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PROLOGUE


LOU PINIELLA’S VEXING QUESTION


THERE’S NO OTHER MORE GENTEEL, HIGHBROW, DIGNIFIED, proper-English way to state it: Reaching, and then winning, the World Series is a real bitch.


Cautioning against premature giddiness over winning spells while employed in Chicago, manager Lou Piniella knew this stark fact all too well. In the brave new contending Cubs world into which he had directed his long-laggard team, a whole new set of problems replaced the tiresome goals of playing “competitive games” in September, as the infamously conservative Cubs management had proclaimed not long ago. Breaking the .500 mark had now been replaced by the quest to win the World Series after two seasons with Piniella at the helm in Wrigley Field. Yet navigating myriad minefields and trip wires into which the seven-win path to the Fall Classic had evolved had become infinitely more difficult than merely assembling a playoffworthy team and keeping it at that level for years on end, as was the agreed-upon standard by Piniella and Cubs boss man Crane Kenney for a big-market franchise like the Cubs. The romantic image of a franchise triumphantly marching into the World Series after besting nine other league opponents over 162 games is, unfortunately, four decades out of date.


So many teams had won 97, 100, 103—Piniella’s 2001 Seattle Mariners even won 116—and could not win those seven additional games to reach the World Series, let alone the final four to stand alone atop baseball’s pinnacle achievement. In 2008, the Cubs earned the dubious status as the ninth team in the past 14 seasons to lead their league in victories, yet not advance past the division series. Their status as an elite contender was too new to comprehend this phenomenon that had ground up so many excellent, proud teams for eons. So first shock, then unremitting anger followed the second-straight three-game National League Division Series elimination—and an utterly ineffectual one at that—of the Cubs from the postseason. It was incomprehensible to millions who had witnessed the best Cubs regular-season team in their lifetimes dominate the NL for most of the 2008 season. Shouldn’t that massive upper hand have translated into an express ticket to the World Series that all natural law had owed to the Cubs for decades? And, failing to reach that destination, weren’t the Cubs themselves worth John Nance Garner’s pitcher of warm spit despite the dramatic improvement Piniella had forecast when he hired on?


Renowned for his unique malaprop-filled homilies during his Cubs tenure, Piniella made the most sense of all with his best stream of consciousness of the year when he held court soaked in celebratory champagne from the Cubs’ second consecutive NL Central title late in the afternoon on September 20. He stood at the bottom of the staircase leading to his Wrigley Field office, a perch at which the likes of Jim Riggleman and Don Baylor once held their postgame talks before the manager was shifted to a dungeonlike interview room.


“We’re a talented bunch, but there are a lot of talented bunches that go into the postseason,” Piniella said. “Do I like our chances? Yeah, I like our chances. Saying [of] our team, if it doesn’t win the World Series, it hasn’t been a successful year is nonsense.”


Piniella cited the case of one cagey manager who has been downgraded because he does not have an excess of championship rings.


“Bobby Cox in Atlanta won 14 divisions in a row,” he said. “Bobby Cox is a Hall of Fame manager. And he’s won one World Series. What the hell does that tell you? It’s not the easiest thing in the world to do. You’ve got to have fortune, you’ve got to have a little luck, you’ve got to stay healthy.”


The first realization comes with the sheer numbers involving the postseason. The five-game division series becomes, in effect, a one-game elimination round that often swallows whole the game’s best teams and undoes all they’ve accomplished in 162 games. Losing the first game when there’s no wiggle room in a short series often starts bad momentum that can scarcely be reversed with the urgency at hand, resulting in a three-game sweep rather than a competitive, down-to-the-wire five-game series. That’s what happened with the Cubs in both 2007 and 2008. And they had plenty of company.


From 2004 to 2008, only two of 20 division series went the full five games. That contrasts with fully one-half of the 10 National and American League Championship Series going the complete seven contests during the same period. Only a last-ditch rally in 2008 in Game 3 at Fenway Park prevented the Angels—after having led the American League in wins—from being swept out similarly by the Red Sox, who had swiped the first two games at The Big A. The division series also has proven a graveyard for other good teams. The Oakland Athletics were ousted in four consecutive opening-round playoffs from 2000 to 2003, wasting their best teams, which had compiled 102 and 103 wins, respectively, in 2001 and 2002. The Houston Astros were knocked out in three straight division series from 1997 to 1999. Even in a hotly contested five-game duel, a seemingly lesser team can knock off a statistically superior one. The Cubs did it themselves, their 88-win entry from 2003 upending the 101-victory Atlanta Braves by riding the hot arms of Kerry Wood and Mark Prior.


“Anything happens in the postseason,” Wood said. “If you throw the Pirates automatically in the postseason to see what happens, they might be able to [win a five-game series].”


Might it be time to lengthen the division series to seven games?


“The first [round] would be important to have best-of-seven because it’s really a tough situation to adjust to,” said Dodgers manager Joe Torre, one of baseball’s ranking postseason experts. “Usually, the best teams get in after 162. And then to send them out for that crapshoot, I think it’s lucky a lot of times if you win.”


But concerns over an overly long season, which has devalued a World Series already played late at night and often in inclement weather in late October, seem to trump the competitive angle.


Piniella differs with Torre, desiring “a pair of five-game series”—both the division series and championship series—and then the World Series. His general manager, Jim Hendry, sees merits in extending the division series to seven games. The flip side, though, is possibly extending the season to November, which nobody in baseball wants.


Cubs lefty Ted Lilly said, “You’re going to probably get a better read on what club is deeper if you play a best-of-seven.” But he opposes further lengthening of the season. “Obviously if that happens do we end up playing in the middle of December or what?” he said. “I don’t know if that’s the best thing to do. But the way it is fine, I guess. It’s definitely a long season to begin with. We get there in February.”


Thus the question morphs into how to properly prepare a team for the rigors of October baseball after they’ve been drained physically and mentally over seven-plus months, starting with pitchers and catchers reporting just after Valentine’s Day?


“This is a business where you learn to stay on the edge,” Piniella said. “Once you get comfortable, once you get sassy, you get beat. So you’ve got to have a team that’s always on the edge. You can’t get to the point to where [players automatically assume] it’s in our reach, it’s ours.”


Once again, as champagne stung his eyes, Piniella proved prescient about what did not happen—much of it laid at his feet, as he was unable to fine-tune his players to prevent their second successive playoffs fiasco. Beyond the obvious nonproduction that featured a cumulative 5-for-51 performance from leadoff man Alfonso Soriano and cleanup hitter Aramis Ramirez, the Cubs as a team appeared against the Dodgers like a deer caught in headlights, their “Cubbie swagger” of late summer, as Piniella sketched it out, long gone. It was obvious to all witnesses, ranging from fans to savvy baseball honchos, through jittery actions and catatonic body English that ranged from errors to an utter failure of control by normally mentally disciplined pitcher Ryan Dempster. No wonder ex-Cub icon Mark Grace, covering part of the series as a Fox analyst, suggested the team “laid down.” Accusations that the Cubs “choked” abounded.


Chicago Tribune feature writer Lou Carlozo, a renaissance man as a professional musician and radio-show producer, would not wrap up the Cubs’ on-field deportment in euphemisms. “They looked like they were stoned,” he said.


The sea change in player behavior was apparent even on TV. Former Cub Joe Borowski, closer for the near-miss 2003 World Series team, saw the hint of a tight team by the players’ facial contortions.


“It just seemed like they were flat on their heels,” Borowski said. “They were waiting for something to do something to them. Their expressions looked like they were scared. You could tell just by watching their expressions. There’s nobody in baseball who lays down. But what you can see is a little bit of doubt, a little bit of frustration. I don’t know if they thought the NLDS was a formality.”


A longtime scout who watched all three Cubs-Dodgers division series games in person would not use the word jittery, but was still noncomplimentary in backing up some of Borowski’s analysis.


“They looked lackadaisical, like they almost didn’t care,” the scout said. “They looked flat. Almost like they already celebrated, a given like they were going to the World Series. They were going through the motions. In any kind of job, you have to get to the finish line, finish it off. Sure, the Dodgers peaked at the right time. But the Cubs appeared as if they thought they were going all the way. They were a team early on that didn’t look right.”


Getting down to the bottom of things was a respected National League executive who spied telltale signs of players ranging emotionally far out of their games.


‘I’m sure some guys were too amped up for their own good,” the executive said. “Some guys were not prepared mentally. You’ve got to treat it with some sense of urgency. You can’t sit there and lose two, three games in a five-game series. Right from pitch one, there’s got to be some sense of urgency. Pitch one, you’re ready, more alert. As soon as that first pitch is thrown, you can’t be falling behind.


“It’s about reaching inside and getting that little extra. Mistakes are microscoped in a situation where you’re facing your opponent’s numbers 1, 2, and 3; everything is under a microscope. It’s a controlling of emotions.”


The physical preparation, or lack of the same, preceded the mental aspect. There’s something to be said about charging into the playoffs with momentum. The 2007 and 2008 Cubs left “big mo” behind in the regular season. Late-season malaise does not commonly translate into postseason success, the 2000 New York Yankees and the 2006 St. Louis Cardinals being the exceptions to the rule.


In Piniella’s debut season, an 11–3 September surge brought them from one game behind the Milwaukee Brewers to a 3½-game lead with a season-high 83–73 record with six games to go. But a startling three-game sweep by the last-place Marlins in Miami in front of heavily pro-Cubs crowds delayed the NL Central clincher to a Friday night in Cincinnati against the hapless Reds. Although the Cubs had a playoff berth locked up with two games to go, they had peaked at Wrigley Field before the ill-fated trip to Florida—one that prompted Piniella’s urge to caution about distractions 11 months later on their next visit to Dolphin Stadium. The week without playing at Piniella’s preferred “edge,” including the negatives of the sweep by the Marlins, took away the Cubs’ mojo against an apparently inferior Arizona Diamondbacks NLDS opponent.


The braking of good baseball in the homestretch was even more striking in 2008. The Cubs reached their season high point of 35 games over .500 at 85–50 on August 29 after a 3–2 win over the Philadelphia Phillies at Wrigley Field. That culminated the Cubs’ best stretch—25–6—of the season. But the eventual world champions’ starters put the Cubs hitters into a slump from which they never really recovered. Coasting to the finish, the Cubs were 12–14 the rest of the season, including a 1–8 slide immediately after the August 29 victory. Only a modest one-week revival coinciding with Carlos Zambrano’s September 14 no-hitter and the Brewers’ 4–15 slide to open September enabled the Cubs to clinch with eight games to go.


Finishing out the string, the Cubs were 3–4 with some sloppy play against the Brewers and New York Mets. Overall, in September, they finished with their lowest on-base percentage (.329) and highest team ERA (4.58) of any month in the regular season. They were outscored 117112, the runs-allowed total the highest for the Cubs for any month of 2008. Derrek Lee, who had trouble driving in runs consistently all season, led with 13 RBI in the final month. Alfonso Soriano, Geovany Soto, and Mark DeRosa all hit under .244 for the month, while left-handed hitters Jim Edmonds and Kosuke Fukudome continued slides that began a month earlier. Never speed demons, the Cubs nevertheless did not tune up their small-ball game by stealing just five bases in eight attempts in September.


The Cubs’ newfound patience at the plate, the major lineup improvement throughout 2008, was thrown to the wind against the Dodgers. During the regular season, the Cubs averaged 156.6 pitches seen per game. But the three-game NLDS totals were 141, 145, and 143 pitches. Aramis Ramirez, renowned for the most improved patience of his career through September (4.03 pitches seen per at-bat) slipped to 3.45 per at-bat in the postseason. Table-setter Ryan Theriot, who averaged 3.75 pitches seen per at-bat in the regular season, dropped to 2.9 against the Dodgers.


Savvy players who pay attention realize that Wrigley Field—and the season itself—requires two different offensive styles, sometimes concurrent, but always with the ability to implement the styles as the environment changes.


“When you’re a Cubs player, you have to realize what’s going on in the game,” said Ron Coomer, a Cub infielder in 2001 and a childhood Cubs fan growing up in the Chicago area who is now a Minnesota Twins analyst. “Early in the season, you manufacture runs. Midseason, you hit three-run homers. In September and going into the playoffs, you manufacture runs again.”


The near-miss Cubs’ World Series team in 2003 apparently was able to eke out runs with speedster Kenny Lofton and bat-handler Mark Grudzielanek at the top of the lineup. That ability enabled the Cubs to catch fire at just the right time, going 19–8 in September to overcome first the St. Louis Cardinals, then the Houston Astros. They clinched the NL Central with one game to go, keeping their momentum going for the postseason and permitting them to slot in Wood as a Game 1 NLDS starter against the Braves. They outlasted the Braves in a quintet of well-played games before playing similarly well enough to grab a three-games-to-one NLCS lead against the Marlins—and then came the fateful eighth inning of Game 6.


“[Momentum] plays a big part,” said Borowski. “A team plays meaningful baseball at the end, it’s still in a competitive mode. You might lose that competitive balance [clinching too early]. It’s not how you start, it’s how you finish.”


HardballTimes.com writer Chris Jaffe suggested Lou Piniella himself contributed to the loss of the competitive edge through a flaw in his managerial game in the final week of the regular season. Piniella, who eschews the “cerebral” side of baseball, fell short in mentally preparing the Cubs, drawing unneeded attention to the fact that the playoffs might be different than the regular season after he lectured the team to block out the 100-year championship drought stories and media questions. Jaffe’s logic was that wholesale benching of regulars and using “bullpen potluck” to pitch the final game of the season against the Brewers—one that Milwaukee needed to win to snare the wild-card spot—actually proved counterproductive.


“His decision to prioritize physical preparation has likely helped cause their mental shortcomings,” Jaffe wrote as a season postmortem in October 2008. “The decision to treat players differently because the postseason is coming up sends the team some signals. First, it loudly pronounces to the players that the upcoming games are fundamentally different from everything they’ve experienced before. Second, it implies that they can’t be trusted to win unless they approach this somehow differently.


“If you think the team can just keep playing as they have all year and win, there’s no need for any fancy adjustments on the verge of the postseason. Instead, these notions can make a team self-conscious. That’s the single worst thing that can happen to a team. If you have to think about what you’re doing, it won’t be done properly. It should come naturally.”


The only player who actually verbalized how he changed his game in the postseason was Dempster, analyzing why he walked seven Dodgers prior to James Laney’s grand slam homer in Game 1—after he had walked seven in 30 September innings spread over five starts, while serving up just four homers in 17 starts in the second half of the season.


“I could have been a little bit more aggressive, throw the ball over the plate a little bit more than I did,” Dempster said. “You’re trying to be a little too fine.”


“It can’t carry the weight of all the past failures on its back,” Piniella said of his team. “It can’t. It’s too much pressure. I’m trying to alleviate that so these kids can relax and play baseball … I’ve got to put the pressure on me to take it off the players.”


Before the playoffs, Kerry Wood emphatically threw out the 100 years angle as a factor in the Cubs’ demeanor.


“I don’t let it [affect me], I don’t talk about it,” Wood said. “I don’t do a whole lot of interviews about it. I pretty much stay away from that. I stay with my daily routine. We’re not idiots. We know there’s pressure on this team to win, but not 100 years’ worth of pressure on our shoulders.


“It’s this year’s pressure,” he continued. “There’s enough pressure of winning as many games as we’ve won this year and playing as well as we’ve played because of how good we are, regardless of what happened in the past. I can tell you win, lose, or draw, the guys on this teams and myself included. We’re not going to say, ‘Oh, it’s 101, we didn’t get it done.’ There’s enough pressure to worry about, once you get in between the lines than worrying about how long it’s been since this team’s won. It’s a good storyline, something to write about, something for fans to hope for. From fans’ standpoint; it’s irrelevant to us.”


In the end, each season is self-contained. But postseasons can develop a trend. The first crop of Piniella teams turned out not to be playoff-worthy, through a combination of circumstances, physical and mental. And when that happens, changes must be inevitable.


Few consistent contenders keep their core together for more than a few years in 21st-century baseball. The Yankees of the Jeter-Posada-Rivera-Williams-Pettitte era are a standout in this respect. Fine-tuning is necessary. The Cincinnati Reds were first called the Big Red Machine when they won the 1970 NL pennant after a half-decade of building. But they truly weren’t the all-time dominating team worthy of the Red Machine tag until they traded favorites Lee May and Tommy Helms to the Astros for Joe Morgan more than a year later. Morgan set the tone for the Reds’ dominance, complemented by an entirely new outfield of Ken Griffey Sr., Cesar Geronimo, and George Foster. The bunch was an exquisite balance of speed and power that the 1970 Reds did not possess.


In the Cubs’ instance, eventual World Series success, building upon health and good fortune will require not only such lineup versatility but also a devil-may-care mental toughness.


“You trade for a guy who plays above average when it counts,” said the National League executive who doubted the Cubs’ readiness from “pitch one.” “You can’t have that, ‘I’m going to come here, we’re the champions, I’m not going to change a damn thing.’”


Perhaps history is a guide, even though too many baseball types pretend yesterday never happened. How ’bout all those blue-collar-type players on the 2003 Cubs who overachieved and did not appear a bit nervous till Dusty Baker’s lack of confidence in his bullpen and the Marlins’ comeback-kids style simply overwhelmed them?


“We actually believed we were going to win that series,” Joe Borowski said of the ’03 NLCS. “We not ever brought it up once [not winning]. I know that we were confident going into the playoffs. It seemed like we were going out there, it was us versus everyone else. Nobody thought we’d be there.”


The successful playoff performer needs to elevate his game without allowing pressure to seep in. That’s where the Cubs’ long-term fine-tuning in this new era of playoff contention must concentrate.


And they should be hopping mad if they don’t get it done, as Wood was in the locker room after Game 3 in Dodger Stadium. Several key Cubs, such as Soriano and Ramirez, did not appear crestfallen. Ramirez later said that the Cubs experienced a team failure while not explaining his own clutch failures two postseasons in a row. Wood knows what has to be done. Do his 2007 and 2008 teammates have a similar awareness?


“It [a playoff game] all boils down to just another game in the season,” Wood said earlier. “It just means a lot more. When the bells rings, everybody feels it, everybody knows it. A lot of guys feed off that extra adrenaline. That’s why you see so many one-run games in the postseason. You don’t see blowouts. There’s not a sequence in pitches where there’s a mental lapse, there’s not an at-bat where there’s a mental lapse. This is the best baseball.”


The debate is intellectually invigorating once the anger over 2007 and 2008 subsided. Better yet, it’s far better subject matter than the typical recriminations over yet another losing season and management platitudes about becoming competitive.


In his first press conference as manager in 2006, Lou Piniella said the Cubs eventually would win, and “that’s the end of the story.” He knew that significant improvements would not automatically snare rings for him and his players. But it is indeed a new era from which there cannot be any turning back. This time, the fans will not permit it.


“Chicago is a major city,” Piniella said. “I’ve said this and I’ve told Jim Hendry this, I’ve told [Cubs chairman] Crane Kenney this, this team here should dominate the NL Central the way the Yankees and Red Sox have dominated the American League. That’s not to take away from the teams in our division. This is a big city. There’s no reason why our team can’t be in a position for a long time to come.”


How Piniella started on his fiery path that in turn has likely put the Cubs in such a position will be the entertaining journey to follow on these pages.
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MEET LOU PINIELLA


LOU PINIELLA AND THE LATE CHICAGO MAYOR RICHARD J. DALEY WERE kindred souls when it came to the King’s English.


Both put their own spin on pronunciation and usage. You simply had to go beyond the simple verbal utterances to understand what each man meant. Who can ever forget Daley proclaiming amid a riot that “the police are not here to create disorder, the police are here to preserve disorder”?


In the annals of Chicago public life, Daley had only one rival in such pronouncements: Sweet Lou.


Take, for instance, the spring day in 2008 when Piniella stammered for about 15 seconds, trying to grasp the right terminology for an ongoing Cubs issue.


“What do you call it, something in motion?” he asked assembled media, who are always eager to help Piniella expand his linguistic horizons. “Progress in motion? There you go, I love that.”


How about poetry in motion?


“Not poetry,” Piniella replied. “It’s a progress in motion. When you see things you make adjustments. ‘Progress in motion,’ is that a good word or a bad word? A ‘work in progress,’ what the hell. ‘Work in progress.’ What’s the difference? You all know what I’m trying to say.”


Then, days after mangling the term svelte to describe outfielder-first baseman Daryle Ward’s trimmer physique, requiring a writer to spell out “s-v-e-l-t-e” on his notebook and show it to Piniella, he searched for the proper phrase to describe a hitter working a pitcher for a walk. He finally settled on one suggestion from the peanut gallery—“coax a walk, like svelte.”


How about the time when he used the trainer’s official term contusion for Ryan Theriot’s foot malady when something simpler would have done better? If anything, Sweet Lou loves his layman’s language. “He’s got a bruise, that’s what he’s got. You’ve got the contusion, so I used it [as his audience burst out in laughter],” he said with a huge grin.


From Day 1 of his managerial tenure, on October 17, 2006, when he sweated through his white dress shirt on the 5 5-degree day of his introductory press conference at Wrigley Field, Piniella became endearing to anyone who was not hard of hearing. Of all the faces he displayed to the public, his verbal syntax side became the most prominent and the most appealing. Nine miles south, White Sox manager Ozzie Guillen turned the air blue with his rapid-fire, Spanglish pronouncements. In contrast, profanity was just about the only aspect of speaking Piniella did not provide for public consumption. To his players, especially a pitcher struggling on the mound, he was different, making lipreading a useful talent. But Piniella possessed good brakes on cuss words, with hell and damn as far as he’d go.


The malapropisms and misidentifications flowed freely in that first press conference. He referred to Cubs then-media relations director Sharon Pannozzo as “Sherry.” He told of wonderful afternoons as a Chicago visitor spent strolling and shopping the “Michigan Mile.” That was the same side of town, apparently, where the White Sox won the World Series on the “North Side.” The 20-year-old Cubs Convention was “FanFest.”


And when asked how he would promote working the count from a traditionally impatient Cubs lineup, he suggested fielding a lineup of “midgets.” Oops—that was a journey into politically incorrect territory from which Piniella was fortunate to extricate himself.


In spring training 2008, Piniella said he’d take a rare Arizona off day with the family in the “Superstitious” Mountains east of Mesa—they are in reality the Superstition Mountains. The retro 1980s Cubs theme song, ‘Go Cubs Go” revived and readopted by the Wrigley Field fans in 2007, intrigued Piniella so much that he called it “Go Cubs Win.” He wondered about what to call that metal protrusion from the top of the bleachers after Geovany Soto hit a crucial homer into it. Again, he asked for nominations from the floor and it came up as “the basket,” erected in 1970. What was the green, clingy stuff underneath the basket? Piniella at least twice called it the “ivory.” Guess he never had to fish a ground-rule double out of the “ivy,” so what’s two more letters to make your point? Later, on September 6, 2008, Piniella was relieved that Alfonso Soriano did not take a curtain call in a road ballpark for his three-home-run outburst against the Cincinnati Reds. “I think I would’ve grabbed him if I’d seen him,” Sweet Lou said. “That’s what you’d call evicting road rage.” Translation: “evoking” road rage. And let’s not get into Sweet Lou’s opinion of the 17-year cicadas that took up residence in the vines in 2007.


When Piniella discussed ace Carlos Zambrano’s balky shoulder in late summer 2008, he must have “evoked” a second opinion from a physician because he kept referring to a “Dr. Griswald.” The team orthopedist who actually examined Big Z was Stephen Gryzlo.


But it was describing one of his own pitchers where Piniella outdid himself in 2007. Lefty Scott Eyre (last name pronounced A-yer) had been a prominent reliever for half a decade, but Piniella apparently added yet another southpaw to complement the colorful Eyre. He referred to a “Stevie Ire” working his bullpen.


That was typical Piniella, who falls short in the name game, recalled Lee Elia, one of his longtime coaches with Seattle and Tampa Bay.


“Nicknames were awesome,” said Elia. “One guy we nicknamed Mule. Lou would call him Moose. Everyone knew what he meant.”


With Spanish his first language growing up in Tampa, Piniella has professed to understand the Latin player better than most.


Of the criticism swirling around Alfonso Soriano early in the 2008 season: “Thank God he doesn’t read English very well. He doesn’t let it bother him. His demeanor and disposition doesn’t change. He works hard, takes BP, he gets his stretching in, he gets in his running, he does a few dances, and he’s ready to play.”


Of letting ace Carlos Zambrano throw 130 pitches in a 2008 victory: “[Not a problem] for a big, strong kid from Venezuela. [You can do it] once in a while. The game dictates you need to do that. I would have been booed out of the park if I took him out. Carlos wouldn’t have been happy if I had taken him out.”


Now, what does Piniella really think? Only a handful of family and close friends will get the truly “A” material, perhaps over an after-hours “cocktail,” as Piniella calls his libation. Having worked as a stockbroker and in marketing for Jantzen swimwear in the off-seasons of his baseball youth, he never was a one-note Baseball Jones. Could it be interesting to chat up politics and American history with Sweet Lou?


“He can make examples and correlations with World War II,” Elia said. “He has unbelievable ways of getting his point across. There’s a part of Lou that’s very, very knowledgeable and intelligent. He can be complex at times.”


Off the field in Chicago, he kept a relatively low profile in and around his two-bedroom condo in a historic North Michigan Avenue building. He dined at the likes of Gibson’s and Smith and Wollensky steakhouses—the latter at which Piniella childhood buddy Tony La Russa would slip in alone to read a book in a darkened corner—or Ballo’s Italian restaurant. Companions were wife Anita when she commuted up from Tampa, other family members or side-kick/first-base coach Matt Sinatro. On an August 7, 2008, off day, after 20 straight days of baseball, Piniella did something so basic and simple as taking his grandchildren for a boat ride on Lake Michigan. Living in a hotel a few blocks away, Sinatro often drove Piniella to Wrigley Field. Sweet Lou put very few miles on his own car in Chicago.


Sinatro easily found his way to Wrigley Field with his celebrity passenger. But he became the Wrong Way Corrigan of his era the morning of September 6, 2008. Instead of taking the most direct route by zipping right down Interstate 65 through Indianapolis while driving Piniella to a road series in Cincinnati, the coach followed directions he’d found on the Internet. He headed east on the Indiana Tollway with the intention of turning south at Interstate 75 at Toledo—definitely the long way. One problem—Sinatro missed the turn and continued heading east. Taking a nap in the car, Piniella awoke as they got within 80 miles of Cleveland. Sensing something was not right, Piniella got a map and the dynamic duo backtracked through Columbus, finally arriving at Great American Ballpark just a bit more than two hours before first pitch.


Sinatro is 17 years younger than Piniella, but he has been treated like an age cohort. He knows when to humor the boss.


“He always had a good backup guy, Matt Sinatro, to laugh at his joke if nobody else did,” Tampa Bay reliever Trever Miller said. “And everything flowed well. He’s got a good group there. He’s got Ed McMahon in Matt.”


While out in public, Piniella absolutely diverged from managerial mentor Billy Martin. There will be no fights with his pitchers or marshmallow salesmen.


“I like to stay in my hole, as I say it,” Piniella said in 2007. “I like my privacy. I don’t like the limelight at all. I’m basically a little bashful and a little shy. I’m courteous to people. If I’m out to dinner and somebody wants an autograph or somebody wants to talk a little baseball, as long as it’s not too long, that’s fine.


“The one thing with these public jobs,” he continued, “if you go to a place where those things occur, you better at least be prepared to be courteous and hospitable. If not, just stay home. I enjoy having a beer from time to time. But I’m not going to places where I’m going to be put in a situation where something ugly can happen.”


Piniella has always liked his food and drink. Diagnosed before the 2004 season with type 2 diabetes, and he apparently struggles with his weight. He professed exhaustion after the stressful 2007 Cubs season, adding that it took him six weeks to recover. He started walking for exercise in the off-season and shed some pounds, but the late-night eating and restaurant meals took their toll during the season with the reappearance of an ample belly. “Each year in spring training,” said a longtime Piniella observer in the industry, “Lou starts out looking good, but by midseason it looks like he’s gained weight again.” Several postgame media sessions after night games in both 2007 and 2008 were called off, ostensibly because Piniella was tired. And before a Saturday afternoon game in 2007, Piniella reported he was still feeling the after-effects of a bigger-than-normal portion of spirits consumed the previous night.


He had long fought the battle of the bulge, a less-publicized duel with a Piniella trait than his famed temper. Throughout his Yankees playing career, Piniella was famed for letting himself go in the off-season. Yankees owner George Steinbrenner tapped former Heisman Trophy-winner Hopalong Cassady to pick up Piniella three times a week at his Tampa home and lug him to the gym for weight-training machines and to go running.


Hitting, not possessing a body beautiful, was his main motivation.


“They don’t pay me for my speed,” he said in 1982 after trimming five pounds from his accustomed 205. “I get paid to hit a baseball. The day I stop hitting a baseball is the day I will be out of baseball.”


The Yankees took his weight so seriously that they threatened to fine Piniella, then 38, $1,000 every day he was over 200 pounds and threatened a breach-of-contract charge as 1982 spring training opened. The fine was not necessary; Piniella made his weight at 199. “When I leave here, I’m going to have a big pizza and a keg of beer. Only joking, George,” he said then. He had reached the prescribed weight goal by eating two hard-boiled eggs for breakfast, a cup of soup and celery for lunch, then a piece of broiled chicken and string beans for dinner.


But if Piniella could turn over a new leaf by curbing his temper, maybe he could become a gym rat, huh? Well, that might be going a bit too far, just like a Piniella totally purged of his old red-ass side. The latter persona will follow him to the end of his baseball days and beyond. At least he can laugh at himself He turned the temper angle into an Aquafina bottled-water commercial in 2008, in which he pretended to be arguing with the third-base umpire to keep up his reputation. The real dialogue has Piniella asking the arbiter about his family. To ensure the proper visual effects for the faux dispute, Piniella dislodged third base and tossed it, just as a close-up shows him guzzling a bottle of water.


Another TV spot in 2008 had him teaming with Ozzie Guillen to plug Chevys. Doubles obviously did most of the body English shots, including the two supposed managers jumping on a trampoline and dashing into a photo booth to pose together. But a brief sequence in which Piniella rapped was real.


“I had fun doing it,” he said. “It’s all right. You didn’t like it? It’s not my type of music. I did what I was asked to do.”


Piniella set himself up with that line of logic. Would he next like to compete in Dancing With The Stars? “In India,” he replied. “I don’t think so. I don’t have that [kind of] dexterity.”


Life was simpler and more defined when the vintage Piniella would jack up his team and dominate ESPN highlights with the ultimate sight gag—the base toss. His alltime throw on September 18, 2002—exactly 11 years after he grappled with reliever Rob Dibble in the Reds clubhouse—hurt his hamstring and right shoulder. Protesting a bang-bang play in which catcher Ben Davis was called out and frustrated over a late-season collapse by his Mariners, Piniella first ran onto the field and threw his cap to the ground as he screamed at umpire C. B. Bucknor. Piniella was immediately ejected, but Bucknor exacerbated the situation with an apparent smirk. Sweet Lou kicked his cap, screamed at first-base coach Johnny Moses to return it, and then threw it again. Seconds later, amid more 100-decibel diatribes, he ripped first base from its mooring, raised it high, and heaved it down the rightfield line. Piniella then caught up with the errant base, grabbed it, and threw it again.


In Cincinnati he also had tossed first base after being angered by a Dutch Rennert call.


“Lou pulled the base out of the ground and threw it into rightfield,” Reds announcer Marty Brennaman recalled, “and went out to get it and threw it again. My line was, ‘That’s the greatest act we’ve seen in this ballpark in a long time.’ He wore his emotion on his sleeve, the fans loved it and the players loved it.


“He’s mellowed since 18 years ago; you don’t see it as much now. You’ll see the old Lou occasionally, but not as readily as we saw it.”


Indeed, except for the contrived dirt-kicking on third-base ump Mark Wegner on June 2, 2007, to divert attention from the Carlos Zambrano-Michael Barrett two-round brawl, Piniella apparently had retired from physical comedy.


“I’ve created my own bed in a lot of situations and I recognize that, so I have to live with it,” Piniella said six weeks after the Wegner episode. “Quite frankly, when I have one of my little tirades or whatever you want to call ’em, I get embarrassed by it. This last one I had in Chicago will be the last one I ever have on the field. I get a little miffed because you don’t win as many games as I have or get as many jobs as I had in baseball just because you put on a show once in a while.


“The new hierarchy in baseball would rather have no arguments and no fights on the field, and just play the game. I would rather be recognized as a good baseball man as opposed to just a colorful baseball man.”


That leaves Sweet Lou the Philosopher, Sweet Lou the Elocutionist, and Sweet Lou the Preacher Man as his social security age personality. And to most fans and media weary of stale platitudes in connection with the long, strange journey of the Cubs, that’s good enough.


“Look, I’m basically a guy who’s just making a living,” Piniella said. “It just so happens I’m a baseball manager, that’s all. I’ve had a wonderful career, a long, long time. I’ve said this many times. This is my last job in baseball. In the short period of time I’ve been here, it would be very, very special for the Cubs to finally get in a Fall Classic.”


Everything he ever learned about the nuances of our most fascinating and talked-about sport would be needed in what he termed his last job in baseball with the Cubs, one in which the desired goal would far overshadow anything else he ever accomplished.
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A BUTT AND A BAT ON FIRE


A QUICK LOOK AROUND LOU PINIELLA’S SMALL, CINDER-BLOCK-WALLED WRIGLEY FIELD OFFICE DURING the 2008 season was all that was necessary. There was nothing to capture your gaze for more than a few seconds—or give a clue to the personality and history of the room’s occupant.


Piniella sat behind a small desk, with a couch set against it at a 90-degree angle. On the desktop: some scouting reports, a Chicago newspaper crossword puzzle [a pregame work in progress], and a cell phone.


No laptop whirring. No digital mini-bytes of baseball popping up on-screen. “I only know how to turn it on,” he said. “It might make me look good; it might make me look more intelligent. I don’t get too involved in a laptop. I don’t use e-mail.” Yet on September 29, 2007, in the visiting manager’s office at Great American Ballpark, just minutes before the Cubs clinched the NL Central title, Piniella was spotted surfing the Internet on a laptop for the latest scores. Perhaps an aide had logged on and clicked Piniella over to the scoreboard site then. But there were no mouse clicks here at home.


And there were few items on the office bookshelf: just a couple of books involving Pete Rose, George Will, and the New York Yankees. Not a single photo or other memento graced the walls. The physical evidence was cold on Piniella’s colorful four-decade career that netted three World Series rings and crossed paths with a roster of all-time baseball personalities. In the middle of his first Cubs season in 2007, Piniella had said that his wife, Anita, would decorate the office. But almost a year later, her interior-design touch had not been felt. The lack of decor was in stark contrast to predecessor Dusty Baker’s photo-museum design that mimicked Tommy Lasorda’s old Dodger Stadium office. Baker displayed his journey through baseball history, his love of music, and his other eclectic tastes via images of personalities as diverse as Henry Aaron and John Lee Hooker, along with a packed bookshelf and a CD hookup on the wall.


Nearing age 65 and smack-dab in the middle of a three-year contract for his professed final managing job, Piniella obviously was renting short-term, not buying, in Chicago.


“Anita decorated his Seattle office,” said Larry LaRue, baseball writer for the Tacoma News-Tribune, who had covered Piniella his entire 10-year run with the Mariners. “There were a lot of family photos, pictures of Lou with the Yankees, and a photo of Lou with President Clinton, who had thrown out the first ball.”


You could make a case that Piniella’s laser focus on his toughest-ever assignment—transforming the Cubs into winners—caused the spartan office decor and absence of personal artifacts. This is an uncomplicated man who simply emphasizes winning each day’s game and setting up the Cubs for near-future success, with no time for reflection on the good ol’ days—or analysis of how the Cubs’ past melded with the present.


Throughout his Chicago tenure to date, Piniella hardly ever sat back and waxed nostalgic. He had been at the center of the 1970s Yankees “Bronx Zoo,” but rarely brought up his role in the collisions of George Steinbrenner, Billy Martin, and Reggie Jackson. Such experiences almost had to be pried out of him. He insisted he did not watch The Bronx is Burning, the 2007 ESPN dramatic series about the 1977 Yankees season.


“I’m not a storyteller,” Piniella claimed, offering up the difference between him and, say, Don Zimmer. Hardly an anecdote escaped from his mouth about managing the “Nasty Boys” Cincinnati Reds bullpen to an upset World Series win over the Athletics in 1990. Requests to make comparisons between top baseball achievers of today and the greats he had witnessed decades previous often were met with too-short answers and changes in subject matter. Once in a while, Piniella would react to a present-day event with an anecdote about a time he destroyed a water cooler, then bought the damaged contraption and moved it to his garage. But he never sought the past as a refuge; his no-frills focus was on creating a “new culture” of winning for the Cubs.


Did Piniella share a philosophy with Mike Ditka, the bard of Bears-dom, who once proclaimed, “living in the past is for cowards and losers”? Probably not. Maybe Piniella simply disdained “cerebral” questions and observations tossed his way. Or maybe he did not want to rub all his past success in the faces of his new employers and their worldwide, long-suffering fan base. Who wants to hear about Yankees glory days and World Series rings when his first Cubs team had to recover from a 22–31 start and play like maniacs just to finish 85–77 and barely scrape into the playoffs?


He wouldn’t have had the time to properly reminisce through a full life anyway, with his task at hand. Piniella’s experiences were complex, at once an American success story and an old-school baseball journey. He moved from an upbringing in a sports-crazy family in which his father played in Sunday semi-pro doubleheaders in 1950s Tampa to an apprenticeship with four different baseball organizations that delayed big-league success until 1969. Add on a single-minded devotion to hitting that included trying out batting stances in front of mirrors at all hours of the night to a white-hot temper when he fell short in a sport chock-full of failure. The story would also include a 20-year managerial resume.


The incubator for the baseball junkie who would pick up his Sweet Lou nickname in Kansas City in the early 1970s was a close-knit family in a neighborhood of hardworking people of Spanish and Italian descent. They lived their lives in the baseball hotbed of Tampa, which produced generations of big leaguers starting with catcher-turned-manager Al Lopez (born in 1908) all the way through the likes of Dwight Gooden and Gary Sheffield. In the semitropical climate, baseball skills could be honed outdoors year-round.


Piniella followed in the athletic path of his father, also named Louis, and mother, Margaret, a good athlete in her own right in softball and basketball. Working long hours, the elder Louis Piniella ran a distributorship while Margaret worked the company’s books. When they could get away to play sports, they went at it full-bore as a family. The ties that bind were still close in 2008: Margaret Piniella still lived in the old family home on Cordelia Street, across the road from a park that was home to family athletic feats.


“My dad was a pitcher,” Lou Piniella recalled in an uncommon look-back moment in 2008. “He could have played pro ball. He was offered a contract. But they made more money in the shipyards than they offered playing baseball. He played in an intersocial baseball league in Tampa. They had some real good teams. The Cuban club, the Italian club, the Loyal Knights. Six to eight teams, they’d play every Sunday and sell out. They played doubleheaders on Sunday and it was fun.”


Fun—and punctuated with fights. Hot blood runs through Piniella’s genealogy. One time the elder Piniella disagreed with his catcher on the selection of pitches. He let go what his son called a “haymaker” and the battery went at it, the fans joining in. Twenty minutes later, after the combatants had gone several rounds, both pitcher and catcher resumed their positions on the field and play continued as if the fight never took place.


Surprisingly, a Piniella kinsman suggested that Sweet Lou acquired most of his intensity from his mother, who was notable for riding referees and umpires in her sons’ games. Boston Red Sox hitting coach Dave Magadan is Piniella’s first cousin and godson, so he got an up-close-and-personal view of family dynamics.
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