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To Izzy and Jacob. Little brothers unite!
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I’d rather own than be owned.

—STEPHON MARBURY, BASKETBALL PLAYER,
WANDERING SEEKER OF TRUTH



Intro: Diogenes in High Tops


In a rich man’s house there is no place to spit but his face.

—DIOGENES

I once had a coach who could spit tobacco hard enough to break a window. He smelled like a hamper and only wore pants that came with a drawstring. And every last person on the team loved the guy. He always said to us, “Sports is like a hammer, gents. And you can use a hammer for all kinds of things. You can use it to build a house, or you can use it to bash somebody’s head. Choose wisely.”

In the twenty-first century, far too many sports fans have a headache that is rapidly entering migraine territory. It’s not just the 1,440 minutes a day of televised sports coverage causing the damage. It’s not even the sports talk radio blabbocracy that is making people reach for the Extra Strength Tylenol. The headache comes from the idea that we are loving something that simply doesn’t love us in return. If sports was once like a playful puppy you would wrestle on the floor, it’s now like a house cat demanding to be stroked and giving nothing back. It’s the way it gets harder to sit through a full game, or the way you go a year without making it to the ballpark and fail to even notice. It’s the extra commercials tacked on to a broadcast, as companies attempt to use the games to “brand” our subconscious. It’s when you decide to finally take the trip to the park, look up the ticket prices, and decide immediately to do something, anything, else with your time. It’s the way you don’t feel the same urgency to watch every second of every game for fear you might miss something magical. As economic times get tougher, the question of what to trim out of the budget doesn’t become a question at all.

Fun has become pain, and sports have become expendable. Ask a junior high classroom whether they know or even care about sports, and the answer should send a chill up the spine of all league commissioners. In my mind, this is a tragic state of affairs. How did sports become so overbearing in our culture, and yet so distant from our personal embrace? When, as fans, did we develop the equivalent of battered spouse’s syndrome? And who is at fault for this state of affairs? There are certainly fans who blame the players for being too wealthy and too aloof. If only they didn’t live in gated communities, only emerging to charge for autographs. There also are nonfans who blame the fans themselves. If only they would stop buying tickets and merchandise, the game would change. But the days of pointing the finger at players and fans have to end. If a car’s brakes failed, you wouldn’t blame the driver. All eyes would be on the manufacturer. If professional sports have been beating us over the head with their hammer, it’s the owners who need to answer for this sorry state of affairs. Players play. Fans watch. Owners are uniquely charged with being the stewards of the game. It’s a task that they have failed to perform in spectacular fashion.

These are the caretakers, and yet, with barely a sliver of scrutiny, they are wrecking the world of sports. The old model of the paternalistic owner caring for a community has become as outdated as the Model T. Because of publicly funded stadium construction, luxury box licenses, sweetheart cable deals, globalized merchandizing plans, and other “revenue streams,” the need for owners to cater to a local working- and middle-class fan base has shrunk dramatically. Fans have become scenery for television broadcasts.

The fastest-growing sector of fans? People who love sports, but hate what they are becoming. I interviewed a focus group of more than three thousand fans for this book and this feeling of resentment was the common denominator. As one person said, “I still check out the games but I feel no connection. It’s like sex that I feel dirty about afterward.”

Yes, people watch but, with rare exceptions, no longer see sports as a linchpin of community cohesion. Because owners believe that they don’t need the fans, they do more than put the interests of those who don the foam finger last: they have also, in a novel and unprecedented manner, used the ballpark as a showcase for their politics, which tend to be of the right-of-center persuasion. We have seen a hyperpatriotism and even a religious program being brought to the often publicly funded playing field. They seem to be saying that it’s their world and we just live in it even if our taxes pay for their stadiums with every unfilled pothole and underfunded library. It’s time to upset the setup.

Whether you are a sports fan or not, sports affects the national discussion and economy like never before. It shapes how we understand our cultural landscape and is a prime economic player in the game of urban politics. It also rests under a dizzying maze of government antitrust exemptions and secrecy like no other business of comparable size. The reason why the bulk of owners are unknown, hiding in the darkness, is that the light is kind neither to them nor their spreadsheets. Like the fey Blanche DuBois, they are favored by shadows, and certainly financially they deeply “depend on the kindness of strangers”—us.

This book is going to argue that every last shred of absolute power they possess should be stripped from their hands. The sports fan, Joe Twelve-Pack, Plain Jane, Mario Marginalized, needs to have a seat at the table, particularly if our teams get even one solitary dollar of public money. If a team owner is particularly abusive to a community, local fans should be able to divvy up the shares and buy the team back. This is not just about tax justice. It’s about a project of reclamation: a grand adventure to change the game.

I didn’t feel that way before starting this project. I wanted to speak to every last owner who would talk to me. I wanted them to defend the way our modern athletic industrial complex is run. I wanted to see if they felt their teams were still the vital cogs to our communities that they once were.

I spent the last year trying to land an interview with any one of them. The goals of the interview were straightforward: to find an owner who believes in the good of sports before the good of their pocketbooks; someone who cares about the long-term health of the product over short-term gain; someone who thinks players don’t sign away their humanity just because they sign a contract; someone who doesn’t see publicly funded stadiums as a divine right; someone who sees his team’s health as a community political trust instead of an individual political opportunity. I was searching for an owner who would openly address why, despite the unprecedented popularity of sports, so many fans are down on the games themselves. I wanted to ask how ownership can be so at odds with the pulse of fans. Like Diogenes, I was just searching for an honest person.

In Ancient Greece, Diogenes the Cynic carried a lamp in daylight, engaged in his quest for an honest man. I was ready to be proudly cynical as I went about my task. Cynicism, in the classical sense, isn’t about rudely doubting the best intentions of others like some flannel-wearing, grunge-era slacker. It’s about the search for truth. As Simon Critchley, author of The Book of Dead Philosophers, wrote, “Cynicism is basically a moral protest against hypocrisy and cant in politics and excess and thoughtless self-indulgence in the conduct of life. In a world like ours, which is slowly trying to rouse itself from the dogmatic slumbers of boundless self-interest, corruption, lazy cronyism and greed, it is Diogenes’ lamp that we need to light our path.”1

I was ready to shine the lamp, to be skeptical, to actually rejoice in the face of good intentions but recoil at hypocrisy. But not one owner took the bait. We sent out a hundred letters. We made a thousand phone calls. I even dropped in on an office or five. I was very polite. I didn’t have a camera. I wasn’t trying to be a somewhat-more-svelte Michael Moore. I just wanted to chat. And yet their lips were sewed tighter than a mob boss in front of a congressional inquiry. I contacted all the appropriate offices, set up appointments, but as soon as questions were submitted in advance, I was done.

One owner actually did get back to me, and for that I am grateful. I almost dedicated this book to him. His name is Ed Snider, and he is the CEO of Comcast Spectacor and the power behind the Philadelphia 76ers and Flyers. I learned from Mr. Snider that he believes the best thing about being an owner is that “you never get bored.” The worst thing is that “the salaries are entirely out of whack.” I learned that he has “never had the problem” of a player with objectionable political beliefs. I learned that he believes owners need to be “visible to the fans. The fans should be able to identify with the owner, and the owner should be able to identify with the fans.”2 I learned little else. After a few more aphorisms, the dial tone was in my ear and I was yesterday’s reporter.

Why does the taciturn Snider, in the pantheon of owners, qualify as loquacious? Maybe they just don’t like talking to sportswriters. When it comes to some of my brethren, I could not be more sympathetic. As the late Hunter S. Thompson put it, with his delicate sensibility, “Sportswriters are a rude and brainless subculture of fascist drunks, a gang of vicious monkeys jerking off in a zoo cage . . . more disgusting by nature than maggots oozing out the carcass of a dead animal.”3 Not exactly someone any sane person would want to join for a cup of coffee.

Maybe owners have just written off the media as irrelevant to their grand plans. As the Napoleonic Daniel Snyder, owner of the Washington Redskins, has shown, if you don’t like the press you’re getting, one option is just to buy your own. Or maybe their lips were sealed because of my own minor, low-frequency reputation as something of a muckraker who has opposed the public funding of stadiums, the crackdown on players for political outspokenness, and the general ham-handedness of ownership. Either way, it’s that inscrutable voice of ownership that is missing from this book. But their silence is, in its own way, a powerful commentary.

It’s not that all sports owners are venal, snacking on baby seal quesadillas with Goldman Sachs executives before going to their publicly financed dog fight. The issue is that evil or not, accountability and accessibility do not rank high on their to-do list.

We shouldn’t expect sports owners to reform out of the goodness of their hearts. They represent corporations trying to max out every last cent. But it’s one thing when we pay insane ticket prices and then also shell out money for both parking at the stadium and then the shuttle to get from the parking lot to the stadium entrance. That can be enraging, but it’s still our choice. It’s another thing altogether when the owners both call for and receive public funds and taxpayer dollars. We need to insist that by taking our money, they are entering into an unspoken agreement not just with the various mayors, governors, or political lackeys eager to lick some sweet salt off the rim, but also the citizens themselves. One theme we will return to over and over in the following pages is that if our dollars are to be used, we must have some say in the way the teams are operated. One of the fans I interviewed, James Generic, said to me, “I can’t stand how the owners extort money from the public on the stadiums and then charge freaking seven bucks for a beer at a game!”

We have every right to demand to be treated like humans. And there is no human who should have to suffer a plastic bottle of Coors Light for seven dollars.

By looking at a series of the more high-profile and nefarious owners, I hope to make a simple case: well-intentioned or otherwise, owners in the twenty-first century are destroying what took more than a hundred years to build. Some simply aren’t fit to lead. Throughout this book we will hear other voices: those of the fans I spoke to. Sports fans at times are presented as being just a step up on the evolutionary scale from a feces-tossing baboon. But their words here are of people sick and tired of feeling like going to a game is an expensive exercise in masochism. Sports fan Harvey Bender said to me bluntly, “The only connection owners have to their communities any longer is profit extraction.”

I will start by looking at the man who set the mold and then didn’t have the good grace to break it: New York Yankees boss George Steinbrenner. The press now speaks of the wheelchair-bound eighty-year-old patriarch with a very understandable and reverential nostalgia. This was a man of his time, the larger-than-life paternalistic owner. But while Steinbrenner may be a throwback to a different style of ownership, he is also a “throw forward” whose style and persona have spawned a series of crude clones, as little Boys from the Bronx populate the owners’ boxes of the sports world. Big Stein copyrighted the patent on the idea of repeatedly threatening to move your team and squeezing the taxpayer to the point of wheezing. He may have invented this method of business, but others have perfected it. I will look at how Oklahoma City Thunder owner Clay Bennett, like Steinbrenner on steroids, took the hoops team of Shawn Kemp, Gary Payton, and Slick Watts, the Seattle SuperSonics, and tore them from their roots, implanting them in his hometown of Oklahoma City.

But they are just the beginning. I will also look at the way politics and the right-wing edge of the evangelical movement are starting to use sports as a soapbox. This fusing of politics and religion spans from former sports owner and former president George W. Bush and his stint as head of Major League Baseball’s Texas Rangers, to examining Colorado Rockies owner Charlie Monfort and Orlando Magic boss Dick DeVos.

Then there are the “death-grip” owners, whose presence has been so toxic to their organization and community that they could run the baseball team of All-Star ghosts from Field of Dreams and still lose: Dan Snyder and Peter Angelos of the NFL’s Washington Redskins and Major League Baseball’s Baltimore Orioles, respectively, have destroyed two of the proudest teams in sports. I also look at Donald Sterling of the Los Angeles Clippers, David Glass of the Kansas City Royals, and James Dolan of the New York Knicks. Three different teams and three different markets but all crippled by ownership incompetence. (Apologies to all Oakland residents that Raiders boss Al Davis was not included on this list.) I also examine how mismanagement is destroying the National Hockey League and how the son of former secretary of the Treasury Hank Paulson, he of the $700 billion in bank bailout funds, is attempting to extract funds for a public stadium in the liberal enclave of Portland, Oregon.4 The stories are different, but I hope that they weave together a picture about the many offensive heads on this chimerical creature called ownership. To be clear, there are without question owners who by any objective measure fulfill their responsibilities to their community, owners who treat both players and fans with a measure of respect. My argument here is that owners who pillage their communities should face consequences, and we need to start thinking of ways to remove teams from the clutches of “death-grip” owners. One way is to build movements of fans. In chapter 15, I examine the situation in England where Texas Rangers owner Tom Hicks bought the beloved soccer team Liverpool FC and how fans have refused to be financial roadkill. We also need to start a discussion about alternatives to private ownership.

One possible alternative could be the team in the small city of Green Bay, Wisconsin. The Green Bay Packers, a team owned for decades lock, stock, and cracker barrel by fans, is woven into the tapestry of that city in a way that makes you think you’re traveling back to a perhaps fictional time when fans came first. Although rarely discussed in detail, the Green Bay ownership structure could be the living, breathing, successful alternative we have been waiting for.

Mike Lupica of the New York Daily News once wrote, “You are owed nothing in sports, no matter how much you care. You are owed nothing no matter how long you’ve rooted or how much you’ve paid to do it.”5 I couldn’t disagree more. We are owed plenty by the athletic industrial complex. We are owed loyalty. We are owed accessibility. We are owed a return on our massive civic investment. And more than anything, we should raise our fists to the owner’s box and say that we are owed a little bit of goddamn respect. We aren’t owed this respect because it’s the kind or the human thing to do. We aren’t owed any love because we cheered ourselves hoarse and passed the precious rooting tradition down to our children. We are owed it because the teams are ours as much as they are theirs. Literally. By calling for and receiving public funds, owners have sacrificed their moral, if not financial claim, of ownership. It’s unrealistic to expect owners to behave better on their own recognizance, but cities and city councils that hand over funds to the sports plutocracy should in turn have some say in the way the teams are operated. As Jesse Barton, a former assistant city manager in Coos Bay, Oregon, said to me, “If the teams truly are a public good, government should acquire appropriate equity stakes in the teams in which they invest. But the owners virtually always resist that. The reason they resist is that the owners know that fundamentally, their teams aren’t a type of public good. They know that instead, their teams are a business that serves a particular segment of society, and not the society in general.”6

The last goal of this book is to ask the question: whose games are these, anyway? Are they the property of owners who let us watch for a price, or are they ours, and owners should merely play the role of caretaker for the generations of fans who animate their games? And if the games are ours, then who should own the teams? Dare we imagine a world without Steinbrenners? It’s not like we haven’t paid for the privilege.

The classic Coen brothers’ film Miller’s Crossing includes a line where the world-weary Tom says to the crime boss Leo, “You only run this town because people think you run it. The minute they stop thinking it, you stop running it.”7 The first step is bringing these titans of the luxury box down to earth. Up close the flaws become craters, and the steps we need to take crystallize as we conceive of reclaiming the games we love.

This question affects all of us whether we see ourselves as sports fans or not and the cost of not holding ownership accountable can prove deadly.


1. When Domes Attack

In August 2005, when Hurricane Katrina flattened New Orleans and the world saw the levees rupture, the only safe harbor for poor residents was in the Louisiana Superdome. When the Mississippi River bridge collapsed in Minneapolis, Minnesota, the new Twins stadium was to break ground that very week. In spring of 2009, when a Washington, D.C., Metro train went off the tracks, a publicly funded $1 billion stadium had just opened its doors the previous year.

There is no Montgomery Burns or Bond villain celebrating this state of affairs. No one in the owner’s box is maniacally chortling as our cities rot (at least I hope not). There are finite resources in a given city budget in the best of times, and these are anything but the salad days and these are the results when stadiums come first.

The landscape is made worse by the fact that during the economic boom of the 1990s, the longest period of economic expansion in U.S. history, publicly funded stadiums became the substitute for anything resembling an urban policy in this country. These stadiums, ballparks, arenas, and domes were presented as a microwave-instant solution to the problems of crumbling schools, urban decay, and suburban flight. They are now the excrement of the urban neoliberalism of the 1990s, sporting shrines to the dogma of trickle-down economics. In the past twenty-five years, more than $30 billion of the public’s money has been spent for stadium construction and upkeep from coast to coast.1 Though many cities now resist paying the full tab, any kind of subsidy is a fool’s investment, ending up being little more than monuments to corporate greed: $500 million welfare hotels for America’s billionaires built with funds that could have been spent more wisely on just about anything else.

And the dollar amount keeps growing. We are perhaps extorted from most visibly when our communities cover a stadium’s price tag. But this isn’t the only method the sports bosses use to stick us with the bill. A college football bowl game might be brought to us by GMAC, but the only reason GMAC still has a pulse is the more than $10 billion it has received in the taxpayer bailout funds. Last year, a proposed ban on federal stimulus dollars going to stadiums was also dropped.

As Neil deMause, coauthor of the book Field of Schemes, said to me, “The history of the stadium game is the story of how, by slowly refining their blackmail skills, sports owners learned how to turn their industry from one based on selling tickets to one based on extracting public subsidies. It’s been a bit like watching a four-year-old learn how to manipulate his parents into buying him the new toy that he saw on TV; the question now is how long it takes our elected officials to learn to say ‘no.’”2

But our elected officials have been more like the children in this scenario, as sports owners tousle their hair and set the budget agendas for municipalities around the country with a simple credo: stadiums first and people last.

Polls show that consistent majorities don’t want public funds spent on stadiums.3 That means a bulk of sports fans oppose the stadium glut as well. We may love baseball. We may love football. We may bleed our team’s colors on game day. But that doesn’t mean we should have to pay a billionaire millions of dollars for the privilege to watch. The counterargument is job creation. But employment opportunities created by the domes are the kinds of irregular poverty wage jobs that expand the gap between rich and poor. “They’re parking garage attendants, they are hot dog salespeople, they are waiters and waitresses, sometimes cooks, people who do maintenance work and repair work and cleaning,” said Cleveland union activist John Ryan during that city’s stadium battles. “And none of them are jobs that the mayor hugs his kids and says, ‘I hope you can get one of those jobs someday.’”4

We’ve now seen the extreme results of these kinds of priorities. In cities as politically, ethnically, and geographically diverse as New Orleans, Minneapolis, and Washington, D.C., the results are like a horror movie: When Domes Attack.

NOLA

After Hurricane Katrina flattened the Gulf Coast, the Louisiana Superdome morphed into a homeless shelter from hell, inhabited yet uninhabitable for an estimated thirty thousand of New Orleans’s poorest residents.5

It took Hurricane Katrina for them to actually see the inside of the Superdome, a stadium whose ticket prices make entry an exclusive affair. At the time of the hurricane, game tickets cost $90, season seats went for $1,300, and luxury boxes for eight home games ran more than $100,000 a year. But the Katrina refugees’ tickets were courtesy of the federal and local government’s malignant neglect.

It was only fitting, because these thirty thousand people helped pay for the stadium in the first place. The Superdome was built entirely on the public dime in 1975, as a part of efforts to create a “New New Orleans” business district.6 New Orleans leaders have a history of elevating political graft to a finely honed art, and in this case they did not disappoint. Much of jazz legend Louis Armstrong’s historic old neighborhood was ripped up for extra stadium parking,7 and, in an instance of brutal foreshadowing that would shame Wes Craven, an old, aboveground cemetery was eradicated to make space for the end zones.8 As a Saints fan said to me, “New Orleans’s football team is nicknamed ‘the Saints,’ their brand is the fleur-de-lis, and the owner, Tom Benson, makes no bones about dancing on other people’s graves. Oh, yeah, the fleur-de-lis was also the emblem viciously branded on enslaved Africans to identify them as being from Louisiana. Talk about ownership.”9

New Orleans officials decided that building the largest domed stadium on the planet was in everyone’s best interests. Even coming in years late, and at triple the expected budget, the Superdome was ready for business in August 1975.10 And business it has brought. It has been the site of six Super Bowls, four Final Fours, and the 1988 Republican National Convention.11 It is now the home of the 2010 Super Bowl champion Saints. It also launched a thirty-year path toward destruction for the Big Easy: a path that has seen investment for the tourist industry and the accompanying minimum-wage jobs, but no stable industry; a path that’s seen money for the stadium but not for levees; money for the stadium but not for relief following an all-too-predictable disaster.

The tragedy of Katrina then became a farce when the Superdome’s inhabitants were finally moved: not to government housing, public shelters, or even another location in the area, but to the Houston Astrodome. Ladies and gentlemen, in a moment when charity and irony collided, we had the March of Domes. Houston was a fitting destination. This was a place that stood up to the NFL’s Houston Oilers when they demanded a new stadium. The mayor, Bob Lanier, said at the time, “The subsidy they get is totally disproportionate to the economic benefit they bring. . . . It would shame Jay Gould and his fellow robber barons of the nineteenth century. Even Genghis Khan got sated after a while.”12 Lanier, it should be pointed out, then caved, in 1998, when a new baseball stadium was demanded by Houston Astros’ owner Drayton McLane. The city then funded the infamously named Enron Field. Lanier said, “The result [of not using public funds] is that we won’t have any pro sports in Houston. Things might change someday, but the reality is that if you say [no to public subsidies] in today’s market, you’re below any market.”13 And if nothing else, you get an extra mass shelter for the next natural disaster.

Houston is now a city that suffers in silence, with two new stadiums (the expansion NFL team, the Houston Texans, also found a home), and according to 2007 data, more than a third of children living below the poverty line.14 If Houston suffers in silence from these priorities, New Orleans, even four years after Katrina, still makes a sane person want to holler.

When the city was ready to begin the rebuilding, it was as if nothing had been learned. The first major renovation in New Orleans, the symbol of deliverance, was the $185 million overhaul of the Louisiana Superdome,15 $94 million of which came from FEMA.16 Never mind that the Dome’s adjoining mall and hotel were still shuttered or that the city hasn’t seen that kind of money spent on low-income housing destroyed by Hurricane Katrina. The road back for the Big Easy began in the Dome. As one ESPN talking head solemnly told us, “The most daunting task is to scrub away memories of the Superdome as a cesspool of human misery.”17

These memories shouldn’t be scrubbed away but remembered, so we don’t repeat the same damn mistakes. The stadium was overhauled and rehabilitated. Public housing wasn’t. If you move beyond Bourbon Street, you can still witness the houses of worship that are still half sunk in the water or see homes with marks on them to show where dead bodies were found. You can also see the locations where the B. W. Cooper, C. J. Peete, Lafitte, and St. Bernard housing projects used to rest.

These four “developments,” which housed 4,584 families, have been demolished.18 Many of these families haven’t even come back since the levees broke, unable to reclaim their homes and advocate for their communities.

New Orleans is crying out for grand acts of daring and leadership. Nothing grand is coming from Washington, D.C. When the Super Bowl–winning Saints visit the White House, it might be the first time President Barack Obama says the words “New Orleans” in a public setting. The answer begins not with “scrub[bing] away memories of the Superdome” but in amplifying those memories so they fuel a movement to bring back not only the city but also every last resident who wants to return.

As New Orleans resident and commentator Harry Shearer wrote in 2009, “The farther we get into [the Obama] administration, the clearer it becomes that New Orleans is now enjoying its second consecutive federal administration which, far from offering to fix what it broke, far from offering a hand of support, is merely offering one finger.”19 This is particularly poignant as quarterback Drew Brees and the New Orleans Saints hold the Lombardi trophy. Team success is not an express train ride to solvency or recovery.

Minnesota

For too many years stadiums were exalted as the difference between a cutting-edge city ready for the globalized world of tomorrow, and a sleepy town left behind in the dust. The stadium pushers ask the question with the aggressive posture of a corner evangelist. Do you want your city left behind? Do you want to be trapped in a Thornton Wilder play or be featured in Condé Nast Traveller?

When the late Minnesota Twins’ owner Carl Pohlad failed to fleece the locals in a stadium referendum, one of his minions bemoaned that the Twin Cities—the birthplace of Prince, Morris Day, and Hüsker Dü—would become (heaven forbid) “another Bismarck, North Dakota.” Pohlad died at age ninety-three in January 2009 with the title “the richest owner in baseball.”20 He first made his money by foreclosing on the land of Minnesota farmers during the Great Depression.21 As an owner, he is perhaps best known for trying to contract his own team.22 He’s the only sports boss who could be comfortably profiled by both John Steinbeck and John Feinstein.

Pohlad found himself repeatedly frustrated in his quest for stadium manna. The multibillionaire spent the last two decades of his life trying to get the taxpayers of his home state to give him $522 million for a state-of-the-art megadome.23 It seemed that Minneapolis–St. Paul, with its social democratic traditions, wouldn’t go the way of Houston, Texas. This is a state where the Democrats call themselves Democrat Farm and Labor (DFL) and Republicans are in fact named the Independent Republicans (IR). Of course, it’s also the state that gave us Governor Jesse Ventura, so anything is possible.

Granted, the old home of the Twins, the Hubert H. Humphrey Metrodome, isn’t the most attractive of stadiums. It’s like watching a game inside a condom. The late, great Billy Martin, who managed the Twins in 1969, once said, “How could Hubert Humphrey’s parents name him after this dump?”24 The solution seemed obvious. Either continue to enjoy the latex charms of the Metrodome or have the billionaire Pohlad finance and build his own stadium. Pohlad, however, insisted that the state pick up at least half the tab.25 The people in numerous referendums were polite and firm that the Pohlad way was not the Minnesota way.26

They even voted it down when the Minnesota Twins ran a TV commercial featuring a ballplayer visiting a boy in the hospital. A voice-over solemnly announced, “If the Twins leave Minnesota, an eight-year-old from Wilmer [Minnesota] undergoing chemotherapy will never get a visit from [Twins infielder] Marty Cordova.”27

It turned out that the boy had already died by the time the commercial aired.

Pohlad was undeterred, saying, “Sports is a way of life, like eating. People say, ‘You should pay to feed the homeless.’ But the world doesn’t work that way.”28

He couldn’t win even with then governor Arne Carlson in his pocket. Carlson described himself as “the state’s number one booster” for the team.29 When he was asked why the multibillionaire Pohlad couldn’t buy his own stadium, Carlson said, “That’s irrelevant,” and lashed out at stadium critics, saying that they were fomenting “class warfare.”30 Carlson, that old honeydripper, then tried a romantic tack, saying, “When you call up a hot tootsie for a date, you’re not going to go to the water treatment plant.”31 It still didn’t work. Carlson’s stadium scheme for Pohlad was opposed by 69 percent of the electorate.32 Even a majority of self-identified Twins fans opposed the deal.33

But you don’t get to be ninety-three without some serious stubbornness pulsing through your veins. Pohlad continued to fight for his fair share of the public trough. “I don’t know if you’d call me evil,” he said. “I’ve been put into an impossible situation.”34 The impossible situation was that no matter how many politicians were in his pocket, no matter how many commercials he funded, no matter how many times he sent former players—such as team icon Kirby Puckett—to shill around the state, a significant majority of the people simply opposed the stadium.

Eventually he came around to the puckish wisdom of former New York mayor Rudolph Giuliani. Giuliani once said that the problem with stadium referendums is that people won’t vote for them. Pohlad took the Giuliani gospel to heart. His people worked it behind the scenes, giving hundreds of thousands of dollars to politicians in both parties, eventually making a mockery of the Farm and Labor label on the Democrats and the Independence label on the Republicans.35, 36 Governor and presidential aspirant Tim Pawlenty, who has vetoed every effort to raise taxes to refurbish the state’s infrastructure, became a born-again stadium supporter. Others also got religion and began to worship at the altar of “revenue streams,” “naming rights,” and “luxury boxes.” As the Minnesota-based City Pages put it, “After a long string of public relations disasters that have entrenched his reputation as a miserly, something-for-nothing businessman, Carl Pohlad—the richest owner in major league baseball—has finally learned his political lesson. This time all the hardball haggling occurred behind closed doors.”37

Groundbreaking for Pohlad’s monument to corporate greed and political graft was supposed to be on Thursday, August 2, 2007. Unfortunately for all concerned parties, earlier that week, the I-35W Mississippi River bridge (officially known as Bridge 9340) collapsed, killing 13 and injuring 145.38 Celebrations, complete with ceremonial shovels, were hastily scuttled. The irony was simply too much: to celebrate the fleecing of the public to the tune of half a billion dollars—more than $300 out of the pockets of every taxpayer—while bodies had still yet to be recovered from the river, would have been monstrous, even for the congenitally shameless Pawlenty.39

Washington, D.C.

The U.S. capital is more than a tale of two cities; it’s also a tale of two worlds. First we have Washington, home of the White House, the Capitol Building, and the Washington Monument. This city is the province of fat-cat power brokers and slick-talking lobbyists oozing from one five-star steak house to the next. Then we have D.C., a majority African-American city with some of the highest poverty, infant mortality, and HIV rates in the nation. This city is where residents taste a cold reality where services have been cut to the bone and 50 percent of young black men are in prison or on parole.40 The only public hospital was shut down, the schools creak in buildings that predate Prohibition, and the roads have potholes cavernous enough to provide safe harbor for the rats that contend for power after dusk.

Former mayor Anthony Williams looked at this urban environment in desperate need of reinvestment and saw the answer as clear as his ubiquitous bow tie in the mirror: a new baseball stadium. A $611 million tax hike was jammed through the D.C. City Council to build the new park.41 Cost overruns would take the project to more than $1 billion.42 The park was built even though the team, the Washington Nationals—having just made the journey from being the Montreal Expos—didn’t have an owner. They were the foster child of Major League Baseball, run by the office of Commissioner Bud Selig. But after D.C. put together this “ultimate sweetheart deal,” it was only a matter of time before prospective owners began to line up. The wretched Montreal Expos got to move from a decrepit near-empty stadium built in celebration of the 1976 Summer Olympics, to a brand-spanking-new near-empty stadium in Southeast Washington, D.C.

How a couple dozen of the richest men in the United States—major league owners—got one of the most impoverished cities in the Western Hemisphere to give them $1 billion is still a mystery. It was a heist so audacious that all the Sopranos still must be shaking their heads in admiration. Just to compare, the St. Louis Cardinals’ franchise paid for 77 percent of their new $387 million stadium.43 The Detroit Tigers paid for 62 percent of their $327 million stadium, Comerica Park.44 In D.C., the city picked up every penny.45

Williams gurgled with glee at the press conference announcing this exercise in corporate welfare. He boasted that because the stadium would be funded by business taxes, and “the people in D.C. won’t pay one dime.”46

But Mayor Williams didn’t mention the rise in the cost of living, as businesses pass on these new taxes to consumers. (Numerous D.C. neighborhoods have since become case studies of gentrification.) He didn’t mention that cost overruns have nowhere to hide except in regressive taxes on the backs of D.C. residents. He didn’t mention the city’s willingness to take people’s homes and bulldoze them to the ground if they live on the proposed stadium site and don’t want to sell. (This they call “eminent domain.”) He also said that the stadium would create jobs. He didn’t say that this could be a case of robbing Peter to kill Paul.

Roger Noll, coauthor of the book Sports, Jobs, and Taxes: The Economic Impact of Sports Teams and Stadiums, wrote, “Any independent study shows that as an investment, it’s silly. If they’re trying to sell it on the grounds of actually contributing to economic growth and employment in D.C., that’s wrong. There’s never been a publicly subsidized stadium anywhere in the United States that had the effect of increasing employment and economic growth in the city in which it was built.”47

In the end, Mayor Williams’s plan was pushed through without the pretense of referendum, even though the great majority of the people of D.C. wanted no part of it. A poll released by the Service Employees International Union found that 70 percent of the city opposed public funding, and more than half strongly opposed it.48 These numbers crossed all ethnic and racial lines. But the mayor insisted on giving D.C. a new baseball stadium the same way a dog gets medicine at the vet: held down, pried open, and force-fed. But still, as residents squirmed, Williams had his media-offensive line drive-blocking ahead.

Tom Boswel of the Washington Post played his part selling the stadium by expounding about how “revitalized” stadium-blessed cities such as Cleveland are in the wake of Major League Baseball’s noblesse oblige.49 He neglected to mention that Cleveland had just been named the poorest city in the United States, with the poverty rate hitting 30 percent.50

Sally Jenkins, also of the Post, captured the true dynamic perfectly, writing, “If we strip away all the pastoral nonsense, and the nostalgia, and the exuberant projections about urban redevelopment, doesn’t it look like the nation’s capital is being extorted by Commissioner Bud Selig?”51

But Mayor Williams wasn’t done. Proving once again that inflicting injury is no fun without a sweet insult, he wanted the team to be named the Grays. “Grays” is neither a self-aggrandizing nod toward the former mayor’s less than sparkling personality nor his favorite color. It was, in Williams’s words, “a tribute” to the area’s old Negro National League team the Homestead Grays, which featured Hall of Fame legends Josh Gibson and Buck Leonard. (The name Grays was eventually passed over for the Nationals.)

The mayor’s nostalgia for the Negro Leagues and his touching olive branch to this majority African-American city was somewhat dulled by his battle plan to build this $1 billion lemon in the overwhelmingly black Southeast neighborhood of Anacostia.

It was a stunning act of chutzpah. Williams wanted to gentrify the most historic black neighborhood in the city in the name of honoring the Negro Leagues. Not since the production of the 1992 pornographic film Malcolm XXX has a symbol of African-American pride been so abused. But the stadium was pushed through with fawning help from the local press. Rarely has the coverage of an event been so pandering, so utterly absent of objectivity than the Washington Post’s coverage of the debut of the Washington Nationals’ new stadium.

The Post reported on the ballpark’s grand opening with hard-hitting articles such as “Lapping Up a Major Victory, and Luxuries, at New Stadium.”52 Without even a raised eyebrow, the article quoted people from the suburbs of Maryland and Virginia about how much fun they were having on stadium grounds playing Guitar Hero and eating authentic D.C. half smokes from Ben’s Chili Bowl before the big game. The column should have come with coupons for the Make Your Own Teddy Bear booth.

But that was nothing compared to Tom Boswell. Some Boswell gems from opening night included, “Imagine 25,000 people all smiling at once. Not for a few seconds, but continuously for hours. You won’t see it at a tense World Series. But when a brand-new ballpark opens, especially in a city that hasn’t had such an experience for 46 years, people can’t help themselves.”53

In a nod to actual journalism, Boswell did manage to raise a few questions. “Are they worth the money? Has MLB mastered civic extortion, playing one city against another?” But have no fear. He had no answers. “That’s a different story, a different day.”54 Unfortunately, it’s a story over the past three years he has never written. He did quote another suburban game-tripper making the trek into the big bad city who said, “Sometimes you got to spend money to make money.” Of course, it’s not his money, but why quibble?

Boswell was actually a model of restraint compared to Post city columnist Marc Fisher. In a piece titled “The City Opens the Ballpark, and the Fans Come Up Winner,” Fisher wrote, “An investment in granite, concrete and steel buys a new retail, residential and office neighborhood. It buys the president of the United States throwing out the first ball. And it buys a son showing his father what his boy has become.”55 (I don’t even understand that last line. A son shows his father . . . his boy? So the father is a grandfather? Is this some sort of southern Gothic goes to the ballpark? Maybe Fisher was just blissed out on $8 beers and making his own teddy bears.)

While Boswell and Fisher were given prime column real estate to gush, columnist Sally Jenkins didn’t even get a corner of the comics page. Her absence was conspicuous, but it’s very understandable why Jenkins, the 2002 Associated Press sports columnist of the year, didn’t get to play. Four years ago, she refused to gush over prospects for a new stadium. “While you’re celebrating the deal to bring baseball back to Washington, understand just what it is you’re getting: a large publicly financed stadium and potential sinkhole to house a team that’s not very good, both of which may cost you more than you bargained for and be of questionable benefit to anybody except the wealthy owners and players. But tell that to baseball romantics, or the mayor and his people, and they act like you just called their baby ugly. It’s lovely to have baseball in Washington again. But the deal that brings the Montreal Expos to Washington is an ugly baby.”56

Jenkins’s words have come to pass. But this isn’t just an “ugly baby,” it’s Rosemary’s baby. It’s $1 billion of taxpayer money in a city that has become a ground zero of economic segregation and gentrification; $1 billion in a city set to close down a staggering twenty-four public schools. That’s $1 billion, rammed through a mere five months after a mayor-commissioned study found that the district’s poverty rate was the highest it had been in a decade and African-American unemployment was 51 percent.

That’s $1 billion in a city where the libraries shut down early and the Metro rusts over. That’s a living, throbbing reminder that the vote-deprived District of Columbia doesn’t even rest on the pretense of democracy. This isn’t just taxation without representation. This is sports as ethnic and economic cleansing. Fittingly, when the stadium opened, President George W. Bush came out to throw the first pitch. Fittingly, he was roundly booed. He stood on the mound, proudly oblivious, taking center stage yet again in what can only be described as occupied territory.

Many in D.C. were relieved when after a seventeen-month search, the Nationals finally found ownership in the Lerner family. The Lerners are a clan of real estate tycoons building the grandest minimalls in the D.C. area. They have one-stop-shopped their way to a fortune estimated at $3.5 billion.57

The family’s eighty-year-old patriarch, Theodore Lerner, gushed in an interview, “We’re delighted to receive the opportunity to own this franchise. It’s something I’ve been thinking about all my life, from the time I used to pay 25 cents to sit in the bleachers at Griffith Stadium,” the former home of the Washington Senators.58 He also said, “I plan on doing everything I can do to make sure this franchise becomes an international jewel for Major League Baseball, the nation, D.C., and its wonderful fans.” But unless Lerner was referring to that prized jewel known as “the cubic zirconium,” this simply has not been the case. Last-place finishes, meager attendance (even in that new stadium), and boredom have been the hallmarks of the club under the Lerners. There is a very good reason why the Washington Nationals are referred to as “the Gnats.”

In addition to putting out a product that has stymied any goodwill the city was feeling about the return of baseball, the Lerners stonewalled for months on the $3.5 million they owed the city in back rent on the taxpayer-funded stadium.59 In October 2008, the Lerners finally announced that they would happily pay the millions, but only in exchange for $4 million more in taxpayer-funded concessions.60 This was the move that put the public cost of the stadium at more than $1 billion.
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