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  INTRODUCTION In a Game of Legends, We Love Rankings





  The best team ever? The 1927 Yankees or 1975–76 Big Red Machine? Who’s the better player? Willie, Mickey, or The Duke? How do we rank the all-time lefties? Some combination of Koufax, Spahn, and the Big Unit? Who’s the best broadcaster: Scully, Allen, Costas, Brennaman, or Caray? What is the best baseball movie: Field of Dreams, Bull Durham, Pride of the Yankees, or Major League?




  Lists and rankings. I could go on and on. With a rich history and romanticism that scarcely exist elsewhere in sports, baseball has had its aficionados pitting one personality or institution of the game against another since the cracker barrel yielded to the water cooler and the Internet.




  Many times the arguments are never settled. And in that situation, it’s always in keeping with baseball etiquette to start another discussion while the older version is still open.




  I’m a big believer in etiquette. So, for the sake of argument, why not take all of baseball history going back to the Elysian Fields, and rank the most profound persons, events, and innovations that have affected the game? Changed the game for better or worse, to be exact.




  Baseball moves slowly in calm times, sometimes at too pedestrian of a pace and against its best interests and overall logic. Take the vital, long overdue move to racial integration, for example. But the game can turn on a dime, too. Witness the sudden installation of extensive instant replay after embarrassing—HD videoed—umpiring calls in the 2012 postseason were exposed.




  For Baseball’s Game Changers, I decided to throw out a massive number of topics, winnow them down to the top 50, and then rank them based on how dramatically they altered the national pastime. In the process, I moved some game changers up, others down, and designated even more for assignment. I have pounded the keyboard to explain my decisions, and I open up my list for your examination and your disputes. If baseball can’t handle a good rhubarb, it can’t handle anything.




  My Top Five is pretty solid, covering the concepts of how the game is played, who plays it, how it is witnessed by millions and financed, how its stars are paid, and how it keeps corruption at bay. If you want to argue with my quintet of Babe Ruth, Jackie Robinson, television, Marvin Miller, and the Black Sox, by all means hoot and holler. One person’s Top Five could very well be someone else’s middle of the pack.




  Here’s the secret: Picking Ruth over Robinson was like splitting hairs. The instant replay decision, after much review, is that Ruth the batsman changed the game instantaneously, like an earthquake, and baseball forever has followed in his image. Robinson broke a color line that should never have existed, but baseball did not fully embrace integration for almost 15 years. Robinson was named National League Most Valuable Player in 1949. The American League could not name an African-American MVP until Elston Howard in 1963. Such was the difference between the leagues in the pace of integration and advancement of stars.




  If you want to argue with my quintet of Babe Ruth, Jackie Robinson, television, Marvin Miller, and the Black Sox, by all means hoot and holler.




  Television is the mule pulling baseball’s financial wagon. Network executives tell their baseball counterparts when to schedule games and how much sleep we’ll miss from the late-night telecasts. When in doubt, always follow the money, and the trail always leads back to the TV companies’ front offices.




  Marvin Miller was likely smart enough to be baseball commissioner. The game, though, could not have been that sensible. Still, baseball is better for Miller’s advocacy of players’ rights, and both players and owners began making tons more money after his eventful stint as Players Association godfather.




  The game threatened to degenerate into a cut above pro wrestling, having been chock full of gambling with reports of fixed games in the early 20th century. The trend came to a head with the Black Sox Scandal. Kenesaw Mountain Landis administered an overdose of castor oil to cleanse its system of corruption. Only the drawn-out Pete Rose affair—and Charlie Hustle never fixed any games—has dovetailed gambling with baseball ever since.




  If anything, baseball the game of failure also has a culture of forgiveness. The Black Sox were never reinstated in the real world, but attained redemption on Kevin Costner’s diamond-in-the-cornfield in Field of Dreams. Rose was at least allowed to participate in 2015 All-Star festivities in his hometown of Cincinnati. Mark McGwire and Barry Bonds, so intertwined with PEDs, have been welcomed back to dispense hitting tips.




  Broken-down players consigned to comebacks only via the scriptwriter’s keyboard through the cornfield can now do it via Tommy John and arthroscopic surgeries, in a marriage of medicine and baseball. Dr. Frank Jobe’s 1974 transplant brainchild on southpaw John gets a particularly high ranking since post-surgery pitchers have no-mileage parts, enabling them to hump up the velocity, the stuff of science fiction a half-century ago.
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  Ex-catcher Chris Krug (left), whose error led to the only run in Sandy Koufax’s 1965 perfect game, meets Field of Dreams star Kevin Costner on the set in 1988. Krug’s baseball-field company carved out the famous mystical movie diamond from an Iowa cornfield.




  After covering baseball in a city whose two teams have rarely possessed bountiful farm systems, I had to put the Branch Rickey innovation of signing and grooming players under a team’s control in the Top Ten. The team that skimps on player development will be the one that short-changes itself on playoff appearances.




  I could go on forever. Fortunately, I don’t, but I give you enough of a historical repast to sate your appetite for baseball debates. And those of you who look at the photos in books first, well, we have some classic shots. A gorgeous 1960 photo of reigning MVPs Ernie Banks and Nellie Fox together, promoting the onset of baseball color telecasts, is can’t-miss stuff. So is a shirtless Bill Veeck in 1981 in all his unabashed glory, returning to the Wrigley Field bleachers he had built 44 years earlier.




  Enjoy Baseball’s Game Changers for a leisurely read or a competitive argument-settling. Baseball can be consumed from many angles, and this book includes a lot of ’em, from 1 to 50.
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  The 1919 White Sox assemble for a group portrait.
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  The Black Sox




  Players Fixing Games? Never Again!




  The sordid Black Sox affair of 1919–1921 was like a pressure cooker exploding. Gambling and attempts at game-fixing had been intertwined with baseball since touts roamed the sidelines of matches on those green fields in the 1850s.




  Once the mess broke out in the open and baseball’s version of capital punishment was meted out, baseball never experienced a repeat, nor even hints of the same. Sure, you have the generation-long Pete Rose affair, but Rose was accused of betting on his own team, not actually trying to fix a game in which he played or managed. The specter of throwing games was squarely on Bowie Kuhn’s mind as he probed Leo Durocher in the winter of 1969-70, but nothing was ever hung on The Lip.




  A proud franchise’s standing in a city and some (likely) innocent players were the collateral damage of the Black Sox. So was much-needed progress in the game under the thumb of baseball’s first commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis, brought in to clean up the mess and centralize authority over the game into one man. Landis’s autocratic style retarded progress elsewhere by employing 19th-century sensibilities, most notably opposition to integration, in a sport crying to advance in the 20th century.




  “The Black Sox Scandal remains the biggest black eye that organized baseball has ever had, and it ruined the lives and careers of many people involved,” said Jacob Pomrenke, web content editor/producer for the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR) and author of Scandal on the South Side: The 1919 Chicago White Sox. “That said, it did lead to a permanent (and positive) change in the close relationship between underworld gambling and organized baseball that had flourished during the Dead Ball Era.”




  As with Jackie Robinson’s saga, anyone with even a passing interest in baseball knows about the Black Sox, the nickname for key players from the 1919 Chicago White Sox who were part of baseball’s best team, but threw their careers away in a cash-grab deal with gamblers. Eight Men Out as a book and 1988 movie was the prime story conduit, while other works have probed all aspects of a game that dovetailed with corruption until the scandal blew up. Redemption from beyond for the guilty formed the basis of Field of Dreams, also a 1988 Hollywood production.




  The bottom line was that the Black Sox Scandal represented the biggest game-changing single event in baseball history. The scandal essentially made gambling so heinous an offense that signs warning of its consequences are the staple furnishing in all clubhouses. The cleanup resulted in the creation of a commissioner’s position that has ruled the game for good and bad ever since.




  Baseball likely dodged a bullet in not experiencing a scandal on such a monumental scale before 1919, perhaps because the World Series itself was only 15 years old and wasn’t yet established as an event worth fixing. Reports have circulated that the World Series in the war-shortened 1918 season was a prime candidate for tampering. Shady behavior by players and enthusiastic gambling by the hordes of cigar-chomping male fans always seemed too uncomfortably tied to the final game results.




  The cleanup resulted in the creation of a commissioner’s position that has ruled the game for good and bad ever since.




  Ranking the Black Sox as the event rounding out the Top Five of all-time game changers sounds just about right to Rich Lindberg, the White Sox’s official historian, author of numerous White Sox and Chicago history books, and advisor to the Eight Men Out movie.




  “I think the ranking is on point,” said Lindberg. “It had a profound impact on the game of baseball because at the very core of the matter was the consequence: the creation of the MLB commissioner, changing the entire course of baseball history. Imagine where we would be today if we still had the old National Commission—a three person gridlock. We might not even have the things we take for granted, e.g., interleague play, the DH, possibly even expansion.”




  The Black Sox scandal and the appointment of Landis, a longtime colorful federal judge, as grand poobah of baseball might never have occurred if not for key White Sox players’ dissatisfaction with their compensation and their relationship with team owner Charles Comiskey. Stereotyped as a cheapskate, Comiskey actually paid market rate for his players by the day’s standards. But almost all big leaguers were dissatisfied with salaries that still put them way above workingmen’s status in the early 1900s. A scandal required the right kind of scoundrel-like players such as ringleader Chick Gandil consorting with seemingly small-timers like Bill Burns and Sport Sullivan in a plot that might have been branded a wacky comedy if the results weren’t so tragic for so many individuals and the White Sox as a franchise.




  Gandil, hitter extraordinaire “Shoeless Joe” Jackson, Sox ace Eddie Cicotte, regulars Happy Felsch and Swede Risberg, backup Fred McMullin, and southpaw starter Lefty Williams were squarely in on the attempted fix. Sox third baseman Buck Weaver abstained from the plot, yet had knowledge of the nefarious skulking about. In the time-honored tradition of baseball, Weaver refused to tattle on his teammates.




  Too many people tried to look the other way as hints of the plot leaked out while the favored Sox were upset by the Cincinnati Reds in the 1919 World Series. The scandal bubbled under the surface as the 1920 season entered the home stretch with the Sox in contention for the AL pennant. Yet it was the crosstown Cubs who ultimately triggered the Black Sox investigation.




  On August 31, 1920, Cubs president William L. Veeck caught wind of an apparent plot to fix the game with the Phillies at Cubs Park. Taking quick action to bar players connected with the fix, Veeck appealed to newspapers for help in further exposing the plot. But instead of investigating the Cubs situation, a Cook County grand jury instead turned its attention to the long-rumored White Sox scandal.




  The plotters and Weaver were put on trial in Chicago to answer for the fraud. Their eventual “not guilty” verdict a year later was likely a hometown call. But the day after their acquittal, Landis issued a sweeping ban of all the clearly guilty players plus Weaver, the latter condemned due to guilt by association. Landis thus extended the imperious nature of his former courtroom to the mass ban. He would have his ears to the rails on gambling the rest of his career, banning 11 more players and carefully scrutinizing Rogers Hornsby’s indebtedness from betting on the horses. His zealotry squeezed the age-old problem of gambling clear out of baseball.




  “The Black Sox Scandal for the most part put a stop to the pernicious influence of gambling on the game,” said Lindberg, “and made a lot of players think twice about consorting with gamblers.”




  Memories of the scandal have forever hovered over baseball. Exactly a half-century later, Landis successor four-times-removed Kuhn shuddered with nightmares of Black Sox II when Durocher’s handling of his first-place Cubs lineup during a crucial pennant-race series in Shea Stadium on September 8-9, 1969, drew red flags. A rumor was floated that Durocher made questionable moves against the on-charging Mets to settle a $50,000 gambling debt. With The Lip’s track record of association with fast-crowd, unsavory types, and a season ban in 1947, Kuhn launched a secret probe of the game’s most disliked manager. Chicago sports columnist Rick Talley—Durocher’s prime critic—caught wind of the investigation, but Kuhn asked him to sit on the news for the good of baseball. Other investigative bodies also checked on Durocher. Nothing was proven and his record stayed clean through his Hall of Fame induction in 1991.




  Pete Rose’s lifetime ban by commissioner Bart Giamatti in 1989 still resonates today. “Charlie Hustle” at least had enough respect for the game to not fix it. But his compulsive personality, whether running out a walk or using his superior sports knowledge to gamble, simply overwhelmed his entire being. In 2015, Rose still remained ineligible for a formal baseball job or election to the Hall of Fame.
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  Third baseman Buck Weaver had knowledge of the Black Sox fix discussions, but was banned for life because he did not report the plot to Charles Comiskey.




  The dark post–Black Sox side of Landis, who had been boosted for the commissioner’s job by original anti-gambling man Veeck and his allies, was his autocratic, iron-hand nature made even worse by traditionalism. Landis was hardly the progressive the game needed to complement the anti-gambling actions. Dramatic changes, such as Branch Rickey’s farm system, were usually viewed unfavorably by Landis. He did not immediately recognize new revenue opportunities, such as network radio rights. Worst was his opposition to integration of baseball, clouded by platitudes and sanctimony.




  Landis gutted Comiskey’s team with his wholesale ban of most of the key players. The White Sox, the AL’s pre-eminent team in the pre–Babe Ruth/Yankees era, were thrown back to the dark ages. They did not return to consistent contention until 1951. But the impact of being consigned to second-fiddle status to the Cubs in Chicago was much longer lasting.




  “The scandal definitely tilted the scales of power and prominence from the Sox to the Cubs in fan popularity,” Lindberg said. “It didn’t happen overnight, but I would say that after 1929, and the Cubs’ World Series appearance (with superstars Hornsby and Hack Wilson) it was a fait accompli.




  “In many respects the aftershocks of the scandal reverberate still today. Who knows how many pennants that Black Sox team might have won in the 1920s? Or if Charles Comiskey’s health might not have been imperiled as it was (he died in 1931) by this tragedy? A fully competent Comiskey might have made the right rebuilding moves to have kept the Sox in the pennant chase well into the 1930s.”




  Landis affixed a one-size-fits-all suspension to Weaver, who never had any intention of taking cash to get in on the fix. Yet Landis expected him to play snitch, against all baseball customs, when he proclaimed, “No player that sits in a conference with a bunch of crooked players and gamblers where the ways and means of throwing games are planned and discussed and does not promptly tell his club about it, will ever play professional baseball.” The banning of Weaver may have had an even more lasting effect on heading off gambling scandals before they could get out of the talking stage than casting out Weaver’s crooked teammates, according to Dr. David Fletcher. Also founder of the Chicago Baseball Museum, Fletcher represents the Weaver estate and started the ClearBuck.com campaign in 2003 to get the late third baseman’s ban lifted.




  “Landis’ harsh treatment of Weaver ranks as the most important baseball decision Landis or any future commissioner ever issued,” said Fletcher. “Weaver had admitted to Landis in December 1921 he had participated in two meetings with the other Black Sox conspirators before the World Series but rejected taking part in the plot.”




  After Landis’s lifetime ban of Weaver, only two new attempts at game-fixing took place: Shufflin’ Phil Douglas in 1922 and the O’Connell-Dolan affair in 1924. In both cases, the players approached to throw games instantly turned in the seducing game-fixers, who ended up getting banned from baseball.




  After Landis’s lifetime ban of Weaver, only two new attempts at game-fixing took place: Shufflin’ Phil Douglas in 1922 and the O’Connell-Dolan affair in 1924.




  “Weaver’s integrity to not snitch on his teammates for fixing the 1919 World Series forever changed baseball,” said Fletcher.




  The game required the strongest kind of medicine, the type that unfortunately claims victims as it works its cure.




  Like a “wrong man” victim in a Hitchcock movie, Weaver spent the rest of his life trying to exonerate himself and be reinstated. His fight was carried on by his family long after his 1956 death. In 2015, Weaver niece Patricia Anderson, 88, and other kin petitioned new commissioner Rob Manfred for Weaver’s reinstatement. Manfred replied to Fletcher on July 20, 2015 that available evidence supported Weaver’s knowledge of the fixing plot, and thus he would not reinstate him.




  Apparently no player other than Rose has crossed the line since Landis’s era. Spitballs, PEDs, and corked bats became the reigning scandals in the near-century since the Black Sox. But baseball must continue to be vigilant to avoid a recurrence of that convulsive Warren Harding–era game changer.
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  Marvin turned the Players Association into the country’s most powerful union.
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  Marvin Miller




  The Man Who Outsmarted Baseball’s Hidebound Establishment




  Nearly five decades after major leaguers began amassing workplace rights, baseball’s need for an organized body of players and a learned advocate for players’ rights was still being acknowledged by even the most conservative of baseball’s establishment.




  One day in the early 2000s, a dual history lesson was exchanged beside the tiny salad bar in the Wrigley Field pressbox dining room. Cubs president Andy MacPhail was prepping his lunch when he was informed of a bizarre occurrence from the ivy-encrusted ballpark’s not-so-distant past. On the Friday through Monday of the Labor Day weekend in 1967, the Cubs had played four consecutive doubleheaders—the first three with the Mets necessitated by rainouts, and the final a regularly scheduled holiday twinbill with the Dodgers. MacPhail was told not only about the overload of games, but also how amoral Cubs manager Leo Durocher started the same lineup, including catcher Randy Hundley and 36-year-old creaky-kneed Ernie Banks, in seven out of the eight contests.




  A third-generation baseball executive, MacPhail did not pause with his reaction.




  “That’s why you needed the Players Association,” he said.




  And that’s why, even as Durocher’s chain-gang approach to lineups proved the Cubs’ undoing two years later, a soft-spoken gentleman—almost too scholarly for baseball—was taking steps to give the players the same basic rights other workers in the US economy had long enjoyed. Within the next decade, Marvin Miller radically changed the game as the smartest man in baseball, checkmating the owners and their legal representatives with patience, prudence, and an inside-out knowledge of labor law. By the time he retired in 1982, this former steelworkers union economist had transformed the Players Association into the most powerful union in the country while helping enrich owners even further despite their fight against Miller and the players every step of the way. In his 16 years as executive director, the average player’s annual salary rose from $19,000 to $326,000, according to published salary surveys. “Marvin Miller, along with Babe Ruth and Jackie Robinson, is one of the two or three most important men in baseball history,” former Dodgers and Yankees broadcast sage Red Barber said in 1992.




  When Miller died at 95 in 2012, former commissioner Fay Vincent also placed Miller in the exalted class of baseball history. “I think he’s the most important baseball figure of the last 50 years,” Vincent said. “He changed not just the sport but the business of the sport permanently, and he truly emancipated the baseball player—and in the process all professional athletes.”




  Long before Greg Maddux became known as the brainiest man in the game with just a high school education, Miller’s towering intellectualism beat the owners at every turn. Less than a handful of Miller’s management negotiating opponents—MacPhail’s father Lee MacPhail being one—proved even worthy of sitting at the same bargaining table.




  Formerly a fractious group with a thin layer of decently compensated superstars topping the underpaid masses, the players learned from Miller their strength came in numbers and a united front. Rather than conducting economics and law lectures that would put the most rabbit-eared player to sleep, Miller taught the Players Association members to ask questions for themselves. “The way he laid it out, he didn’t make it complicated,” said ex–third baseman Bill Melton, the American League’s 1971 home-run champ with the White Sox. “We were a bunch of stupid baseball players trying to hit hanging curveballs in spring training. He was very fluent in explaining to a lot of players who didn’t want to listen to that stuff.”




  Miller’s savvy benefited not only players, but also coaches and managers. The appreciation echoes through the decades, even after some of those players ended up in front-office ranks.
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      On Marvin Miller’s Motivation




      “He was the backbone of the union. When he spoke, you knew honesty was coming out of his mouth on behalf of the players. I don’t think he intentionally looked at it and said, ‘Screw these owners.’ He said let’s equal these playing fields.” —Hall of Fame pitcher Bert Blyleven




      SPITBALLING


    


  




  “A two-edged sword for me,” longtime baseball executive Dallas Green, a Phillies and Senators pitcher in the pre-Miller days, said of his long-term impact. “I played and managed [Phillies, Yankees, Mets], so I’m a beneficiary of the health program, and the pension program that was set up as a result of it. As a [Cubs] GM, it was tough to deal with all the rules and regulations that have come as a result of the strength of the Players Association.”




  Growing up a Dodgers fan in Brooklyn, Miller employed his own love of the game to transform its basic financial and competitive structure. Open to a job change after a long tenure with the steelworkers in 1965, Miller took over a toothless organization that was hardly better than a company union. They thought any big name might help them, so Miller had to quash a misguided effort to hire Richard Nixon, hardly a union man, as Players Association counsel.




  By the time he retired in 1982, this former steelworkers union economist had transformed the Players Association into the most powerful union in the country.




  Miller also had to deal with stubborn racism that beset the game. In a company union pre-Miller, a black man apparently could not represent his teammates.




  “We had a meeting to elect a player rep,” George Altman, the Cubs’ first regular African-American outfielder, recalled of an early 1960s gathering. “They were trying to get Ernie [Banks] to run. I decided to run, and I thought I had some pretty good votes. Suddenly someone came down [from the front office] and they said they wanted Bob Will [a white outfielder] to be the player rep. That was that.”




  Miller first had to win over reluctant players, then educate them about basic workplace rights that should have long been attainable. The players thought they had little leverage under the reserve clause and thus never employed a legal advocate who could have challenged its outwardly binding concepts. Even stellar production did not assure fair compensation by owners, who often viewed themselves as paternalistic.




  The poster boy for such conditions may have been Stan Musial. Having established himself with the Cardinals and settled in the St. Louis area with business interests, Musial did not get a pay raise over the seven years after the then-lucrative $75,000 deal, with a $5,000 attendance clause, that he signed with owner Fred Saigh for the 1951 season. In the ensuing period, he won three batting titles (to add to his previous four crowns) and an RBI title. Finally, successor St. Louis owner Gussie Busch made Musial the highest-paid National League player with a $100,000 contract after his seventh batting crown (.351) in 1957.




  But Musial was such a man of principle that he asked for a pay cut after hitting .255 in 1959. Busch gladly obliged, slashing Musial’s pay to $80,000. The Cardinals continued to cut his pay down to $65,000 for 1962, when he batted .330. Busch declined to cut his pay for his final season in 1963.




  How star players were treated served as a guidebook for management’s treatment of all their players. Blyleven noticed a Musial-like situation with flinty Twins owner Calvin Griffith never paying Hall of Fame Twins slugger Harmon Killebrew anywhere near his true worth as a top runs producer, franchise icon, and pillar of the community. Killebrew topped out at $115,000 in 1971-72.




  “Harmon went through that,” he said. “Harmon basically was such a great gentleman. Whatever Calvin offered him, well, Harmon said if that’s what you think I’m worth, I’ll take that. That hurt Tony Oliva and Rod Carew, because nobody got paid more than Harmon. Calvin used that to his advantage.”




  The players were simply beaten down over the years. Miller found the minimum salary, the only pay level ever legislated in the game, then and now, was just $6,000 in the mid-1960s. The minimum had risen just $1,000 in two decades. Amassing a few years’ experience did not necessarily lift a player’s paycheck into the upper middle class. In 1967, the median salary was just $17,000. More than 40 percent of players earned $12,000 or less. No wonder the players of that era could relate well to the sportswriters who covered them—their pay was in the same ballpark.




  An owner’s word wasn’t always trustworthy, as Blyleven found out one offseason negotiating with the nickel-biting Griffith.




  “He said if you win 15 or more games, I’ll give you a $2,000 bonus,” Blyleven said. “He had to write it on a piece of paper. I won 16. I kept the piece of paper. He denied ever signing that thing. He wouldn’t put that in the contract. I had to show him that paper, so thank God I kept it.”




  One owner’s effort to set a salary standard was met with lifted eyebrows elsewhere. As part of his quirky thread of ownership, the Cubs’ Phil Wrigley set a scale of $15,000 for starting pitchers in 1958, according to then-budding author Jim Brosnan. Imagine the shock of Cardinals GM Bing Devine, who helped supervise Musial’s elongated pay freeze, when he traded for Brosnan early in the ’58 season and found himself stuck with the $15-K contract for the rest of the year. By the time Brosnan moved on to Cincinnati, he had penned The Long Season and Pennant Race, and was in the home stretch of his career in 1962. And he had crept all the way to $28,000.




  As Miller became established as executive director going into the 1970s, he negotiated a $13,500 minimum and impartial grievance arbitration, among other modest improvements. The 1968 collective bargaining agreement had stood as the first in any pro sport. Attempts to change the hated reserve-clause system that seemingly bound players to their teams into perpetuity went nowhere. Miller adopted a careful, go-slow approach to the reserve system that paid off years later.




  Then-commissioner Bowie Kuhn believed Miller wanted to provoke a strike to kick off the 1972 season. The issue at hand? The owners’ firm stand on increasing pension benefits. But as the most experienced official in labor relations in the entire process, Miller always believed a strike was the absolute last resort. And only six years into his tenure, Miller was not rock-solid confident about his members’ resolve.




  “The last thing I expected in 1972 was a strike. It really caught me unawares . . . The very last thing I wanted at that time was a strike; the truth is that I wasn’t sure we were strong enough,” Miller wrote in his 1991 autobiography A Whole Different Ball Game: The Sport and Business of Baseball. The players eventually walked out in pro sports’ first-ever strike, wiping out the season’s first seven or eight games.




  The players eventually walked out in pro sports’ first-ever strike, wiping out the season’s first seven or eight games.




  But the owners compromised to end the work stoppage, the first of an unbroken string of Miller victories. Soon the game had salary arbitration, followed by the end of the reserve clause, thanks to arbitrator Peter Seitz’s ruling in Andy Messersmith’s and Dave McNally’s bids for free agency late in 1975. But, licking their wounds over their loss of ironclad control—while at the same time granting selective lucrative contracts—the owners allowed labor relations to worsen by the dawn of the 1980s. Miller unfortunately had to shepherd the players through a nearly two-month-long strike that fractured the 1981 campaign and forced Kuhn and Co. to create first and second halves of the season.




  Again, the players held firm thanks to Miller’s organizing and educational skills. He retired in 1982, leaving deputy Don Fehr to navigate the Players Association through even stormier seas—the owners’ collusion of 1986-87 and the nearly catastrophic strike of 1994-95 that wiped out a World Series for the first time in history.




  Eventually, both sides learned they had nothing to gain, and almost everything to lose, from continued conflict. The 2002 collective bargaining agreement was the first achieved—barely—without any kind of labor stoppage. Successive CBAs were negotiated in near-secret to avoid vitriolic public comments. One hot-button issue remained throughout Miller’s long life—lack of inclusion in Hall of Fame voting. “Definitely,” Blyleven said of Miller’s place in Cooperstown. “He changed the game. These players today, I bet you 90 percent of them don’t know who Marvin is.




  “I wish they did, because he changed the game.”
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  Reigning 1959 MVPs Ernie Banks of the Cubs and Nellie Fox of the White Sox join WGN broadcaster Jack Brickhouse around an RCA TK-41.
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  Television




  Bulging Baseball Coffers Thanks to an Up-Close-and-Personal Medium




  At different junctures, baseball—the nation’s oldest team sport—and television—its most influential medium—have held a dominant position over the other. Baseball came first, becoming America’s national pastime by the turn of the 20th century. Television burst on the scene in the middle of that 100-year span to quickly ally itself with baseball. Seemingly, it was a dog-and-tail situation. Did the tail wag the dog? Who controlled whom?




  After all, television bestowed the first billion—billion, remember—dollar deal on the game through the 1983 network contract with Major League Baseball, dramatically stuffing the coffers of owners and boosting player salaries for the first time into the multi-millions. Television moved the World Series from glorious fall-colors daytime play to often-frigid 8:30 p.m. (Eastern Time) first pitches stretching to Halloween, and sometimes beyond. Shadows engulfed 5:00 p.m. gametimes on the West Coast.




  There’s much more. The need for profit lengthened each game, as the one-minute commercial breaks of a half-century ago became the two-and-a-half minutes standard today. And within the last decade, the former in-game sanctity of the dugout has been invaded by mandated live and taped comments by microphoned managers and players while all-seeing cameras record every reaction on the bench.




  Two savvy media artistes who employ the latest in video technology to tell their Emmy Award–winning stories, while fully understanding the politics and rhythms of baseball from cumulative decades of working the game, are as competent as any other pundits to analyze the baseball versus television struggle for dominance.




  “I’m going to say it’s both,” said Comcast SportsNet Chicago senior producer Sarah Lauch. “Especially the way we do things and how the team and we are partners. Obviously people love the game and want to see the game. TV now brings the game to people from 500 different angles. I think it cuts both ways.”




  “I do think there are times when we wag their tail,” fellow senior producer Ryan McGuffey said. “I think there’s times when television controls baseball and baseball controls television. There are times when baseball needs television to wag the tail. When television thinks they’re in charge, baseball kind of brings you back to reality, and takes back control. And once they get control again, they need TV . . . It’s the handing off of a baton.




  “They both need each other to survive.”




  Whatever the tilt and pull of their relationship, baseball and television have been an inseparable pair since TV stations signed on in many of the original 10 markets—five of which were hosting two or more teams—confined to the northeastern quarter of the country. During an overall boom in baseball attendance after World War II, fans in New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Boston doubled their pleasure with virtually all home games of their teams televised. In an era of much lower revenues, teams paid bills with the extra $75,000 or $100,000 in annual TV rights. The fledgling stations, not yet conveying a full day’s worth of network shows, needed blocs of high-quality programming to fill their schedules. Baseball attracted more viewers as families purchased their first TV sets. Meanwhile, the game helped stations lure bread-and-butter advertisers for the male demographic, like companies shilling beer, gasoline, and cigarettes.




  Whatever the tilt and pull of their relationship, baseball and television have been an inseparable pair since TV stations signed on in many of the original 10 markets.




  In no other city did the home-bound fan prosper as much as Chicago, with the Cubs. Despite his various mistakes, owner Philip K. Wrigley concocted one master stroke of promotion that proved way ahead of his time and reverberates to this day.




  Having learned the value of broadcast exposure from his late father, William Wrigley Jr., the gum magnate swung his namesake ballpark’s gates wide open for video cameras. By 1949, three of the four stations on the air in Chicago showed all Cubs home games simultaneously. Wrigley spent $100,000 to construct new vantage points for cameras and TV crews while foregoing formal rights fees. Each of the stations—WGN, WBKB, and ABC-owned WENR—merely had to pay a $5,000 “construction” fee.




  By the time WGN acquired exclusive Cubs TV rights in 1952, the picture-tube habit had formed with the mass audience. Children ran home from school to catch the final few innings of the all-daytime schedule, ensuring interest for the future when they had disposable income for ticket-buying. Wrigley charged under-market rights fees so WGN was assured an annual profit televising the stumblebum Cubs. Wrigley Field may have hosted fewer than 600 fans on three occasions during lost September weekdays in 1962, 1965, and 1966, but the fans were no farther away than their TV sets. For the better part of four decades starting in the early 1950s, the bounty of TV exposure in Chicago and to a slightly lesser extent New York stood out as an exception.




  Stung by declining attendance that reversed the late 1940s boom and displaying the eventually discredited stance about TV exposure hurting the gate, the majority of owners soon cut the number of telecasts, particularly home games. Most extreme was owner Lou Perini’s total ban on TV coverage of his Braves—overreacting to a sharp drop in attendance at Braves Field in the years after the 1948 pennant—when he moved from Boston to Milwaukee. Walter O’Malley and Horace Stoneham totally reversed course, leading the pack of contra-Wrigley owners on televised exposure, when they moved their Dodgers and Giants, respectively, to Los Angeles and San Francisco in late 1957. All Dodgers and Giants home games, and 25 Brooklyn road games, had been televised in the previous three seasons. Now, amid the car culture– oriented West Coast, O’Malley and Stoneham put their teams on a starvation TV diet of only the road games from each other’s ballparks. Early network game-of-the-week deals hardly expanded the weekly TV ration. Dizzy Dean and his fractured syntax was a staple of CBS’s Saturday and Sunday coverage for a decade starting in 1955, but his and competing NBC telecasts with Leo Durocher and Lindsey Nelson were blacked out in big-league markets to protect the live gate and competing local telecasts. So if a fan happened to live in a city other than New York and Chicago, he was often out of luck for televised baseball many spring and summer weekends. One team really shot itself in its foot, limiting exposure and slowing expansion of its fan base with ill-advised broadcasting strategies. The White Sox shared the high profile on WGN with the Cubs from 1948 on, but barred telecasts of its 22 or 23 annual night games at old Comiskey Park until the mid-1960s. Then, Sox owner Arthur Allyn traded short-term gain for long-term problems to bolt WGN for UHF upstart WFLD starting with the 1968 season.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
ICONS, RECORD \
BREAKERS, SCANDALS,
SENSATIONAL SERIES, |

AND MORE

PH





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_010.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_012.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_011.jpg
SASERALLD





