming to town.

  Showalter’s still looking for that World Series ring, though. It looked like he might get it in 2014 before the Orioles ran into a buzz saw from Kansas City. The Orioles were so close there and even had home field advantage in the ALCS. But it didn’t work out, and then not much went right in 2015.

  Still, we had fun writing this book. The research, discussions, and endless e-mails helped give us a pretty good framework for simply explaining what was going on during the last few years. Everyone in the Baltimore media was also always very helpful when we had questions on whatever we were doing. Just a thanks here to everyone, that way we don’t leave out names.

  From Todd: I would like to thank God, my wife Jill, daughters Wyeth and Marta, my entire family, co-author Jeff Seidel, and colleague Dave Ginsburg for their support through this process.

  From Jeff: I want to thank my wife Nadine and kids, my daughter Kara and son Zach. Plus, it was a blast to work with co-author Todd Karpovich and the guidance we got from Mr. Ginsburg was invaluable. The toughest part was keeping our two cats, Buddy and Albie, out of the chair in my office during my numerous late-night typing sessions. But I did it!


  Foreword

  Buck Showalter gets Baltimore.

  He understands its blue collar roots and complicated racial politics and collections of fairly disparate neighborhoods that make up a unique panorama of life. Showalter seems to revel in its provincial tendencies and superstitious nature and rampant inferiority complexes. Innately, he seemed to grasp some of this nuance almost upon arrival and embrace it (his dugout attire seems to be driven by superstition more so than any sense of fashion) and grow to even embody some of these aspects (forever proclaiming “I like our guys,” when anyone might point out the chasms between his rosters and some of the AL East behemoths, to say nothing of the gaps in payroll).

  Dare I say, in a little over five years in town the man has already secured lifelong “Baltimoron” status. And this, I can attest (as a fervent product of and champion of my city), is indeed a term of significant endearment. Sure, much of it is due to his steady hand in turning a hapless, lifeless franchise back to a vibrant, thriving fulcrum of Maryland summers—restoring it at least somewhere close to its lofty perch as the model Major League Baseball franchise from that first World Series of Brooks and Frank and Palmer in ’66 through the Ripken, Murray, and, well, Palmer, incarnation in that last tasted glory in ’83. Certainly, those results have a lot to do with it.

  But it’s also in the way he restored order and class and substance to an organization that seemed devoid of it for so long. It’s in the way he sprinkles little tidbits, unprovoked, about rising low-level minor leaguers into questions about that night’s opposing starting pitcher, letting you know he’s in this for the long haul. It’s in the way he protects his players and deals directly with fans and understands some of the limitations of this market and basks in the sanctuary that is Camden Yards. And for as much as I’ve respected and admired the man for all of that for quite some time now, never was he more an ambassador for Baltimore than this past summer.

  With some areas of the city literally burning and the casualty vampires that are the 24-hour news networks entrenched all around the Inner Harbor—a Chris Davis moon shot or two from Buck’s very office—looking to exploit the riots for all the fodder they could, Showalter acted with reasoned dexterity. One a spring night when some were wondering exactly when and how the players and fans might get home from that night’s game (our son Rocco was to be there as part of a birthday party that was scuttled as roads were closed and traffic rerouted), Showalter was at the ready.

  His team would be asked to do what, in baseball terms, constituted significant concessions—play a home game before an empty stadium and then travel to Tampa to play what would be considered a “home” series with the Rays—but what, in the prism of a city torn apart by racial strife and gross inequality and with decades of mistrust of the Baltimore City Police Department now spilling unbridled into the streets, amounted to far less. The depth and complexity of the situation was never lost on the manager, who was the voice of the franchise throughout the ordeal. He was a calming presence of sorts at a time when chaos abounded in the aftermath of the death of Freddie Gray.

  In an era when pro sports is the biggest of businesses and can often be cold and distant and far too calculated or inhuman, Buck was a resident of this bleeding city first, a sympathetic voice of reason second, and a baseball manager, perhaps, third. His remorse and his compassion, at least in some small way, helped to diffuse some of the outward hostility, and his words and actions in this time of crisis helped further restore the compact between this team and this town (for years fans railed against the Orioles not wearing “Baltimore” in script on road jerseys and at various times in the past thirty years fears about some outsider—and worst of all, Washingtonian—buying and moving the team have been quite robust).

  I grew to further appreciate Showalter’s covenant with Baltimore later that season, getting a chance to chat with him for a while during batting practice of an O’s game in Detroit. It was clear that for all that Showalter seemed to get about Baltimore, the scope of his job limited his ability to explore the area as much as he would like. Sure, he knew of a few legendary restaurants but swore he pretty much knew only a few ways to get back home from the stadium and was more than happy to have most meals come from his wife, Angela’s, handiwork or the ballpark itself. His charitable reach in Baltimore is wide—KidsPeace is one of many outreach projects close to his heart; his annual Halloween Trick-or-Trot 5K and 1 Mile Walk has become a big hit as well—but I got the sense that a lot of what he’s astutely gleaned about this city he picked up through osmosis, from being a good listener, from being a diligent and alert reader of people and situations, a byproduct of being a baseball lifer as a coach and player (and therefore an ever-moving professional vagabond).

  He could see how generations of families might never move more than a few city blocks apart, and how the very nature of the rowhomes, basically sharing a wall, literally interconnect the landscape. The glean in his eye as I talked of my grandfather, finishing the workday at Bethlehem Steel, picking up a six-pack (or two) of Natty Boh’s and a dozen of crabs in a paper bag from the original Obrycki’s on the corner of Pratt and Register, with Chuck Thompson calling the Orioles game on the radio in the background somewhere, spoke volumes. This is a city where when you ask someone where they went to school, you mean high school, not college. This is Smalltimore, where everyone from the owner of the baseball team to Michael Phelps to Josh Charles seems to be connected by some acquaintance or family member or bartender; where everyone knows everyone else; and where Buck Showalter just seems to fit right in with us all.

  So while this 2015 may not have been filled with some of the outward baseball thrills from the previous few years—the first division title in forever, winning a playoff series, the Delmon Young double, and the J. J. Hardy slide into home plate—it just may have been the perfect setting to capture this man, and this team, in full. The season will remain very memorable in so many other ways, as much for what it said about team’s place in the city as the games actually played. It was a somewhat tortured summer, but one that revealed the true character of Showalter and veterans like Adam Jones, who seem to relish their role in the Baltimore community as much as their manager does.

  And in the hands of these two gifted and meticulous authors, it’s a story very well told, indeed. Todd Karpovich (my first cousin who has always been more of a big brother and, who, yes, grew up literally two blocks away from me in rowhomes our parents still call home) is a proud son of Baltimore as well. His passion for writing, relentless appetite for reading, and passion for covering sports in this town could not be any more voracious. He considers it a privilege to call the pressbox his office, he is painstaking in the care he takes with his reporting, and this is a story he was born to tell. I’ve been lucky enough to know Jeff Seidel since our time together at The Washington Post far longer ago than either of us would like to admit at this point, and Jeff brings decades of chops covering sports around the state with him offering a perspective a little more outside the incestuous bounds of the city as well.

  They were there—in the clubhouse, on the field, in the manager’s office—every day during what has been surely one of Buck’s more trying seasons. It was one in which the limitations of the roster and its inflexibility must have been handcuffing. It was a year in which seemingly every move the front office made seemed to fail (usually miserably), with the endless strings of “designated for assignment” designations starting mere weeks into the season culminating in a botched attempt to both buy and sell at the trade deadline. This was a team without real regular corner outfielders, with a catcher who could only catch occasionally because he was coming off an injury, without a traditional leadoff hitter, and chronically bereft of on-base percentage prowess. In fact, this team seemed to go two months without a hit with runners in scoring position and with a starting rotation in tatters. Nevertheless, these Orioles remained largely viable until the final weeks of the season.

  Coming off the first trip to the ALCS since 1997, with expectations higher than they had been since equally as long, the 2015 Baltimore Orioles were not a success. But they’ll be remembered, over time, I suggest, rather fondly, for their collective resilience in a challenging climate. And as much as the losses and the games that got away will consume Buck Showalter deep through this winter, I hope he can find some solace in the way he and his team resonated with this city, in how it responded to a civic crisis, and how it brought ample spirit, and a little joy, at a time when Baltimore so greatly needed it.

  —Jason La Canfora, CBS Sports, Winter 2015-16


  Chapter One

  WHY DID BUCK STOP HERE?

  The Baltimore Orioles did not scare a whole lot of teams in the first months of the 2010 season. After all, why should they have? This was a team that featured a roster loaded with has-beens, players who never would be, as well as others who simply hadn’t gotten there yet. This group of Orioles had a losing record from the first day of the season, dropped 11 of their first 12 games, and eventually fell to 41 games under the .500 mark on August 1.

  People probably hadn’t expected much more from this bunch or this franchise. The Orioles had last made the playoffs in 1997, also the last time they could muster a winning record. They went through a revolving door of managers, including Ray Miller, Mike Hargrove, Lee Mazzilli, Sam Perlozzo, Dave Trembley, and Juan Samuel (on an interim basis) from 1998 to 2010. However, no one could seem to figure out how to match the right manager with the right talent.

  The Orioles once had been a very proud franchise, one that many in baseball looked up to, tried to resemble, or even both. When Baltimore dominated the American League from the mid-60s through 1983 when it won a third World Series championship, the song remained the same. The Orioles built teams that relied heavily on power, pitching, and defense. Long-time manager Earl Weaver often professed his love for the three-run homer; finding a chance to work with players like Frank Robinson, Boog Powell, Ken Singleton, Lee May, Eddie Murray and others, the Hall of Fame skipper saw plenty of those round-trippers.

  The Orioles also showcased some of the best starting rotations and defenses seen in baseball. If the Orioles weren’t the best in those areas, then they were awfully close. How do you sneak a ground ball through the left side of the infield that’s guarded by Brooks Robinson at third and Mark Belanger at short? There also were guys like Paul Blair roaming around in center while the number of Gold Gloves simply kept piling up. Pitchers like Jim Palmer also were marvelous at fielding their positions.

  Another reason for the team’s success during those years is that they built and kept a farm system stocked with amazing talent. The Orioles often developed players who took longer to get a chance at the major league level simply because the players there were just too good. Don Baylor and Bobby Grich both went on to become huge impact players in the majors, but both needed to wait until the Orioles could find a spot for them before they could flourish. Baylor eventually was traded away and won an American League Most Valuable Player with the Angels in 1979—the same team Grich had signed with as a free agent in 1976 after he captured MVP honors three times during his tenure with the Orioles.

  Grich won four Gold Gloves at second base with the Orioles and made two All-Star appearances before leaving to go back home to California. But those were the types of players the Orioles routinely drafted and developed during those years. To this ball club, it was a very simple game. When the major league players could not do the job anymore, there’d usually be someone at Triple-A Rochester who could answer the bell.

  That system seemed to break down when the free-agent era began in the late 1970s. The Yankees got the ball rolling by signing players like Catfish Hunter and Reggie Jackson during that time. They kept signing players even though they were already arguably baseball’s strongest team during that time period. Relief pitcher Sparky Lyle, a left-hander, won the American League Cy Young Award with the Yankees in 1977, but the team decided to go out and sign dominant right-handed relief pitcher Rich Gossage in the off-season. Why? The basic feeling then seemed to be well, just because they could. And so they did.

  The Orioles eventually jumped into that market a few years later, but also their farm system seemed to stop producing talented players at the rate that it had during the glory years. Baltimore began to show signs of a downward spiral in the mid-1980s. Though the Orioles still won at times, it was an up and down situation over the next several years before losing became the norm beginning with the 1998 season when Miller took over as the manager. Many thought the Orioles would be fine that year, as they had won the American League East title the previous year and made the playoffs the season before that under Davey Johnson. But everything fell apart when Johnson walked away. Starting in 1998, and the Orioles posted a losing record for the next fourteen seasons, showing few signs of improvement along the way.

  The 2010 season might have been one of the worst. Manager Dave Trembley began the season on the hot seat, one that grew even warmer right from the start of spring training. The Orioles dropped nine in a row in the first few weeks and slid to 1–11 during that stretch. They finally made their move and fired Trembley after going 15–39 to open the season. Samuel took over as the interim skipper, and the team went 17–34 even though the players seemed to like him and play hard. There just wasn’t much progress being made.

  Baltimore appeared to be heading on a swift ride to nowhere when Buck Showalter accepted the team’s offer to become the manager with about two months left in the season. The Orioles were 32–73, the worst record in the majors, with no hope in sight. Up to that point, the team had never played well for any kind of long stretch that season.

  Showalter had taken over losing teams before or managed young teams that couldn’t quite get it done. He became manager of the 1992 Yankees, a team really loaded with good young players, at the age of thirty-six and guided them to the playoffs three years later. Owner George Steinbrenner, according to various reports, fired Showalter after that 1995 season because the manager would not let go of some coaches. Joe Torre took over the team the next season, and the Yankees won four World Series titles in the next five seasons.

  After the Yankees, Showalter moved over to Arizona and helped start that team during its inaugural season in 1998. The D-backs won 100 games in their second year and made it to the National League playoffs but lost to the Mets in the National League Division series, three games to one. Showalter was fired the next season despite the team’s 85–77 record. And what happened the year after that? Bob Brenly took over the team and won the World Series over the Yankees in a memorable seven-game battle.

  Showalter then moved to the Rangers and took over that team in 2003. He stayed there for four years before being let go after the 2006 season. He earned Manager of the Year honors for the second time, in 2004, when the Rangers improved from 71 wins the previous season to 85, but still found himself without a team after four years in Texas.

  He then wound up at ESPN as one of the network’s many analysts. Showalter became popular there due to his self-deprecating humor and ability to analyze just about any situation. He remained out of baseball for the next three seasons before things began to change during 2010 while Samuel remained in charge of the Orioles. The team looked for a more experienced manager to take command. Showalter’s name landed in that mix, and eventually the job went to him at the end of July.

  [image: image]

  Orioles manager Buck Showalter—who used to manage Texas—talks with then-Rangers manager Ron Washington before a 2014 game.

  “Buck Showalter’s proven track record makes him the right choice for manager of the Orioles,” then-president of baseball operations Andy MacPhail said in a statement. “We believe Buck’s extensive experience and expertise will be a major benefit to us as we look towards a more successful future.”

  Showalter made a similar statement before taking the reins, saying that “my job with ESPN allowed me to follow this organization closely over the last several years, and although the current record may seem to indicate otherwise, I see enormous potential with this club. I look forward to the challenge of competing in the American League East. Baltimore is a tremendous baseball town with passion and pride in its club, and my family and I look forward to making it our new home.”

  A story on the Bleacher Report website in October, 2014 talked about the fact that there actually had been some discussion on letting Showalter simply take over the team the following year, rather than in 2010, a season that already was long gone. MacPhail said that he wanted Showalter to step in right there in early August in order to get a real good look of who and what the Orioles were. The thinking was that that way, he could do even more in 2011. That turned out to be the right move as Showalter immediately threw himself into everything.

  Just like a good card player, who always knows his hand, Showalter wanted to fully understand all the pieces to the puzzle that made up the Orioles so he could be prepared to help the team improve. MacPhail had worked hard to rebuild the once-dominant Baltimore farm system and made several moves that really laid the foundation for greater things. He emphasized the importance of being prepared for games, which is why, according to the players, things began to change pretty quickly.

  “The impact was immediate,” MacPhail said in that Bleacher Report story. “One thing I was impressed with was the level of preparation. It’s really outstanding. The level of preparation to help players’ performance is the best I’ve been around at that level. He works extremely hard. I think the players understand he wants them to be the best they can be. They took to it right away.”

  The Orioles started the Showalter era on August 3 of that season with a three-game home series against the Angels, who came into the series struggling a bit but still with a 54–53 record under long-time manager Mike Scioscia. Things began changing in Baltimore right away as the Orioles swept the series and started a streak where they won eight of the first nine games under their new manager. Angels outfielder Torii Hunter said he noticed a change in the Orioles during that first series.

  “These guys got a second wind with Buck Showalter coming in, they had a little life. I’ve been watching these guys on TV, they’re totally different these last three games,” Hunter said that week. “They’ve been hitting some good pitching, swinging the bats well, hitting doubles, hitting homers. A lot of guys they’re doing their thing, stepping up. Of course we’re playing bad baseball, but at the same time, coming in we felt pretty confident, we took two out of three at Texas, and they shut that down. I think it’s a little bit of spark they have over there right now. You’ve got to give them credit when credit’s due.”

  Showalter helped right the listing ship, and the Orioles simply took off the rest of the way that season. Baltimore went 34–23 after he took over the job, following their 32–73 start. That’s a big change, and it’s one that caught many people’s attention. The new skipper paid extra attention to detail in so many ways and in and people in baseball often think they’ve seen it all.

  One good example of this is what happened on August 21, 2010. Showalter’s Orioles played the Rangers in a late-afternoon game that started at 4:10 p.m. at Camden Yards. Texas sat in first place in the American League West at the time, while the Orioles were just starting to get on to their feet. Baltimore banged out 11 hits and handed the Rangers an 8–6 loss in a game that lasted two hours and 45 minutes, ending just before 7:00 p.m. Meanwhile, the franchise’s Double-A team in Bowie was starting a game against the Richmond Flying Squirrels (yes, that’s their name) about 30 minutes from Camden Yards, and team officials had been alerted to expect a visitor from Baltimore.

  “We were told in the afternoon that there was a possibility Buck might show up if the stars align well in Baltimore, and he could make it down in time,” said Bowie assistant general manager Phil Wrye.

  The reason Showalter wanted to come to Bowie? Relief pitcher Jim Johnson, who later became the Orioles’ closer, would be pitching in a rehab assignment with the Baysox that night. At that time, elbow tendinitis had sidelined Johnson for nearly three months, and the big right-hander was set to throw for a second straight game. Showalter wanted to see Johnson pitch and decided to take a short trip and watch.

  Everything worked out fine because the Baysox penciled in Johnson to throw the sixth inning, and that gave Showalter some extra time to reach the stadium. But he arrived before the top of the fifth inning, and Wrye remembered Showalter entering quietly through the team’s clubhouse down the right-field line and then walking along that line to their first-base dugout. He then stood there in the corner of the dugout—in uniform, wearing a team jacket—and watched.

  “I was very impressed by it,” Wrye said. “This guy just took over a major league team . . . [and] he’s got a lot of responsibilities. I thought it was unique that he came in uniform and didn’t just sit in the stands. But to come down in that situation after he’d been at Camden Yards managing a game all day. I had never heard of it, and I’d never seen it before or since.”

  Everyone noticed that the Orioles manager had come to watch their farm team’s game after managing his own. As Wrye said, this was an almost unheard-of situation. But to Showalter, there was a purpose to this trip. He wanted to get a look at Johnson and even speak with the pitcher, who eventually became the team’s All-Star closer a few years later.

  “He throws good,” Showalter said the next day. “He’s getting close. That’s one of the reasons why I wanted to see it. It was good.”

  Said Wrye: “He just wanted to see his guy throw up close and personal.”

  The visit to watch Johnson exemplifies one way in which Showalter did his research. He wanted to know who the players were and how everything worked.

  Showalter also talked with Earl Weaver, the legendary manager who guided the Orioles to the World Series four times and earned a spot in the Hall of Fame. The new skipper loved talking to the legendary skipper, in what appeared to be strong efforts on Showalter’s part to try to build a kind of new appreciation for and pride in the franchise.

  In fact, when the Orioles unveiled a statue of Weaver, several of Showalter’s players came and quietly sat in front and watched, trying hard not to draw attention to themselves but showing respect for a man who made this franchise into something. Showalter understood that history, and it’s probably why he enjoyed just talking to Weaver.
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