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FOREWORD

As a young boy growing up in the little town of Alvin, Texas, I learned the meaning of work very early. My dad held two jobs, one as a supervisor with an oil company and the other distributing the Houston Post. I remember vividly—as much as a kid could at one in the morning—helping him gather the papers and throwing them out of our car window. Those times taught me about the value of hard work and dedication. I believe it created a strong foundation of commitment and perseverance in me that later in life helped me to pitch successfully in 807 major league baseball games spanning twenty-seven years.

In this compelling book by Tom Jones, you will meet a cross-section of good and interesting people talking firsthand about their lives in major league baseball. Some speak about their upbringings. For example, Ron Jackson, a friend of mine fondly known as “Papa Jack”—a name I gave him when we were teammates with the California Angels—describes how he and his brothers worked alongside their father laying bricks at job sites on Saturday mornings in Birmingham, Alabama, and then playing baseball together in the afternoon. In the book, Papa Jack shares the kind of hitting advice that helped the Boston Red Sox become World Series champions in 2004, and also talks about his more recent work as the hitting coach for my Round Rock Express, the Triple-A club for the Houston Astros.

And there is Jim Fregosi—a solid shortstop who I, along with three other players, was traded for in 1977 and who later served as my seventh big league manager—recalling growing up in South San Francisco where the scout who signed him would, once a week, stop by the delicatessen Jim’s dad owned to report on how he was doing in the minor leagues. Fregosi remembers how his dad was a good athlete but never had a chance to seriously pursue a baseball career because he needed to be there to raise his family. These days, Jim works for the Atlanta Braves where he scouts players, looking for men who have the right baseball tools and who conduct themselves as professionals.

Just as my dad worked two jobs, you also will meet Steve Carlovsky, who works as a teacher by day and sells beer by night at Miller Park, and Chris Hanson, who likewise teaches before changing into his Bernie Brewer costume as the mascot for the Milwaukee Brewers. Similarly, Bob Tayek works full time as a media director for a church organization before traveling across town to his second job behind the microphone as the public address announcer for the Cleveland Indians. And then there is Pete Quibell, who works as a city recreational coordinator during the day before taking on usher duties in the seating area behind home plate for the San Francisco Giants.

Take a look at the table of contents and you will find an interesting collection of names and occupations, including some young and upcoming baseball players like outfielder Eric Byrnes and first baseman Nick Johnson. You’ll also find the familiar names of experienced baseball people like pitching coach Leo Mazzone and third base coach Doug Mansolino, and veteran players like pitcher Woody Williams and Gold Glove shortstop Omar Vizquel. They talk about their jobs as well as show the personal side of baseball.

People often say that baseball is only a game. That’s true in the sense that baseball—like any sport—has rules, competition, and winners and losers. But it’s more than that—much more: it’s a way of life. You will read about the long hours people put in at work and how being away from their families is a necessary part of the job. You also will see how passionate they are about their career choices, and how the wins and losses are felt not just by the athletes on the field and the coaches in the dugout, but by everyone in the team’s organization, top to bottom. From the executives in the front office to the advance scouts on the road, and from the groundskeepers, clubhouse managers, and trainers to the peanut vendors, mascots, and scoreboard operators—a baseball organization can only succeed when everyone works and plays hard together.

I pitched in my last major league game in September 1993. After throwing only twenty-eight pitches, the ulnar collateral ligament in my throwing arm tore. That was the end of my playing career, but not my baseball career. These days I keep busy with a lot of community and business activities, including being part of the ownership group of two minor-league teams: the Double-A Corpus Christi Hooks and the Triple-A Round Rock Express. I knew during my playing days how important it was to be able to count on the guys playing with me, and how essential it was to play for teams with solid organizations. As a team owner now, I appreciate even more the special kind of commitment among those who work at a ballpark and that I, as do other baseball team owners, count on every one of them to help provide great service to fans. Within these pages, you will see what I mean.

Working at the Ballpark is a different kind of baseball book. It is a wonderful collection of true stories by people who, in their own words, give a peek inside baseball, on the field and behind the scenes. It’s almost like sitting in the dugout next to manager Mike Hargrove, behind home plate with umpire Fieldin Culbreth, or up in the press box alongside radio and television broadcaster Lanny Frattare. You don’t have to read the book cover to cover. Skip through the pages to find one interesting person after another. You’ll never watch a baseball game the same way again.



 —NOLAN RYAN 
Alvin, Texas 
January 2, 2008





INTRODUCTION

Three hours before the first pitch on a late August afternoon, Arizona Diamondbacks outfielder Eric Byrnes sat in the visitors’ dugout talking about his job:


“It’s very, very simple. I mean, shoot, it’s just really [about] trying to play the game as long as you can, and enjoying every minute of it. It’s a grind because you constantly have to produce, you know. You’re constantly measured by your next performance. If you don’t stay on top of your game, it will wash you out quick. Each day, it’s a battle to come out here and perform. If you can do one or two things to help your team win a game, you can continue to have a job. If you don’t, the game can turn on you quickly.”


This book is about people, like Byrnes, that work in major league baseball. It is about their jobs—what they do for a living and how they got into baseball. It also is about who they are and what the job means to them. The ballpark is their job site, be it in a dugout, in a clubhouse, in a bullpen, in the press box, in the executive office, on the field, or in the stands. As with other Americans who begin their workday at perhaps a factory, school, hospital, high-rise office building, or farm, baseball people trade their labors for a paycheck and, as the reader will find, much more.

Working at the Ballpark is a collection of candid, engaging conversations with fascinating people that have jobs across the spectrum: player, manager, coach, beer vendor, groundskeeper, usher, clubhouse manager, executive, broadcaster, writer, mascot. Their stories are personal, yet they reflect the experiences of many others that work in similar jobs, at other stadiums. Some of the people you will meet are full-time career employees who work long hours, travel frequently, and often are away from their families. Others make the ballpark their second job of the day.

They speak for themselves, in their words. Most will never get their faces on a baseball card or names in a starting lineup, but they all have stories worth telling. Whether it’s a veteran player who is paid millions to work on manicured grass in front of 40,000 spectators on a summer afternoon, or a guy who teaches eighth graders by day and sells beer at night, it’s clear their job demands and pressures are as real as they are for other American workers. These are ordinary people, even though some have extraordinary skills. They come to work, of course, for pay, but their jobs can mean more than that. Take it from official scorer Jim Ferguson:


“If you’re with a team, you have such an attachment that you live and die with wins and losses, just like the players do. Sometimes more than the players because they can do something about it, plus they’re going to get paid no matter what. If you’re working in the front office with a team, you are up or down mentally, whether you won or lost the night before, and how you won or how you lost.”


I conducted the interviews with the fifty people who appear in the book during the 2006 and 2007 major league seasons, almost all at ballparks. Most were arranged with assistance from the teams’ media directors. The interviews with managers, coaches, and players generally took place in clubhouses, a few hours before a game, as they prepared for work.

Interviews were also held in dugouts during batting practice, or at places and times convenient for the interviewees. For example, the first half of a two-part interview with Ron “Papa Jack” Jackson occurred in the summer of 2006, when he was the hitting coach for the Boston Red Sox. We sat in the stands, on the first base side, at Fenway Park. After the Red Sox did not renew his contract at the end of the season, I caught up with him the next year to talk about his new job with the Triple-A Round Rock Express. This time, we sat on metal folding chairs in a parking lot at a minor league stadium.

Boston Globe sports columnist Dan Shaughnessy invited me to his house where he gave the first interview for the book. Eleven-time Gold Glove shortstop Omar Vizquel rested in front of his clubhouse locker as he spoke into the voice recorder about his job and his love of fine arts, while reporters gathered across the room before San Francisco Giants teammate Barry Bonds. When ticket hustler Johnny “from Connecticut” heard someone wanted to talk about his trade, he approached me on Brookline Avenue in Boston during the early innings of a Mets-Red Sox interleague game. While he was on the road, umpire Fieldin Culbreth agreed to meet in his hotel room to talk about calling balls and strikes. Padres CEO Sandy Alderson spoke on the field during batting practice at PETCO Park before a game against the Mariners. Bob Watson talked while we sat in the commissioner’s office in New York on a late Friday afternoon. And Philadelphia sports talk show host Howard Eskin took time before his afternoon show, and during commercial breaks while on the air, to describe what he does for a living. All the interviews were held face to face, with the exception of two separate phone conversations with Bob Boone of the Washington Nationals and ballpark architect Joe Spear.

I explained to each person that I wasn’t seeking controversy; I wanted only to talk about their jobs and what working in baseball meant to them. I wasn’t looking for a story; I was looking for their story. Our talks revolved primarily around three questions: What do you do for a living? How did you get into this line of work? What does the job mean to you? From there, we simply talked. Some reminisced about their childhood passion for baseball. Some recalled memorable anecdotes from throughout their careers. And some, like umpire Fieldin Culbreth, wanted readers to know how difficult their work can be:


“I am absolutely amazed at just how tough it is. I think people think, ‘Well, hell, it’s just a strike or a ball, what can be so tough about that?’ You’re talking about the best players in the world. [Randy] Johnson isn’t just throwing that thing over the plate just to be throwing it over the plate. He’s trying to make it do different things and doing it at 95 to 100 miles per hour, and I’m supposed to tell you if it’s a ball or a strike in this imaginary box out in space with this thing that’s lying on the ground. And there’s somebody in front of me and somebody to the side of me. It’s a whole lot more complex than it seems.”


Generally, the ushers, vendors, groundskeepers—those who rarely speak with the media—spoke freely. The coaches usually were quickly entertaining, informative, and chatty. Front office staff tended to be guarded initially, seemingly concerned how their words might reflect on their organizations; while players commonly were more sensitive about how an interview might reflect on them personally.

Most of the time, I arrived at a stadium hours before the beginning of a three-game series to obtain media credentials and wander the empty and quiet park, waiting until the media are allowed into the clubhouses. Groundskeepers were frequently the only employees in sight at those times, grooming the field for that day’s game. Under the rules of Major League Baseball, clubhouses are open to the media three and a half hours before the first pitch. There, players relax by reading, talking, and playing card games. They’re also dressing into their practice or game uniforms, walking in and out of rooms that are off-limits to the press (such as the trainer’s room), eating, exercising, watching game film, and taking indoor batting practice. Reporters stand around looking to see which players might be willing to talk, or they wait for a specific player. Clubhouses then close 45 minutes before game time, and re-open again about ten minutes after the final out, sometimes longer to give managers and players a cooling off period or to have a postgame team meeting.

Some interviews flopped, and are therefore not included. For example, when I approached infielder Alex Cora as he was getting dressed for batting practice, he agreed to talk. About three minutes into the interview he said, “This isn’t working for me.” I understood and appreciated his honesty because he realized that the oral history format of the book would take longer than the brief quote he might typically give to a newspaper beat reporter. There also was third baseman Jeff Cirillo, who initially questioned what I was doing in the Milwaukee Brewers’ clubhouse but later stopped on his way to the field to volunteer an impromptu interview about the reason he wears a tattered T-shirt that reads “No More Stinking Tacos” under his uniform top. (It had to do with a time when he joined a team in Mexico under the assumed name of Jake Taylor—a fictional player in the movie Major League—so he could rid himself of a toe-tap habit that nearly ruined his hitting career.) Cirillo and I tried again to meet—this time after he signed with the Minnesota Twins—but he was too rushed to complete the interview because he preparing for that day’s game, being interrupted by a reporter and other players, eating a sandwich, and trying to focus on the interview all at once. Although not an interview flop, another person not in the book is Don Zimmer, the last former Brooklyn Dodger still serving on the field in any capacity. After Don and I talked about his fifty-eight years in baseball, I inadvertently erased the interview while changing batteries in the voice recorder.

I aimed to accurately preserve the meaning and actual words spoken by those appearing in the book, editing primarily for clarity and brevity. Sometimes fragmented comments are combined. In other places, comments are rearranged to present a clearer sequence of events. The tone, rhythm, and speaking styles belong to them. The perceptive reader will notice questionable grammar and word usage. That’s okay. It’s how a lot of us talk.

I have been a baseball fan since the spring of 1960, when my dad took me to a Giants-Pirates game at Candlestick Park in San Francisco. As a kid, I often played in our front yard pretending I was Willie Mays, making the kind of over-the-head catches that he snatched off the bat of Vic Wertz in the 1954 World Series. And at night, I fell asleep while listening to radio announcers Russ Hodges and Lon Simmons call Giants games, trying to stay awake during the late innings of a close game—especially if that night’s opponents were the dreaded Dodgers.

Each time I approached an interview, I knew I was intruding into another person’s daily job routine and was never certain how they would respond. I wanted something from them and hoped they would feel as comfortable with me as if they were sitting across the kitchen table talking to a familiar friend. I think Cy Buynak, the visiting clubhouse manager for Cleveland Indians, can speak for each who appear in the book:


“I look back, I can’t believe it’s been forty-five years. I enjoyed the job. I always tell my young guys, ‘Don’t look for money. Look for a job that you can enjoy.’ There’s tons of people that wake up and dread going to work because they look at the clock. I don’t have that. I wake up and I know what I got to do that day, and I go out and do it. I’m very blessed that I have this job. It means the world to me. Baseball has been good to me.”






CHAPTER ONE

MOVERS AND SHAKERS


PETER MAGOWAN

Managing General Partner, San Francisco Giants
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Peter McGowan’s grandfather was Charles Merrill, co-founder of Merrill Lynch and Co., Inc., and his father was chairman and CEO of the Safeway grocery chain, a job Magowan held before buying the Giants with other investors in 1993.

Six weeks remained for the Giants to make a run at the 2006 division title. In his office at AT&T Park, McGowan pulled a notepad from the center drawer of his desk. There are two columns on the page in his handwriting. “I keep something like this out here every day. This shows how many games are played, how far out we are, what we need to do. I wrote this last Saturday morning. If the Giants win twenty-seven and the Dodgers win twenty-three, we would beat them by one game. Until we’re mathematically eliminated, I do something like this to try to talk myself into thinking that it still is possible; and it is possible.”

[image: e9781602392267_i0003.jpg]


My love affair with baseball started around 1950, and it’s been there ever since. I grew up playing the game in New York City. I played stickball in the summer with my friends from sunrise to sunset. There were three great baseball teams in New York at the time: the Giants, Dodgers, and Yankees. My first game was a Giants game. I went with my dad; just fell in love with the beauty of the ballpark at night.

Nineteen fifty-one was the year Bobby Thomson hit his home run to beat the Dodgers. I was in class that day. I was nine years old. Half of the class were Dodger fans; half of the class were Giants fans. It was a very tough school. We were never allowed to listen to the radio, but the teacher let us listen to this game, which he knew was a pretty special game. And the Giants, of course, won it with Thomson’s home run in the bottom of the ninth. I went home that day. My dad came through the front door of the house about an hour later and he said, “Guess where I’ve been today?” And I said, “You couldn’t have been there.” And he said, “Yep”—he was there.

He went with three people from the office where he worked. The other three all left at the beginning of the bottom of the ninth. So he says, “This is a lesson I hope you never forget about baseball: that it’s never over till it’s over.” He said it long before Yogi Berra ever did. I’d never missed a day of school in my life. I’d been shoved out of the house sick as hell. But in the fifth grade, I’d never missed one day. And he said, “Would you like to go to the World Series tomorrow?” So I went to that game. The Giants beat the Yankees. Monte Irvin stole home. I can remember it all like it was yesterday.

In 1957, the Giants and the Dodgers left New York to go to California. I couldn’t believe it. The Giants had won the World Series in 1954. I saw the second game. It’s the last time they’ve won a World Series. The Dodgers won the World Series in 1955. And two years later these two great, historic teams were gone; gone from the biggest city in the country, the richest city in the world. And I just couldn’t believe it. I was very depressed, as I think everybody in New York was. In fact the next year, 1958—you could look this up, but the Yankee attendance—their attendance, now being the only team in New York instead of three, went down. And that’s a pretty good indication of the depression of baseball fans who had the game taken away from them.

All this background of my getting interested in the game of baseball came back in 1992 when I got a call from Bob Lurie, who was the owner of the Giants. He had been the owner for sixteen years. I was on his board of directors. And he called to say he’d sold the team to people from Tampa Bay, Florida. And I basically said, “How could you do this?” He said he couldn’t make any money at it; he couldn’t survive at Candlestick Park. The people didn’t want to build a new ballpark. He was tired of writing out checks and baseball had no future in San Francisco, and he was selling the team. I wished him well. But I said, you know, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t do something to try to keep the team here because I had grown up in New York and I had this scarring from what [the Giants and Dodgers moving] did to the people of New York. And I believed the same thing would happen to the people of San Francisco, and the Bay Area would be deprived of the baseball team that they’d rooted for since 1958.

This was very late in the day. He had concluded a definitive legal agreement to sell the team but he had not obtained permission from the new acting commissioner, Bud Selig. He had the right to shop the team, but not to sell the team. And he sold it. We called up the commissioner, and the commissioner said, “If you can put in a competitive offer and do it quickly, then we’ll look seriously at keeping the Giants in San Francisco.” We were able to put together a group of civic-minded businessmen from San Francisco and scrounged up the hundred million dollars to keep the team here.

I had a pretty good idea what I was getting into. I followed the game pretty closely, and I knew what the economics were. I feel that a baseball owner doesn’t really own a team the way he owns another asset. He is a caretaker. He owns something that really belongs to the community. Eventually, he’s going to hand it over to someone else. And I think his responsibility is to hand it over in better shape than what he found it in. So he’s supposed to nurture this investment, make it one that the community will support, but not try to, you know, make a lot of money—run the thing almost as if it was something like a public utility.

We’ve had our ups and downs in some fourteen years here. But we’ve never distributed a check to the partners in the years that we’ve made money. We’ve always put the money back into the team. I think that’s one of the jobs that I have is to increase the value of the franchise for my partners, for my investors. That’s how they get their money back. It’s not by getting dividends like they would from a normal investment.

The first issue that faced us was that baseball, I think, was dying in San Francisco. The team had lost ninety-two games in 1992. The attendance was down to a million and a half people. There was a lot of worry that, you know, new people had bought the Giants. But why is their fate gonna be any different than the previous owners? This wasn’t the first time that the Giants had been under all this pressure. What we needed to do was to quickly revitalize interest in baseball. We did it by signing Barry Bonds. We signed him even though we didn’t quite technically own the team yet, and got ourselves into a lot of trouble with a lot of other people [because of it].

Well, we negotiated the contract with Barry, and it was a unique contract. It was the only one I’ve ever negotiated in my fourteen years, and it took less than a minute to do. I met at the airport hotel with him and his agent, and I said to the agent, “I think Barry Bonds is the best player in the game.” He had just won the MVP in 1992, and he’d won it in 1990. “I think he ought to be a Giant. His father was a great player for the Giants. His godfather is Willie Mays. We’d love to have him. I think the best player on the team—the best player in baseball—ought to be the best paid. The best paid right now is Ryne Sandberg. He’s earning $7.1 million a year, and he signed to a four-year contract.” This guy’s just nodding at everything I’m saying, the agent, Dennis Gilbert. And then I said, “We propose $7.2 million and five years.” And Dennis now speaks for the first time. And he says, “He has his heart set on seven years.” And so I said, “How about six?” And he said, “Done.” That took a minute: $43 million.

Now, Barry Bonds was a Giant, or so we thought. The story starts coming out over the radio that night. And people say, “Can you believe this? The Giants are not only still here, but they got Barry Bonds onto the team. The best player in baseball is going to be a Giant for the next six years.” The front-page story, GIANTS SIGN BONDS. Not front page of the sports section, front page of the news section. Everybody’s excited as hell. We had planned a press conference for Barry Bonds.

I go to Louisville for the winter league meetings. And we get a message to see the commissioner. And in his office was the president of the National League; the president of the American League; the lawyer for the National League; the seller of the Giants, Bob Lurie; and his general manager, Al Rosen. There were no smiles in this room. We were told to cancel the press conference. They said, “Who do you guys think you are, spending $43 million of someone else’s money to sign Barry Bonds?” And we said, “Who says it’s someone else’s money?” “Well, it would be if you weren’t approved as owners of the Giants. And the way you’re acting, you probably won’t be.” We said, “Well, now, nobody has led us to believe that we aren’t going to be owners of the Giants. We have the wherewithal to own the Giants, and what are we supposed to do, watch other people sign everybody in sight?”

The Braves had just signed [Greg] Maddux from the Cubs. We were trying to revitalize interest in baseball. And they said, “Well, you can’t do this. You have to unwind your contract.” So we eventually said, “Well, it seems to us that Barry Bonds is owed the $43 million that we promised him. And if Bob Lurie ever retains ownership of the Giants, which Bob doesn’t want to do, we agree he shouldn’t have any obligation to Barry Bonds, so we’ll have to come up with some solution that solves both of those problems.”

So for forty-eight hours, we thought about it and put together a deal whereby if Bob Lurie retained ownership of the Giants, Barry Bonds would become a free agent again. And anything less than the $43 million that we had promised him we would make up at the end of the six years. You know, if he got $44 million, we were off the hook. But if he got $22 million over those six years, if he was injured in the second year and couldn’t play baseball again, then whatever difference between the $43 million that we had promised and that whatever he made, we, the ex-owners, would make up the difference.

We sold a hell of a lotta tickets in the off-season. In that first year, we drew 2.6 million instead of 1.5 million. We won 103 games, which the Giants had never won before, or since. Barry Bonds hit a home run in his first at-bat at Candlestick on opening day. We hired Dusty Baker to be the manager, and he won Manager of the Year; Barry Bonds was named MVP [of the National League].

So the start of revitalizing the interest was Barry; getting Dusty to be the manager was another pretty bold move because he’d never managed before. I asked a lot of people: “Who should be the manager?” And they said, “Don’t hire someone who’s never managed before.” We hired Dusty, and we refurbished Candlestick; cleaned it up, put in a new outfield fence, put in new bleachers right on top of that outfield fence, agreed that we would pick up all the hot dog wrappers that came on to the field, greatly improved the food. We all wore buttons: WE’RE LISTENING. And we were listening to our customers. What are we doing right? What are we doing wrong? How can we do it better?

A big part of what we were trying to do was change the image of the Giants, become more community-oriented. I asked the players the first day in spring training: would they all agree to work for a charity of their choice during the baseball season? They said yes. We were the first team in baseball that could make that statement: that every player worked for a charity.

In 1994, we had our first game for AIDS research; raised money for AIDS awareness. That was the last game we played that year because the strike came along. But our game was reported on the ABC Evening News that night as the most important baseball game of the year. It was controversial then. I got a lot of hate mail over all of this. But the players supported it. And we really were off to a good start with turning around the image. Then the strike came. And all of the goodwill that we had I thought developed in terms of saving the team, putting a good team on the field, getting the best player in the game onto our team, refurbishing our ballpark, I thought there’d be some reservoir of support. But there wasn’t. We got kicked in the teeth with the strike. The fans were just very upset, took it out on the owners and the players. Our attendance went down to 1.2 million in ’95, from 2.6 in ’93; and we went into last place. But we came back and got into first place in ’97. And that was the beginning of what became a really remarkable streak of eight years in which we had the third best record in all of baseball.

Every year, you’re faced with challenges. We were in the World Series in 2002, and then 2003 comes. What are we going to do about 2003? We parted company with Dusty Baker. Parting company with a manager who puts you in the World Series is not a normal occurrence, and we had to deal with that. So we always have to deal with new sets of problems, whether we’re coming off a very successful year, or very unsuccessful year.

Now this year is another unsuccessful year for us, the second in a row after really having eight years of great success. And so there are now lots of decisions that need to be made. This will be a very intensive process that we’ll start—well, it’s already started. You will begin to see the decision making the day after this baseball season ends. Things are going to have to happen.

The baseball operations report to me. Anything that’s important on the baseball operations, such as the signing of a free agent with a multi-year contract, I have to approve of. The basic overall trade strategy I would need to be involved. It doesn’t mean that I have veto power, but I expect to know what’s happening. And I expect to know what’s happening before it’s happening.

Generally speaking, we operate the baseball club with a budget for the general manager. He has freedom to take whatever decisions he feels are the right ones within the concept of that budget. If he goes over the budget, he has to get permission. But as a courtesy to me, he knows that any central decisions, even though they’re within the framework of that budget, he needs to discuss with me. He doesn’t have to get them approved by me, but I want to hear what his thinking is.

I got a call in the middle of the night last week about our chance to sign a sixteen-year-old Dominican player for $2.1 million. This wasn’t fully covered in the budget and was a surprise. It was something falling into our lap that we didn’t expect. But it’s a major commitment. We haven’t done things like that historically. So, I get this call: “We could get this guy, we think, for $2.1 million tomorrow morning”—which was in about three hours time down there. “Can we go ahead with these negotiations?” So I asked a lot of questions about this guy. I asked, “Who’s the scout that signed him, or that wants to sign him, and what’s his reputation?” Well, it turned out to be a great Dodgers scout. And that guy said, “This is the best player at this age I’ve ever seen in the Dominican Republic.” “Well, what’s his family like? Does his family understand what’s going to happen if he’s going to go live in the United States, and not be there? Are they going to be happy? Is he going to be happy? What does he know about America, about English? What are his values? Does he get into trouble?”

If you’re spending all this amount of money, you want to know that you’re spending it on the right kind of guy because we, as an industry, have a terrible track record of predicting who’s going to be successful and who isn’t.You know, only 10 percent of all the players who are signed in baseball ever make it to the major leagues, much less have a decent career.

Basketball is much easier to predict. If a guy shoots 85 percent foul shots at Duke, he’s going to shoot 85 percent foul shots for the New York Knicks because it’s the same environment. But in baseball, are you going to perform differently if there’s 40,000 people there as opposed to 400? You just don’t know. Statistics can’t tell you.

I remember that little pitcher, Billy Wagner, now with the Mets; had great statistics, and we all said, “Yeah, but look who he’s pitching against. How can that little guy pitch against major-league players?” Well, clearly we were wrong on that. Mike Piazza—sixty-second round draft pick—and yet you have all these first-round picks. Many times they fail. So football, basketball: they have a much better track record than we do.

Another job I have is some PR responsibilities for the organization. We get a lot of mail here. We try to answer all of this mail directly. Now, some owners take quite an invisible position, and other owners are out there on the field all day long. I sort of try to be sort of in-between these two positions. But, I am the face of the ownership group. We have twenty-five investors, and they have ceded to me the authority and the visibility, both good and bad, that goes with being an owner. I like to describe myself as leading the ownership group, not being the owner of the Giants. But the way it’s described usually is I am the owner of the Giants, which I’m not. I’m one of the group of partners.

I try to encourage people to make as many decisions as possible, and not be afraid to make mistakes. Businessmen—and I’ve seen them in my previous life at Safeway—who try to make no mistakes will end up making two decisions a year, and they’ll both be right. But they’ll get only two things done.

The people that are prepared to make mistakes will get a helluva lot more done, and they’ll learn from the mistakes that they do make. On the one hand, you have accountability and responsibility for the mistakes that you do make; but on the other hand, you feel you’re going to be a better businessman through what you’ve learned through your mistakes. For example, I think we all collectively made mistakes this year with our team, thinking that because these players have been great players a year ago, or two years ago, they would still be great players—like Steve Finley. Finley in ’04, hit 37 home runs, played in every single game, and won a Gold Glove. In ’06, he’s hitting .250; he’s a part-time outfielder. Moises Alou in ’04, hit 37 home runs for the Cubs, and hit about .330 and played 145 games. Now he’s playing about half the games, hitting .290, hitting 15 homers. We made the mistake of thinking that they would be able to maintain that in the face of what typically happens to players when they are over thirty-five, no matter how good they are. We all were a part of those decisions.

People say “one shot,” but it’s been one shot for fourteen years—the third best record in baseball. Only the Yankees and the Braves have done better. When you have as much money committed to Barry as we have paid him, there’s a limit to what’s left over for everybody else. I mean we’ve tried to put good players around him. Other people said if you didn’t have Bonds, you could’ve spread that money amongst three or four good players instead of one absolutely great player. But would we have done better?

The wheels began to fall off the wagon last year. Barry got hurt, and Alou didn’t play anywhere near as much as we thought he would. And Durham and Alfonzo didn’t play as well as we thought they would. So, you know, was it a mistake? Yeah, I’d have to say in retrospect it was a mistake. Are we going to now go in a different direction? Yes, we will. We’re going to learn from our mistakes. Are we going to fire Brian Sabean because he made these mistakes? No, because we’re all in this together. I would say the good times in baseball are the most fun I’ve ever had. And the bad times in baseball are probably the worst times I’ve ever had.

Both businesses [Giants and Safeway] are marketing businesses. I mean, we try to get customers into our stores, and we try to get customers into our ballpark. And how do we try to do that? There are certain similarities, I think, in both situations. We really try to be nice to our customers. If you come to a game here, you get a friendly greeting. You are waited on by knowledgeable staff. They try to be helpful. And to be sure that they’re acting the right way, we mystery-shop them with people who ask questions like “Where’s my seat?” or “Where’s the rest-room?” or “How do I find my lost child?” Things like this. And we score our people on the basis of how they do with this mystery shopping. We did the exact same thing at Safeway.

I remember the first game I attended as an owner in 1992. As I was leaving the ballpark, some parking lot attendant said to me, “Did you have a good time?” And another one said, “Please come back.” I’d been going to Candlestick since 1960, and I had never heard those words at Candlestick before. I told this story to all of our ushers and ticket takers and concession workers the first day we opened in 1993. I said, “I expect to hear those words, not those words, put them in your own words, but I expect you to understand that it’s these customers, having them come back, that pays for your job and pays for my job. And they won’t come back, or they won’t come as often as we want them to, if they’re not made to feel like a real guest in our place.” All that is Safeway stuff. Nobody likes to wait at the checkout. Nobody likes to wait getting into this ballpark. We try to have—like I said earlier back at Candlestick—no hot dog wrappers on the field. They still fall on our field here, but we pick them up lickety-split.

There’s always pressure to perform. I think that the people would not give me the greatest marks in the world the last couple of years. I don’t deserve them based on how we’ve played. But there’s a reservoir of support for me and the ownership group, based on our track record. It wasn’t very good last year, but it’s been very good over the past fourteen years taken as a whole body. I mean, we’ve never, ever done as well in fifty years of being here as we’ve done the first six years of this ballpark in terms of wins and losses on the field. And I think people say, in terms of my image, they said, “We know Peter wants to win. We know, however disappointed we are with these expectations, he’s even more disappointed than we are, and he will do something about it. And we trust him to get the job done.” I think that is still there. Now, if we have another year or two like this one in which we’re a losing team, then that image would change. Anybody’s image can change. I remember George Bush, the first, coming into Congress after the first Iraq war with a 92-percent approval rating, and [he was] out of office eight months later. I remember George Bush, the second, you know, “Mission Accomplished” on the aircraft carrier and everyone singing his praises and the Taliban defeated. Look at where he is today. So things can go in a hurry in sports, as they can in politics.

You know, when things go bad, my wife keeps asking me, “Why do this if it’s not fun anymore?” And I always tell her that the fun part of the business is doing something that is difficult to do. It’s hard for me to see how George Steinbrenner really can enjoy baseball because he’s got a two-hundred-million-dollar payroll; he ought to win. He usually does win. He’s not been in last place. He doesn’t understand the joy of seeing what happened to us in ’97 when everyone expected us to be in last place, winning our division. The joy of getting into the World Series in ’02, beating a team like the Braves in the playoffs, and the Cardinals, which we had to do to get into that World Series. Nobody thought we could do those things. And there’s tremendous satisfaction when you accomplish that. What I think keeps a lot of us going is not only the competitive spirit, but really the feeling and satisfaction when you can do something that people thought you couldn’t do.

You know, when I think back on my years here, that’s been a huge part of the whole experience. People said, “You can’t keep the team here. They’ve been sold to people in Tampa Bay.” People said, “You can’t get Barry Bonds onto the team; you don’t own the team.” People said, “You can’t win an election; the previous owner tried four times, lost four times, to build a park.” People said, “You can’t build a park privately; it hasn’t been done since Dodger Stadium was done.” People said, “Even if you build the park, no one will come. This is a football town. There’s five Super Bowls for the 49ers.” People said, “Even if they come, they won’t come for long because you can’t put a good team on the field because you’ve got so much debt service.”

The way we measure success in this business is primarily, you know, can you win a World Series? People say, “Well, you’ve accomplished everything you wanted to accomplish.” We kept the Giants here, and we put a good team on the field. We built a beautiful ballpark. We’ve got a great community image. We’ve had a lot of success. We’ve drawn three million fans or more for the seventh year in a row. Only five teams in the history of baseball have done that. We’ve led the National League in attendance over these last six years. A lot of good stuff has happened. But we haven’t won a World Series.

So as long as I have the enthusiasm to try to achieve that goal, not just for me but for the community, I will expend the energy to try to accomplish it. If the time comes when I feel I’m just worn out—I’ve tried; I gave it my best shot; we came close, but we’re not going to come any closer—then that would be the time to get out.
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SANDY ALDERSON

Chief Executive Officer, San Diego Padres




 “Baseball teams are small businesses. We’re not talking about General Motors here. We’re talking about $150 million or so in revenue. That’s not a real big business. The profile we have is so extraordinary that it’s a great platform for representing the city, and leading other businesses in the sense of corporate citizenship. Many people think that professional franchises are one indice of municipal status. So in that sense, I think it’s more of a quality of life issue than it is an economic, or standard of living, issue. I think baseball, and other professional sports, do have an economic impact, but I think it’s far surpassed by just the psychic benefit that’s derived from a city from being associated with a successful professional franchise. It can be an economic catalyst, but more importantly, I think it can be a cultural societal leader.”

Alderson and I talked on the field during the Padres’ batting practice at PETCO Park prior to an interleague game against the Seattle Mariners.
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As CEO, I oversee all the operations of the club, which includes baseball, business and finance, community affairs; all of the various activities of the franchise. We are like any business. We have various elements that will either make or break us. We have to have a good product, and that’s the team on the field, but we also have to provide good service. We need to be good corporate citizens, and over time, we have to break even otherwise we can’t sustain all of the other good things that we are doing. So like any business, all of those things come into play, every day. Obviously, the team on the field has the most cachet, and it’s the part of the game that is the most critical and most romantic, but there are a lot of things that go on behind the scenes.

I get involved to some extent in all of the deals; certainly in the major contracts, contract signings, and major player transactions. But you have to be careful not to get too carried away with your own involvement in these things, if you’re not spending all of your time doing it. There is tremendous reliance on other people. But ultimately, I have to be comfortable, too, with what we’re doing.

I think often the difference between success and failure is leadership. From my standpoint, people deserve an opportunity to respond to new leadership, rather than making assumptions about people’s inability to respond to ideas or direction. So I would rather try that. It’s like an injured player who rehabs first, until the doctors decide that’s not working, and then he has surgery. You don’t always go to the surgery first.

Keep an open mind. Be open to new ideas, new perspectives, new ways of evaluating things. I think that’s ultimately why we were successful in Oakland because, by necessity, we were open-minded, but it’s sometimes harder to do when you have a more established organization. Stability, particularly in leadership positions, is very important to long-term success in baseball. But it has to be a stable leadership, and a stable organization that is nonetheless open to new ideas and new things.

I’m fifty-eight. My dad was in the military, and I traveled around. I’ve had a few favorite teams as I moved around the country. At the age of nine, I was a White Sox fan, and at age eleven, I was a Milwaukee Braves fan. Hank Aaron was my favorite player. I grew up as a fan, and as a youth I played a lot. I played into college. More than that, it was serendipity. I was a practicing lawyer in San Francisco, and got involved strictly out of the blue. I figured if it didn’t work out, I could always be a lawyer. This has worked out, so far.

I happened to be working at a law firm that started doing the outside legal work for the people who bought the Oakland Athletics from Charlie Finley. From that outside counsel position—a guy named Roy Eisenhart brought me over—I moved to the A’s full time as general counsel, and then not too long thereafter, as general manager. So getting involved was fortuitous. Becoming the general manager was filling a void at a time when I probably wasn’t fully qualified, or prepared, for the position. I’m not sure I ever had a sense, at the time, that I wasn’t qualified, and certainly didn’t have traditional qualifications or experience. But when you’re younger, you don’t recognize your limitations. In retrospect, I look back and say, “Well, gee, how did I survive that?”

I think the legal training helped quite a bit because contract negotiation is important, but also because I didn’t have the experience in the game that a lot of other people in my position had. I was open to new ideas, and those new ideas involved statistical analysis and a lot of things that have become more prevalent in baseball today in terms of decision making than they were back in 1980. In fact, they were non-existent in 1980. The experience and considerations that form the background to those decisions are very different today.

Then, in baseball, it was more subjective about players. It was more tools-based: Can a guy throw, and can a guy run? Does he have power? Whereas today, there is more statistical analysis; it’s not a matter of projecting based on physical qualities. It’s a matter of measuring based on more objective metrics and statistics. For instance: What has this person done? How does all of this physical ability translate into productivity? What is it that this person is able to do with whatever talents they have? In 1980, I don’t recall having a computer. It was more of a mathematical analysis than [something] computer driven, and it wasn’t terribly sophisticated the way an analysis can become with the use of computers. The mathematical formulas have gotten a lot more complicated because computers are able to evaluate a lot more information, and spit out more precise numbers. I rely primarily on experienced baseball people, but with a strong eye also for statistical analysis. You try to merge the two perspectives, and bring both to bear, weighting them according to the circumstances; hopefully appropriately. It’s really a balance.

I worked for six and a half years at the commissioner’s office. I was in charge of umpires, baseball operations, baseball administration, international baseball, facilities, security—a bunch of different stuff. All the cats and dogs. When I left the A’s and went to the commissioner’s office, I was interested in taking my club experience, which at that point totaled about seventeen years, and [trying] to apply it at the league level; but also learn at the league level from other people I respected in various other disciplines and benefit from their experience. I can’t say that it worked out all that well. It’s just the way we operated. It was difficult to get involved in other departments from a learning standpoint. There wasn’t quite as much time to do it, nor inclination on my part, or maybe even on the part of other people to provide that. In any event, I didn’t miss the baseball. I didn’t miss the day to day at all, at that point. Maybe after seventeen years, I was a little burned out on it. But after a period of years, you miss the ability to really get emotionally involved, and root for your own guys and your own team, and all of what that means, at the community level, within a front office, among a group of fans, where everybody is hoping for the same result, trying to make it happen for the benefit of everybody. Experiencing it day to day, like everybody else. That’s what I missed.

There is a cyclical nature, and a seasonal nature to the game. Every part of the year has its own peculiar set of activities and priorities: spring training, opening the season, the All-Star break, the amateur draft, the trade deadline, September pennant races, the post-season, winter baseball meetings, free agent signing. It’s a chronological rhythm; it’s almost a lunar rhythm when you get into the season.

I like the sense of renewal that takes place. When I go to spring training, I feel like I’m going, not for the first time, but it’s fresh, and you know what to expect. There’s an excitement that comes from that anticipation. But the rhythm is not just seasonal. It’s a daily rhythm, too, depending on whether you’re home or on the road; depending on whether you’ve won the day before or lost the day before; depending on what the weather might be; where you are in the standings. There’s a range of activity that is dependent on a lot of external forces. As a result, no day is the same, particularly for someone like me who’s dealing not just with baseball, but business and finance. There’s always something new to consider and evaluate. That’s probably true in a lot of businesses, but this has the advantage of being probably less predictable, short term and long term.

I think baseball—and the business of sports; any sport—is very similar, in a lot of ways, to any other business. You have to have a product; you have to service it; and you have to make a profit, or at least be able to sustain the enterprise financially. Probably the biggest difference is the fact that in most businesses the single motivation is profitability. In sports, it’s not just making a profit, or breaking even, or taking into account the financial results—it’s also about winning. I’m sure that’s true in other businesses where the product and the excellence of the product is important, just as the profitability is, but ultimately, businesses are about making money. This business is about keeping an eye on the financial side, but just making money wouldn’t make this a successful franchise. In fact the owner, or the management, wouldn’t survive very long even if we were a successful business venture strictly on that measure because of the public, or quasi-public, nature of what we’re doing.

I can tell you that if you don’t win the World Series—and I have experienced both winning and losing the World Series—then you go home unhappy. We all have high expectations. There’s only one happy franchise at the end of the season. However, in the aftermath of all that, we know there is relative success; there’s a zone within which you are reasonably happy. You’re never truly happy in the case of baseball, unless you win the World Series. Yeah, I’ve won it once—1989—but that was a long time ago, so I’m trying to do it again. Happiness lasted about two months. In fact, I got a call from an agent the next day about a new contract for his player. So it didn’t even really last two months. It lasted a few hours.

Sure, I get anxious from time to time. I get elated. But you don’t get elated if you haven’t previously been a little anxious. You don’t become euphoric unless, at some point, you’ve experienced depression.

Sometimes I’ll leave in the eighth inning or so, and listen to the game on the way home. Sometimes it’s out of frustration, sometimes it’s out of superstition; sometimes it’s out of exhaustion. When you realize the difference between a successful season and a losing season is maybe two games, three games, you realize there’s a lot of randomness involved. Even if you’re going to win ninety games and lose sixty, on any given day what are your chances of winning or losing a game? Well, they’re a fraction better than the opposition presumably. But from day to day, you have no idea what’s going to happen, so it tends to feel random. And you have this sort of—particularly in my position sitting there watching it like everyone else—a certain helplessness that sets in.

Sometimes I equate it to the tide. You go to the beach, and you watch the surf for a couple of minutes. You really can’t tell whether the tide is coming in or going out. You just watch a couple of waves break. You really don’t know anything. You have to sit there for a while, until you get a sense of whether the tide is coming in or going out, and that’s sort of the way baseball is. You don’t really learn anything in one game. There is a tendency for all of us to overreact to what happens in a single game—that’s true of the media, that’s true of fans, that’s true of the executives, it’s true of management, it’s true of managers and coaches. But what’s really important is sitting there for a while, observing, and then acting accordingly.
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Pat Gillick was the general manager of the Toronto Blue Jays for seventeen years, leading them twice to the World Series title. He then moved into the same job with the Baltimore Orioles for three years and then with the Seattle Mariners for four years before signing a contract with the Phillies. We talked four days before the trading deadline.

“The players, this time of the year, are kind of are edgy, thinking that they might be playing someplace else a week from now. I think they’re a little bit uptight and tense, but that’s part of the business; that’s part of what they have to go through. It may be new to some of them, but a lot of them have been through it before.”
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I kind of got into it by accident. I finished playing baseball over forty years ago and I was going to go back to the university to get a master’s degree. I’d spent my career in the minor league system in Baltimore. I was a left-hand pitcher, and I played all the way up to Triple-A. Had spring training with a big league club in ’62. Two of the people that I was in contact with during my minor league period were Paul Richards and Eddie Robinson. Paul had gone to Houston as general manager, and Eddie was in charge of their scouting and player development.

I wasn’t looking to get into this business—didn’t send out a resume; didn’t ask to interview. It was just sort of by accident—just because of my past with the Orioles, and Eddie and Paul going over to Houston. They decided that they wanted to give me an opportunity. Just before I went back to school in September ’63, I got a call: They wanted me to come down to Houston to work for them.

At first, I was sort of reluctant about going down there, but I agreed. I went as an assistant in the farm and scouting department. Spent about eleven years there, and had a number of jobs. I was assistant farm director. Then I got into scouting. Then I was the East Coast Latin-American supervisor. Then I was the scouting director. I was there up until ’74, and then took a position with the Yankees for about two years, till August ’76, and then went to Toronto.

So, it’s kind of, you know, accidental the way I got in because I never really had any intention to. Once I finished my playing career, I was going back to school and I was going stay probably involved in athletics, but it was going to be at the teaching level. In fact, I was going back to [the University of Southern California] to be an assistant coach on the baseball team. My pay was going to be tuition and a small amount of money to get my master’s; hopefully, get placed in a high school somewhere in California.

I think there’s different ways to become a GM. It’s kind of changed a little bit over the years. There’s a very good sports administration course at Ohio University. Dave Dombrowski, and Danny O’Brien—who was up until recently the GM at Cincinnati—and Andy McPhail, the president of the Cubs, they all went to Ohio U. But there are some guys that are in it who are ex-players. When I got into it, there were more guys that were ex-players doing this job than there are now. It’s kind of a, I don’t know—it’s not a mishmash—but they come from different areas.

It’s a sort of a difficult game to explain to ownership because it’s probably one of the only businesses—it’s actually a business—the only business where you can fail seven times [in ten tries] and be successful. Sometimes you try to explain that to ownership and they can’t put their hands around it. What’s happened is that owners can put their arms around statistics so, consequently, I think there’s more decisions now made with the help of statistics; more so than there used to be. It’s something you can quantify, and so there’s, I think, more young people in it now who are more administrators than there are people that really came out of baseball. I think that’s one thing that’s really changed.

Going back to when I started—really started out, I mean—my strength was not in the offi²ce. My strength was in the field because I had a scouting and player development background as opposed to administration. But that’s kind of changed, you know, over the years—free agency, player representation, collective bargain agreements. So, consequently, there’s a lot more things on a daily basis, from an administrative standpoint, you have to take care of than you did thirty years ago. When I got into it, you were concerned more about the players. Now, on a daily basis, there are other things to be concerned about.

Patience is one thing that I think has really changed over the years. I think a lot of it goes back to ownership. When I went over to Toronto in ’76, which was thirty years ago, we paid seven million dollars for the franchise to get into the league. These guys now are paying three hundred fifty to four hundred fifty million dollars, so you can’t be as patient as you can spending seven million. Ownership needs to generate revenue to service debt. So consequently, I don’t think the owners are as patient. You know, it takes a player x number of years to develop. I don’t think ownership wants to hear that. I think, just like society, people want something to happen instantaneously. They want it to happen right now.

I think society has sort of changed, too. I used to go to a baseball game and have a conversation. You’d kind of relax and kick back, and really not miss anything. I don’t think the public really is as patient, or is relaxing, as they were thirty years ago. I mean, I don’t know, it’s almost like they can’t find time to relax. All these things, whatever you want to call it—all the added value that supposedly goes with a baseball ticket—it’s basically an event; an experience going to the park. You get about the same thing going to an NBA game, or going to National Football League game—the way it is marketed, it usually doesn’t mention too much about the game. It just mentions the experience you are going to have. I think everybody thinks they’ve got to have some sort of hook, or hype, to stay competitive with the other sports. I think that aspect has really changed.

I think the pool of players here in the United States is shrinking. What’s really happened over the years, I think, is that basketball and football are revenue producers in high school, whereas baseball isn’t. The other thing is that ten kids can play a full-court game with one basketball, where if you go out to buy equipment for baseball for ten kids—you’ve got the glove and shoes, and all that—it’s out of the question. You get a football, and you can play touch football or flag football. So consequently, kids these days are more drawn to the sports that you can play: you get a football, you get a basketball, you get a soccer ball, you can have a game. In baseball, I think it’s changed a lot. We used to play games with three guys on a side, but I don’t think that goes on that much anymore. Consequently, that provides more opportunity for a Hispanic player; for the player from the Far East. I think that probably in the next ten years, I’d say the major leagues is going to probably be 60 to 70 percent international players as opposed to American-born players. I think it’s headed that way.

We use physical evaluations. The scouts go out and evaluate the players on a physical basis. Then we try to get to know as much as we can about them from a mental standpoint. Then we use statistical data to give us some sort of a track record of what the player’s done in the past. Same thing as you look at on a racing form for horses. You know what they have done in the last ten or fifteen races. It gives you a pretty good idea what the history is. I think you’ve got to look at players, and you have to look at their statistics, and throw that into the whole package. You have the physical evaluation [where you] try to find as much mentally about the players as you possibly can, and then you add statistical information. Then you try to make a decision that makes sense.

Mental aspect? Say, a high school player: you try to talk to the kid; you try to talk to his parents; you try to talk to his high-school counselor; you try to talk to his coach; you try to talk to his classmates. Get as much as you can just to find out. We do psychological testing, too. Consequently, through psychological testing and meeting and talking with people, you try to get background and [determine] what kind of a person is going to be your employee.

On a professional level, you try to talk to people in the business who know the player. Again, what kind of a teammate is he? How he is in the clubhouse? What, exactly, are his pluses and minuses? This is aside from really what your scout gives you. You try to do as much background check as you possibly can on an individual.

If you’re getting a rental player for a couple of months and you don’t have a long-term plan for the individual—a stopgap type player—probably it’s not important. But if you want to get involved with a player longer than a couple of months, then the complete dossier on the player is quite important.

We have twenty-some [scouts] employed. At the major league level, we’ve got seven or eight. Today, we will talk on a call for an hour to an hour and a half. We talked last Thursday for an hour or so. We’ve pinpointed particular positions that we need to fill, or we have pinpointed certain players that we want to make sure that we have as much data on as possible. They’ve gone back on some players the last five or six days that we have interest in; making sure that they are physically healthy; that there hasn’t been a major change in their evaluation. And then we’ll discuss anything else that they might have seen that might prove valuable to the team.

We have a pretty good idea of what the other twenty-nine clubs’ needs are, and what our needs are. Then we try to match up, and see who out of those clubs makes sense for us to talk to. There are some clubs that we don’t match well with—we don’t have what they want, and they don’t have what we want. So, consequently, that narrows it down, and it’s probably five or six clubs that you can seriously sit down and discuss what might be their excess, and what might be our excess, and what fits for them, and what fits for us. By the end, you might come out with two or three clubs that you might be able to dance with.

In a trade, try to get a situation where both clubs come out satisfied with what they got. I mean, we are happy with our players, and they are happy with their players. Come up with something that’s creative that works for both clubs. They might be people we want to do business with again. I think you can win, and the other club can win. You don’t have to have a grand slam every time.

We made a deal last night; a small deal with the Yankees. We got a player from the Yankees’ Double-A club in the Florida State League for a backup catcher: Sal Fasano. Most of the negotiations were carried out by my assistant, Ruben Amaro, and by the assistant GM of the Yankees. We gave up Fasano and received a second baseman back by the name of Hector Made. Basically, this was just a straight trade. This wasn’t one where there was a lot of hoops to go through. Fasano didn’t have a no-trade, so, consequently, we could trade his contract. Waivers didn’t have to be in effect because it was before July 31, so there was nothing that prevented us from making this trade. After the deal was agreed upon, the Yankees sent a message to us announcing that they wanted to announce the transaction in the morning after their game, because they were playing in another time zone. Then there was a confirmation of the agreement: “The Phillies will assign outright to the Yankees, the major-league player-contract of catcher Sal Fasano dated the sixteen of December of 2005, and the Yankees will sign outright to the Phillies, minor-league player Hector Made from the Tampa Yankees to the Clearwater Phillies.” It’s just the general the nuts and bolts of what we agreed to.

This is a very simple transaction. Usually, if it’s a simple deal like this, we will call the agent; just let the agent know that we are making the deal. You can get into more complicated transactions where you got to have waivers involved; where one player might be at a different compensation level than another player, and there might be cash going into the deal. If there are some other hoops that we have jump through, then we call the agent, and try to work through those. If it’s a situation involving cash, then we have to call the commissioner and get an okay from him regarding the amount of cash that’s in a particular transaction. It just depends on the situation.

This is really the first time we have been out of it for a long time, and we are kind of out of time at the moment. We are not playing well. That’s how I kind of gauge where we are. But I have always been a buyer, so this is going to be a little different. Probably, we are going to be more of a seller than a buyer. It’s just, when you are a seller, you probably got more clubs to deal with, which is good from a negotiation and competitive standpoint. When you are buyer, you’ve probably pinpointed a couple or three clubs that probably have what you are looking for. When you are a seller, it’s like you’ve got a house up for sale, and you’ve got to listen to all the buyers. I’ve got an open house: “Anybody, come in and take a look and see what you like.” When you are a buyer, you look at a house, and then you say, “Yeah, I like one or two houses, and I am going to concentrate on those two houses.” It’s the same way in baseball.

We’ve made some transactions that didn’t work out. I kind of think buyer’s remorse, or seller’s remorse, is something you feel within a twenty-four hour period when you wish you hadn’t done—wish we could take it back or something. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced that. At the time we made the deal, I thought that we’ve done the right thing. Sometimes they don’t work out, but at the time—I’m really thinking back—I don’t think I’ve really had, you know, buyer’s remorse.

I’m pretty open about the players. I don’t really view any players as untouchable. I’ve never had any untouchable players. The reason for that is that you never know. Some players have higher values than others, and maybe those values that we place on them are a bit unrealistic. That kind of makes them untouchable to the other clubs, but if somebody was willing to go to that level, which we think would be the top of the market, then we move that player. I mean, I don’t like to rule out anything, because there might be somebody willing to pay the top of the market. I like them to feel they can suggest anything. I like to feel I can suggest anything. Just because you suggest, doesn’t mean you have to do it.

In Toronto, we traded Tony Fernandez and Fred McGriff for Joe Carter and Robbie Alomar. We ended up winning a couple of championships over there—’92, ’93. Joe and Robbie were a big part of that. We made another deal in ’92. We got David Cone from the Mets, and we gave them Jeff Kent in the deal. We won, but the guy didn’t pitch very well for us. Then we made another deal with Oakland, in ’93. We gave them Steve Karsay for Ricky Henderson, and that just worked out fair. Kent has gone on to be one of the better offensive players in baseball, and the other guy—I mean Ricky—Ricky did a decent job for us. Cone did a decent job, but probably we gave a little bit more than we should have.

It’s like any other business. You talk to all the clubs. Do your due diligence. Basically, do your rounds; talk to them every week or ten days. You can’t rule out anyone. What makes the situation a little bit different is this: It’s my opinion—Kansas City, Pittsburgh, Milwaukee, Tampa Bay—those clubs can’t afford to make a mistake because they are low-revenue clubs, so consequently any deal they make they want to make sure that they got an extra gap in there if something goes wrong. I mean, they want an extra player, or they want a better quality player, just in case things don’t work out as they anticipated. Whereas a higher-revenue club such as the Yankees and Boston, they can spend more money, and cover up that mistake. For instance, the Yankees, right now, they’ve got Sheffield on the DL; they’ve got Pavano on the DL; Matsui, DL. Consequently, they’ve got probably thirty-five million sitting on the DL over there. That’s more payroll than some clubs! That’s more payroll than Florida. It’s more payroll than Tampa Bay. But that doesn’t stop them from going out—and I am not saying those are mistakes—but low-revenue clubs sitting with thirty-five million on the DL, they can’t go out and spend more money to take the place of those players. They can’t do it because they don’t have the revenue.

We’re probably in the upper third revenue-wise, about ninety-five million. We have some weaknesses on this club that we have to address. Right now, our club is sort of in a catch-22 situation—we’ve got some outstanding talent here, and what we need is to build further support for those players. We’re looking to do some things that are going to change the culture of this team. We have had this group for a period of time, and up to this time, they haven’t won the last game, so consequently, I think we have got to kind of change some faces. I think this team is a little too comfortable, so I think that we need to change that a bit.

I think the fans generally in all the sports here, are a little frustrated. It’s a nice city, with nice people. They haven’t really had a world championship for a while. The last time the Phillies were in it was ’93, and lost in the World Series. I think, overall, the sports fans here are—they say they are a little rough; I don’t think they are rough—I just think they are pretty frustrated that there hasn’t been some sort of championship brought here in the last ten to fifteen years.

It’s a good city. Got really great ownership here. We’ve got a new park. The fans, as I say, are a bit frustrated, but I think the fans are good fans. I think there are a lot of positive things going on here.

It’s a challenge. You know, my history—going back—I guess I’m more of a builder. It’s a good challenge to find ways to build clubs and redesign clubs. Keeps your mind active thinking of different ways to get it done. It’s my fourth club as a GM—Toronto, Baltimore, Seattle, now here. Overall, as I said, we have got some good talent. This is a good team. We are just trying to get support around them to put this thing going in the right direction.

Yeah, I read a little bit. I think all news is good news, except there are degrees of good news. There is nothing to me as old as yesterday’s newspaper. As far as what we do, or transactions, or how we go about our business, it doesn’t have any effect. I talked about how the game has changed—it’s more of an event, an experience now. Basically, the electronic and the print media have changed, too. I mean, there are more opinions, instead of writing about the game, and what transpired on the field. No matter where you go—be it on television—I mean, you go on a sport show, and it is one person debating another person, or whatever you want to call it, arguing with another person. You look at Tony Kornheiser—his show—they just debate, argue, discuss back and forth. And I think the print media, and also radio, to be competitive they have to change their style, and so consequently they’ve all got different shticks that they are doing out there to keep their circulation up, or keep their ratings up. So I don’t think you can listen too much to what they have to say. I think you’ve got to go on, make the business decisions that you think are the correct ones, and let the cards fall however they may.

[image: e9781602392267_i0009.jpg]





JOE SPEAR

Founding Senior Principal, HOK Sport




 The architectural firm of Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum (HOK), based in Kansas City, is the nation’s leading designer of major league baseball fields. As a senior principal, Joe Spear led projects for the White Sox, Orioles, Rockies, Giants, Tigers, Padres, Reds, Indians, Phillies, and is leading the design for the new ballpark for the Washington Nationals.

“It’s gratifying to see people come in and enjoy the park. The first opening day I went to was at Pilot Field [in Buffalo]. You had gotten accustomed to seeing the park empty, or see construction workers. There’s poetry in that image too. An empty baseball park can be a very poetic thing. But it was just, you know, this riot of color and noise and activity, and you realize this is what we did. This is what we all worked so hard to make. Memories are going to be made here. Families are bringing their children. You get an enormous sense of accomplishment—it’s probably a mixture of relief sometimes. That’s payday for us.

I don’t ever worry about the Orioles or the Indians or the Rockies wanting to move out of their ballpark. What we’re trying to do is design something you can fall in love with. Yeah, they’re going to want to modify the park and they’re going to want to respond to market forces that change, but once you get that emotional connection, I don’t ever see these clubs wanting to build a new one.”
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I’m an architect. I was born in 1952. I’m from Parsons, Kansas. [The population of] my hometown would fit three times in most baseball parks.

About a year out of school, I went to work for a firm here in Kansas City. It was a small firm, about twenty people. And as luck would have it, one of the guys had this idea that there could be an architectural practice that specialized in sports work. I think it’s kind of bizarre, now. You know, you ask someone you meet, “What do you do?” “I work for so-and-so.” “What do you do?” “I design baseball parks.” It’s kind of a strange thing to hear yourself say. I’ve spent the last twenty-three years basically doing that.

Pilot Field, a Triple-A park up in Buffalo, New York, was really my first project. Oh, gosh, that would have been in the early eighties. That project took five years from conception to the political process to raising the funding, and three years to design and build. Sometimes we’ll work on these projects four or five years. San Francisco was fifteen years. Once the funding gets in place and the politics are aligned, that makes a project happen. It’s a lot of work.

After Pilot Field, I worked on the design of [new] Comiskey Park. Then Camden Yards. The early seventies was a time when major league sports were really taking off. And people were understanding this meant a great deal emotionally to a community. The Pilot Field project was very important for the city’s own self image. I mean, for example, they had come through a very tough time economically. The steel industry up in that neighborhood of the world had literally collapsed. I think they had a 25-percent unemployment rate. Johnny Carson was telling snow jokes on television.

When we first started going to Buffalo—where you usually took a twenty minute taxi from the airport—I’d ask the taxi driver, “I hear you guys are going to build a baseball park here.” Typically the taxi driver would say, “Yeah, they’ll probably screw that all up, too.” Or, “Yeah, we’ll see if they get that done or not.” It would be sort of almost a defeatist attitude.

I’ll never forget the day the park opened—this emerald green baseball field sitting out there. It made the front page of USA Today. It meant something. It seemed to give the community a lot more confidence. I think there’s a lot of cities that see the value in that. You can get into a good debate if you want to talk about the economics of it. There are a lot of economists who feel that a Major League Baseball franchise is about equal to a good quality regional shopping center. I’ve heard that argument a lot. I don’t know of any study of the economics of the impact of Pilot Field, but it certainly made a difference in the way people felt about their community.

I’d call it an evolution. The White Sox played in the old Comiskey Park. It was very run down; had seen a lot of miles. They were interested in a modern facility that would have all the revenue-generating features people could think of at the time. And they made it clear they’d like to have a concrete structure because they were interested in low maintenance. And when we were hired to do the work in Baltimore, the Orioles expressed a clear preference for a steel structure. Most of the classic parks were steel structures. It adds to the feeling of a nostalgic place. It brings back memories of some of the old classic parks.

And in Baltimore, we were able to use the old B&O Warehouse. It’s a brick structure; a unique structure. It’s about 120 feet tall, 50 wide, and a quarter of a mile long. It creates a sense of place. The scale of that building is very compatible with the ballpark. It’s kind of like finding a site with a waterfall, or a limestone bluff. It was a feature that was very memorable. The team was looking for an icon. When you turn on the game in the third inning, you know instantly that you’re watching the game from Oriole Park [at Camden Yards], in Baltimore.

As a designer of these projects, you want to do anything and everything that you can so that the community feels like this is their hometown; this is their ballpark.You want them to fall in love with the thing that you’re designing because if the fans fall in love with it, it’s going to endure. It’s going to be another Wrigley Field or a Fenway Park. That’s the home run.

I think in the sixties and seventies a lot of communities needed homes for baseball and football franchises. And it was a failed economy. Their thought was, “Well, I could build a baseball park and a football stadium, or I could build one and save money.” I don’t think there are too many multipurpose stadiums that lasted past one lease.

The multipurpose stadiums were not romantic enough. They weren’t good enough that the fans would fall in love. If you’d been to a game in Three Rivers Stadium, you knew what it was going to be like to watch one in Cincinnati; what it was going to be like to watch one in Atlanta. It just wasn’t about those communities. And so when we picked the site in Pittsburgh one of the things that we said was, “This site would have a spectacular view of the Golden Triangle”; and it does. Some people think that’s the best view in baseball. Some people think San Francisco is the best view.

The City of Pittsburgh just can’t buy advertising as good as evening games. At seven o’clock you get this rosy pink glow of the sun setting shining on the Golden Triangle, out there, beyond the scoreboard. If Disney made a movie, that’s the kind of image that they’d want.

You can’t orient the ballpark towards the west. The rulebook says that the sun will never be in the batter’s eye, and it should affect only one set of fielders at a time. What that means is, generally, you orient the field towards the east. For example, in San Francisco, if you stand at home plate and look at second base, you’re looking almost due north. There’s a similar orientation for Yankee Stadium. Most of the other new ballparks, if you stand at home plate and look at second base, you’re looking northeast. And some of the ballparks, if you stand at home plate and look at second base, you’re looking to the southeast. Anywhere in those ranges of orientation you can usually make something work. In Washington, D.C., everyone would have loved it if we would have been able to put home plate in the southeast corner of the site because then the majority of the fans would be focused back towards the Capitol dome and the Washington Monument. Unfortunately, at about four o’clock, the sun would be in the batter’s eye.

There’s a lot of thinking about the efficient movement of people that goes into laying out and designing a concourse. We have to think about when the fan, coming to a ballgame, becomes a pedestrian. And what that means is he’s parked his car or gotten off the city bus or off a metro line. We need to know where that happens because that’s going to tell us where he’s going to enter the ballpark, and we want to put entrance gates and turnstiles where it’s convenient for him. We don’t want to have to have him walk on the street outside past his seat to an entrance on the other side of the ballpark, enter the ballpark, and then have to walk back in the direction from where he came to get to his or her seat.

If the Orioles could change one thing about their ballpark, I’m pretty certain that they would want to have the concourses have views of the playing field. Baseball has a quite relaxed pace. You can sit at the park, keep a scorecard going, have a conversation going, and still feel connected with the game. What that means is that people socialize more: They get up. They walk around. “I’ll meet you in the third inning, by Boog’s BBQ.” And why they choose to meet by Boog’s BBQ in Baltimore is they can see the game from Utah Street. Utah Street is—I think most people would agree—a success; and part of the reason is that you can see the playing field. So what we see today in Cincinnati and in Philadelphia, even the upper decks have a view of the playing field because we find that people at a baseball game are willing to get up, mix with other people, take a stroll. You don’t really get that in a football game or a hockey game. You couldn’t get a fan out of his seat at a hockey game with dynamite, I don’t think. And it’s because of the pace of the game. I mean, if you get up in an NFL game and, you know, go buy a hot dog or whatever, you might miss the only touchdown. Baseball has inning breaks, change of pitchers—you have all sorts of things. I think people enjoy it. You get tired sitting in one spot after three or four innings. We see a difference between a concourse with a concession stand with a view of the playing field, and one without. The difference is people, as they’re getting up to socialize they’re much more willing to have another hot dog, or buy a beer, or whatever.

Baseball is a very traditional game. A lot of people feel that it is more timeless than a lot of the other sports. I think, frankly, baseball benefits from the fact that it has so many games and the season is so long. You tend to see a lot more children at baseball games, I believe, than you do at a football game. It seems to be a little bit more family-oriented.

Used to be a baseball franchise would consider itself successful if they drew over a million people a year. Today they’re trying to draw three million people. When I started in this career, if you had the basics right—the sight lines were where people could get into the park, into their seats, enjoy the game, see the scoreboard, see the line score, be able to see all the action on the field—for the baseball purist, that was what you needed. But when you try to triple the attendance, particularly in years where you may not be that successful on the playing field, you really need to think about reaching past that purist demographic, and trying to get families with kids; trying to get people in the park.

Baseball, I believe, has done a great job as an industry trying to respond to that. They’re very sensitive to the overall price of tickets. A family of four can come to a game and get in and out for two hundred bucks or something. They pay attention to that. You take young children to a game. They get a little restless in the fourth inning. That’s when it’s good to have things for them to go see and do. You know, go get some ice cream or go get a funnel cake, or go have your face painted. So I think it’s more about all-around entertainment today than it was [before]. I can remember telling teams: beer, soda, popcorn, hot dogs—that’s what you need. If you want to have a pizza oven somewhere and sell pizzas, fine. Now, people are eating crab cakes. There’s sushi bars. You have wine. Customers have spoken, and these are the things they want.

I tell clients that the most important decision is the site. You want each one to have its own unique identity. So much of what we do, as a designer, is try to relate to that site and that community. You know, the Giants had a conversation with the mayor’s office when [Peter] Magowan’s group purchased the team, and they knew that if they were going to keep the franchise in San Francisco they needed to have a new ballpark. So they proceeded with purchasing the team. The mayor said, “We have three sites that we could make available for a baseball park.” China Basin was one of those sites. They asked us to help them analyze the three sites. We did a thirty-day study. They were all small. Basically I told them, “None of these sites would make our generic list for a baseball park. None of them are really big enough. So whichever one of the three we select, you’re going to have to make compromises, but China Basin would be worth it because of the water.” You have to know the community you’re working in, and what their values are. The way I described it: if they had an out-of-town guest in San Francisco, obviously you’re going to show the Bay. That’s the image. And, you know, I think in San Francisco one of the things people show visitors is McCovey Cove because during the game people are out there on kayaks and boards with nets and they’re amongst these big, huge cabin cruisers trying to catch a home run ball.

Baseball is the only game that an architect gets to affect. All the other sports have very prescribed field or court dimensions. You wouldn’t be allowed to play on a ninety-five-yard NFL field—although Halas did it when he played at Wrigley Field. A hundred-yard football field would not fit. We work with a team to define the playing field dimensions. And Major League Baseball obviously has input into the design because, while they don’t have hard and fast dimensions, they don’t want to see a park design where it’s unfair somehow. Some teams say they want a pitcher’s park. Some teams say we want a hitter’s park. We work through that with them, and show them how the dimensions can respond to that.

There’s a lot more freethinking about it today than there was twenty years ago. As an architect, what you look for is something that doesn’t seem artificial. A good example of that is the short rightfield dimension in San Francisco. The site was so small that to get everything to fit, we needed to pull the fence in. Major League Baseball said, “Can you get us a tall home run fence there so that it tends to balance.” If we had an eight-foot fence at 308 feet, you could get a check-swing home run. So it’s that kind of thing.

It’s actually pretty hard to create a balanced park. I mean, if you want a hitter’s park, you have short fences; if you want a pitcher’s park, you have long or tall fences. I think a lot of baseball purists argue questions like, “Would so-and-so have had that many home runs if he didn’t play five years in Coors Field?” I think baseball fans enjoy debating things like that.

I think people appreciate what we do. Baseball is a special sport in America. I think it’s more special than any of the others, frankly. As an architect, I have friends who work on quote-unquote real buildings. I remember one of them said, “Why would you want to spend your career designing stadiums? There’s never enough money to do great architecture. The structural engineer really does most of the designs.” I said, “I don’t see it that way.” Buildings, too, have limitations. I’ll tell you what, it’s a pretty rare experience that you get the chance to design a Major League Baseball stadium. It’s a very sweet thing. I mean it’s not something that you get complacent about. When we started this, in the pre-Pilot Field days, the expectations were just so minimal. It’s changed. People’s expectations are much higher now about a ballpark, or a football stadium. It’s a different game.

Baseball is very big. It’s a wonderful sport. It’s just so special in American society as a game. A newspaper usually has seven or eight pages on sports, and three or four on business. That’s what people are interested in.
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BOB WATSON

Vice President for On-Field Operations, Commissioner’s Office
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“Baseball chose me. I played more ball as a kid than most. I grew up in Southern California and I played on four teams at one time. My grandmom would take me from ballpark to ballpark, and I would change uniforms in the back of her car. It was one of those things that I knew at ten years old: I was going to be a big league baseball player. I was five foot eight, one hundred eighty pounds. At twelve, I was probably six foot, two hundred pounds. So all these teams wanted me to play with them. Schedule permitting, I’d play two or three games a day.”

Watson played nineteen years in the major leagues, finished with a .295 lifetime batting average, and scored the millionth run in Major League Baseball history. We talked in his New York City office.
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I’m vice president of standards and on-field operations. What does that mean? The “standards” part of the title means I am in charge of all types of things from the lighting, grounds crews, safety issues, to on-field signage of all thirty ballparks. The “on-field operations” part of it is anything that happens on the field. I’m in charge of discipline.

Before all the safety gear and body armor find their way to a major league game, I have to sign off. All of that comes through this office. The vendors submit it to me, and I go through a checklist of things I’ve come up with over the years. They have to meet them, and if they do, it’s approved for major league use.

Things have evolved over the years. If you remember back in the fifties era the catcher’s mask had one bar across it, and a little padding around it. But as you see sitting here, we have a hockey-style mask, where it’s a helmet all made in one piece. It’s like a nice wire cage. There’s a lot more protection. With the little mask, there was a number of catchers that got hurt pretty bad from hitters with the long back swings. The hitter would come back, and hit them in the back of the head, or in the ear. This new style of catcher’s mask will protect catchers. The padding has to be a certain standard, and the wire cage itself. Also, the type of plastic has to withstand somebody throwing at least 100 miles per hour. And some vents to let the heat out, so the guy doesn’t pass out.

What happens is there’s almost like a fair the first week in December. There’s a big exhibition hall, and all the booths are set up. All the vendors go. That’s when the bulk of the orders are taken. Anything and everything to do with baseball—from scoreboards to Astroturf, to helmets, to bats, to balls, gloves, anything in the concessions, uniforms, undergarments—everything is sold there.

Same thing with the ballpark. I don’t get into designs. You want your own nooks and crannies and quirks, but it’s got to be safe for the participants on the field. A big example: Wrigley Field is the only field that doesn’t have padding on the outfield walls. There’s padding down the sidelines, but a signature part of Wrigley Field is the ivy on the walls. I don’t know how we’re going to be able do it—it’s got to be done during the winter time—but we’re going to have to take the ivy off, put padding up, then have the ivy grow back. We try to work with not only the club, but also the player’s union. They are heavily involved in this also. The union would love to have it because it protects their players. We’re trying to come up with a solution to the problem, and like I said, I don’t know how we’re going to do that. Everywhere else we have padding.

This is my forty-second year in baseball, and I’ve seen a few ballparks. You know what’s safe, and what’s not. You go around and look. Myself and an ex-ballplayer from the union also goes around. If he sees something he’ll bring it to my attention, and we’ll go check it out.

I signed as a catcher in 1964, with the [Houston] Colt .45s. My first year, we were playing in Greenfield, South Carolina, in the Mets farm club. I had caught something like 115 games in a row. We had just signed another catcher and I was hitting well, and they said, “Hey, can you go play the outfield?” I said, “Sure.” There wasn’t a warning track, and a brick wall. I ran into the brick wall, broke the tip of my right shoulder, and broke my left wrist. I was eighteen and that was the end of my catching career. I played for nineteen years. I wouldn’t have caught for nineteen years. I couldn’t throw as well, but it didn’t hurt me to swing. But it was probably a blessing in disguise because I ended up playing first base for the bulk of my career.

I went to Boston for a half a season, which was in 1979. In those days they had a June 15 trade deadline; I got traded on the fourteenth. I joined the Red Sox and had a real good second half of the year. I hit .340 and had fifteen winning hits for them. I wanted to stay there, but the Red Sox had just been sold. The new owners had just enough money to buy the team. They didn’t have enough to keep free agents. So I went to the Yankees.

In 1980, the Yankees won the division and we lost in the playoffs to the Kansas City Royals. We had the best team: we won 105 games. And we lost three in a row to Kansas City in the first round. In that playoff, I hit a ball that ended up getting a third-base coach fired, and our manager ended up quitting because of the incident. Willie Randolph was on first, two out in the eighth inning. I hit a ball off the left field wall. The wall had padding, but the padding didn’t go all the way down. The ball hits concrete and bounces right back to Willie Wilson, who turns and overthrows the cutoff man. But it takes one bounce right to George Brett, who throws a strike to home. Third-base coach Mike Ferraro waves Randolph in, which is what he’s supposed to do, and he’s out at the plate. George Steinbrenner, who is sitting in the stands, erupts like Mount Vesuvius. He goes off. He’s yelling and screaming. The reason why he got mad? He was saying hold Randolph at third and me at second so that Reggie Jackson has a chance to hit. I was hitting fourth that day. Reggie Jackson was hitting behind me. In those days Reg was swinging the bat pretty good, so I don’t think the Royals would’ve pitched to him. I think they would’ve put him on. Of course that didn’t occur to Steinbrenner. So we come in. He says, “We lose because Randolph’s out at the plate,” and he’s yelling and screaming, and he tells Ferraro he’s fired. Right there in front of all the media and everybody. Dick Howser, who is our manager, takes George by the coattails and pulls him into his office, slams the door, and you hear them yelling. He says, “You can’t do this in front of everybody, and if you don’t go out there and apologize and get him back, I’m out of here at the end of this thing.” He wouldn’t do it, so Howser leaves.

I retired at the end of ’84. Then I went to Oakland. Sandy Alderson interviewed me and said, “Hey, we’d like you to be our organization’s hitting coach.” During that interview he asked me, “What’s your ultimate goal?” I told him, “Sitting in your chair.” He said, “I’ll help you.” So I was the hitting coach during the season, and during off-season I went with him to winter meetings and worked on trades. Three or four years down the way, Houston called and said they wanted me to be their assistant GM. So I went back to Houston for seven years.

Then I come to New York as the GM under Steinbrenner, and I put together the ’96, ’97, ’98 teams. Just before the ’98 spring training I had one too many blow-ups with him and I said, “I’m going home.” It was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. He wanted me to trade for Chuck Knoblauch, which I didn’t have a problem in doing. But he wanted me to give away three top players, and I wouldn’t do it. That’s my fault. He’s the owner. But I had a real good sense that I could give two broken bats and a bag of batting practice balls, and I’d get Knoblauch. But he said, “Give him number one picks. Give them another outfielder and another pitcher.” I wouldn’t do that. He asked somebody else to do it, and I said, “If you do that, then I quit.” I’m serious; the Chuck Knoblauch deal could have been made for, maybe not a broken bat, but a good bat.
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