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To our Moms, who died before they had a
 chance to talk us out of this.
 And to our Dads, who were left telling us it’d
 all be Okay.





“There isn’t a court or field in this country that, given the chance, I haven’t stormed. Only once, though, I was given a shot at a major-league field. The day started when I snuck out of work early to watch the Seattle Mariners play the California Angels in the one-game playoff to decide the 1995 American League West. When the Mariners won, hundreds of fans jumped onto the field. I didn’t hesitate. I sized up my competition: a frazzled usher standing on the grass behind third base. He started to make a move toward the wall once he realized that I was preparing to hurdle it. He tracked me as I dropped down about five feet, and, when I landed on the field, he sprung into action. Ah, a sportsman! I faked right, went left, and got clear. Moments later I was standing on second base in the middle of the Kingdome kicking at some dirt and thinking, ‘Yep, here I am.’ Other fans meandered around the infield; some pretended to catch balls at the warning track. A couple others stood on the pitcher’s mound and talked on cellphones. Satisfied with myself, I climbed back into the stands by first base and headed out the front door. Oh—and I did all of this while wearing three-inch heels, a blue tartan skirt and carrying a smart briefcase. The memory of the usher’s gape-mouth expression still makes me giggle.”

—Deidre, 40



 “It was 1999. Tiger Stadium’s final season and Mom’s seventyfifth birthday provided two perfectly good reasons for family and friends to gather from across the country for a weekend of parties including, as it turned out, one last ballgame together. Recounting a few memories from that tattered but treasured stadium kept our minds off the ferocious beating the Oakland A’s were administering to the Detroit Tigers. Dad told us a story from his childhood when he saw Babe Ruth and was surprised to see that the Babe was pot-bellied instead of having the physique of a world-class athlete. We remembered the euphoria of the 1984 World Series season, when my future husband snagged a piece of Tiger Stadium sod and kept it alive in his college dorm shower well into spring training of 1985. There were the memories of snowflakes and spiked hot chocolate on opening day, sunburns in August, my friends and me getting acquainted with the margarita vendors, and falling in love under the Budweiser sign in the last row of the centerfield bleachers.”

—Jackie, 42
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Introduction

We love baseball, and we want to share with you how we’ve grown to enjoy baseball even though we have never played the game. Sure, throughout the years we’ve played softball, on the occasional and casual outing, with various company-sponsored teams. Jackie holds her own at first base, steadying herself when one of our teammates throws the ball hard at her, expecting her to catch it, of course. And it is a good bet she will. Sure, there’s the occasional yelp, but she’s a pretty tough jock. Deidre, who happens to be a lifelong soccer player, instinctively stops ground balls with her feet. She has bruises and lumps to show for it. Our teammates carry beverage cups to the outfield and set them down, balancing them in the tall grass. Sometimes they teeter over (the cups, that is), and that’s our team’s definition of an error. None of this experience counts toward a basic knowledge of baseball, but it certainly is fun.

And we thoroughly enjoy watching games. Watching them on TV is fine, but going to the stadium is often better. Sometimes we get nostalgic and sit on Deidre’s back porch listening to a game through the crackle of a transistor radio while sipping gimlets, and eating barbequed ribs. OK, you caught us. We don’t know how to make gimlets—but the barbeque claim is verifiable. Anyway, the way the two of us drink in baseball is similar to how some people appreciate music or art: enjoying them without apology, even if they’ve never played a note or sketched an apple.

We don’t get unduly upset about baseball, even though like most fans, we care about teams we’ve grown up with or have grown to love. Nor is our standard of currency based on swapping baseball knowledge. Of course, that’s not saying we don’t know a lot about baseball; it’s just that researching and debating baseball’s multitudinous particulars is not how we choose to spend our hard earned spare time. That said, we’re happy when our team wins and bummed when they lose. Then there are times when we wonder, the next day, “Which team won?” Everyone has days like that. We’ve found the best thing on days like that is to take a couple of aspirin and go back to bed.

We think there are no “real,” “true,” or “second-class” fans, although some folks will try to tell you there are. That’s because those folks spend a lot of time researching various aspects of the game, and the label of “real” fan can be an important form of recognition of all of their hard work. Some find joy in accumulating statistics about the 1949 Yankees. Others delve into the evolution of stadium architecture or team uniforms. These hobbies may be fulfilling, but do they mean someone deserves special fan status? We think not. Baseball is just fine without its fans having to create unnecessary pecking orders. Other forms of entertainment seem to thrive without such jostling. After all, symphony regulars usually don’t discredit occasional attendees with remarks like, “Mildred! Get this guy behind us. He came to this concert without knowing that Beethoven bridged the classical and romantic periods! The savage!”

So, how about you? Do you enjoy going to a baseball game and eating a hot dog, drinking a cold beer, and feeling the warm sun on your back? Great! Do you enjoy knowing the statistics of the opposing team’s pitchers? More power to you! There are fans who like to score entire games and those who want to score only half. There are those who come late and those who leave early—no harm, no foul. We’ve filled all these roles at one time or another. There are a lot of things going on in a baseball game, and it’s any fan’s privilege to soak in as little or as much as they please on any given day. Sometimes you’ll miss a few of the things happening on the field because you’re chatting with your friend during the game. Or perhaps you’re digging around in your backpack for a juice box for your kid. Maybe you’re warming up to a new date? And a game may be the perfect place to catch up with your mom. You can tell her you went to Las Vegas last week and eloped. Wow, we hope you are sitting behind us! Game day possibilities are endless!

Whether you choose to be comatose for part of the game or closely involved with every at bat, we hope you’ll find this book to be an enjoyable addition to your library. With our treatment of the game’s history, stories, strategies, and basic rules, we’ve tried to write something that will give even the veteran baseball enthusiast a greater understanding of the game. The newer fan—or even someone who’s just “baseball curious”—will find this book to be a novel, entertaining, and respectful tool for gaining more appreciation of the game and might learn what all the fuss is about. Read the profiles scattered throughout the book; you’ll see some of the many different ways fans have enjoyed the game. And we think there is room for still more incarnations of fandom. Find your niche, and then invite some friends.

This book sometimes tackles what a few fans will find to be arcane baseball ideas and rules. Well, you can’t write a baseball book without breaking some eggs. That’s what Babe Ruth used to say. OK, you caught us again. But we do try our best to explain some of the more confusing rules. If some points continue to baffle you, re-read them. Still not sure? Send us an e-mail. We may be able to clear things up. Even to some experts, the baseball rulebook looks like an ancient scroll written in Sanskrit.

For the nuts and bolts of the book, we used a number of sources. As expected, our research involved some wonderful baseball books. Then, there was a kind ex-major leaguer who shared his colorful stories. Even Deidre’s brother’s freakish baseball-card-stats-filled brain proved useful. Throughout the book, we chose different sources in different circumstances for different reasons. The most important thing we learned is to question everything. Especially the stuff we deeply wanted to believe. Through all of that, we still found that relaying accurate statistical information was often a futile undertaking. First, records are a moving target. A player may find himself at the top of a statistical category one year only to be dethroned the next. Second, thanks to those who do choose to spend their precious time researching the game’s multitudinous particulars, new information about games and players is revealed and regularly updated. Third, it was interesting and often infuriating to see that the game’s best-regarded sources sometimes give conflicting statistical information. For example, some researchers argue convincingly that information on some Hall of Fame plaques is even wrong. So, while researching and writing this book was immensely enjoyable, it sometimes struck us that no one really knew what the heck was going on. So we called and asked to speak to the person in charge. We’re still on hold.

Baseball stories have a life of their own. Many are passed down from generation to generation of fans and ballplayers. Not all stories are verifiable, and original sources can’t always be found. But that’s not the point. Some stories are so good and recited so often that failing to pass them on in this book would be neglectful. While often true, even the unsubstantiated stories are as alive and momentous as the players who once played the game.

And we think the stories from the thousands of people who helped us write this book are equally important. We talked with them while sitting on the grass at spring training games and in the cheap seats at major league ballparks. We befriended them at restaurants and parties and in bathroom lines. The stories don’t always revolve around major league players, but they’re all legitimate fodder for legends.

You probably already know that baseball is a game, but others who are snooping around in these pages may need to be reminded. Baseball is a game! Some say it reflects life. Let’s not take either one too seriously.

Play ball!





SECTION ONE

Baseball, the Musical

In the beginning, there was baseball. And it had two daddies.

Yes, in an awkward misstep, the “Father of Baseball” honor was bestowed upon both Alexander Joy Cartwright and Henry Chadwick. By most accounts, both men were deserving of the title, having handled their historical diaper duties suitably. Alex ran the show on the field. A fireman, bookseller, and bank teller at various times in his early life, he organized the Knickerbockers baseball club in 1845 and is often credited with helping standardize the rules by which today’s players abide. Henry, a journalist, was more cerebral. He devised the game’s early statistics and popularized baseball through his various rulebooks and guides, first appearing in 1856. It is unlikely that the two men ever met.

For decades, no one questioned the birth of baseball. In fact, few seemed to care about its origin. It wasn’t until the early 1900s when people started snooping around that a custody battle ensued.

That’s when the Mills Commission, a gaggle of jingoistic baseball gurus, convened to ensure baseball was truly an American invention. At the time, in 1905, nasty rumors swirled that baseball had been adapted from the games of cricket or rounders, both played with some zeal in England. As you might imagine, that would not suffice for America’s “national pastime.”

The commission found itself in a pickle when there was no credible evidence that baseball didn’t evolve from its British cousins. Not to be derailed, commission members freely accepted a quaint tale about how, in 1839, a twenty-year-old military cadet named Abner Doubleday invented baseball in Cooperstown, a rural hamlet in upstate New York. Better yet, Doubleday grew up to be a Civil War officer—a nice bonus for the commission’s marketing department. However, having died thirty-four years earlier, Abner was unavailable for comment at the time of his appointment to the position of “inventor of baseball.” Plans were soon drawn up to build a museum to honor baseball’s rich history. It was to be located in Cooperstown, New York, the, uh, Birthplace of Baseball ... an inauspicious beginning for the national pastime, indeed.

Vindication came for Cartwright and Chadwick in 1938, when they were inducted as pioneers of the game into baseball’s Hall of Fame. These men also had been dead for decades. The following year, the baseball shrine opened to the public to commemorate baseball’s centennial, an event based on when Doubleday had supposedly “invented” the game. There is a nifty baseball field on the grounds of the Hall of Fame called Doubleday Field. And, you now know that the Hall was built in Cooperstown because of the Doubleday legend. But Abner Doubleday, the unwitting interloper, was never enshrined in the Hall of Fame.

Other deserving names were tossed into the “inventor of baseball” ring, some that even cast doubt about the influence of Cartwright and Chadwick. In 1904, Chadwick dismissed the hunt to find the game’s true paternity. Taking liberty with a well-worn reference of the time from Uncle Tom’s Cabin, he said: “Like Topsy, baseball never had no ‘fadder,’ it jest growed.”
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CHAPTER 1

Owners

It wasn’t until almost twenty years after Cartwright laid out the game’s earliest set of rules that the first all-salaried team was put together. The Cincinnati Red Stockings were bankrolled in 1869 by local businessmen in the hopes of promoting the city and, of course, pocketing some cash from the endeavor. The ball club was hugely successful. Yet, after spending almost $10,000 in payroll and other expenses, investors split a meager $1.39 profit.

The Reds folded the following year only to regroup in 1876 when the team joined seven other teams in the newly established National League (NL). But, five years later, the team was banished from the league for flouting league rules by serving alcohol at its games and having the audacity to play on Sundays. In 1881, the ball club joined five other teams to form the American Association (AA), a league that welcomed such unrefined behavior.

About 300 miles west, a German immigrant had set up a saloon near St. Louis’ Grand Avenue Park. Chris “Vandy” Von der Ahe knew little about sports but quickly learned a few basics from the crowds that gathered to drink beer at his Golden Lion after baseball games. Before long Von der Ahe boosted his bar’s visibility by sponsoring a local, independent baseball club, the St. Louis Brown Stockings. The shrewd marketer set up a beer garden in the stadium, and beer and sporting industries have never looked back.

It seemed divine providence that, along with the Cincinnati Reds, Von der Ahe’s Brown Stockings would become one of the six founding members of the American Association. The new league was referred to as the Beer and Whiskey League by sneering fans who preferred the puritanical setting of the National League. Vandy’s business sense filled the stadium and fielded winning teams for the ten years of the AA’s existence. During the team’s most successful years, the Browns were led by their first baseman, player-manager Charlie Comiskey. Fifteen years later, Comiskey became the notoriously stingy owner of the Chicago White Sox, the team forever linked to the shocking baseball scandal of 1919—a failed swindle that you’ll read about later in this section.

When the American Association folded in December of 1891, the Browns joined the National League, and things went quickly downhill for Vandy. He plowed through about twenty managers, was kidnapped over an unpaid debt, and saw his baseball stadium engulfed in a vicious fire. By the close of the century, he had been kicked out of the baseball industry altogether.

In 1899 two circling vultures, Frank and Stanley Robison, bought the Browns at auction for $35,000. For much of the 1890s, the Robison brothers operated the competitive Cleveland Spiders, spearheaded by three future hall of famers. Yet attendance dwindled throughout the decade. The hapless St. Louis team, meanwhile, was packing the stadium with a boisterous, beer-swigging bunch. And the Browns held ball games on Sundays—a lucrative prospect that was forbidden within Cleveland’s city limits. The Robisons were jealous.

The Robison brothers grew fed up with Cleveland’s indifference to the team, and, with only a few days notice, they announced the core Cleveland team would become the St. Louis team; if the players wanted a job, they had to move westward. Pronto. To replace the decimated Cleveland franchise, the players for the twelfth-place St. Louis Browns were sent packing to play in Cleveland, where no one seemed to care if the team won or not.

With new faces and a winning spirit in St. Louis, the team became known as the St. Louis “Perfectos,” as in “Patsy’s Perfectos,” in reference to the team’s player-manager and first baseman Patsy Tebeau. The Perfectos went on to a fifth-place finish in 1899 while Cleveland, predictably, finished twelfth.

As baseball evolved through the twentieth century, the game saw all types of owners. Some were hated, loved, racist, enlightened, rich, and poor. For less-wealthy owners like Connie Mack, ownership was a job—like having a paper route. For Gene Autry, the legendary actor who owned a Los Angeles team, ownership was part of enjoying retirement. Like golfing in Palm Springs.


From 1986 to ’92, during my acting days, I was a waitress and bartender at the Sheraton Grande Hotel in downtown Los Angeles, where many of the teams stayed when playing the Dodgers. I got to know what players were nice to wait on (the players on the Twins and the Padres often traveled with their families) and what players were awful (many of the Mets felt any female was fair game). The morning of a major playoff, I jokingly told several friends that if they had any money, they should bet against the Mets. This is because the major players got so loaded the night before, they would surely be hung over. As I predicted, they lost the game. I wish I had put money on it!

—Janet, 48
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CHAPTER 2

Supreme Treatment

Before there was widespread professional baseball, a grouping of twenty-two amateur teams organized the National Association of Base Ball Players, in 1858. In the span of a decade, the league grew to encompass hundreds of teams across the country. These teams agreed not to accept money for playing and to abide by the same rules that had been mapped out by Alexander Cartwright, who, along with 300,000 other prospectors, traveled west in 1849 to Sierra Nevada as part of the frenzy surrounding the California Gold Rush.

Back east, however, the glow of amateurism was ultimately dampened by the game’s success. Fans freely paid admission and players were seduced by experiments with professional baseball in other towns. In fact, some players at the time were covertly bankrolled by businesses, and given jobs and titles that didn’t exist. Why not make it official? Indeed, it was during this climate of euphoric capitalism that some teams banded together to create the National Association of Professional Base Ball Players. In this incarnation, most of the guys shared a cut of the game day receipts. But the league couldn’t assume the toll of having players jump from team to team in search of more money, and it folded in 1876.

Later that year, club owners and other entrepreneurs cheerfully picked up the slack and formed the National League of Professional Base Ball Clubs. This is the same National League that Cincinnati joined in 1876, the league’s inaugural year, and that the St. Louis Browns joined in 1891, just after the unruly American Association folded. Unlike other baseball leagues of the era, this owner-run league survived and still encompasses half of Major League Baseball (MLB). Some contemporary fans refer to the National League as the “senior circuit” because of its longevity in comparison to the American League (AL), which was established in 1901 and remains the other half of MLB.

But the NL’s future seniority was worth nothing at the bank. Looking for a way to turn a profit, owners came up with the “reserve clause” to ensure that players couldn’t easily flee to the highest-bidding team, a practice that taxed team payrolls. The clause gave clubs the right to renew the contracts of five players at the end of each season, thereby assuring players of work the following season. Since manual labor was the predominant employment option for young men of that era, chosen players didn’t balk when told that they were required to sign a contract to play baseball. It seemed like a plum deal! Certainly preferable to heaving hay on the family farm or chucking coal at the local mill. However, the reserve clause was soon exposed as a slippery slope, and, by the end of the 1880s, owners included a reserve clause in most contracts. Reserving players for the next season gave players no freedom to switch teams or leverage to demand more money. And things got worse.

A landmark 1922 Supreme Court decision in favor of MLB was farreaching. In this antitrust lawsuit against the league, the high court classified baseball as a “sport” and not a “business.” This granted MLB teams immunity from some traditional business laws. The salient implication of the ruling was that the rich owners were organizing just some good, oldfashioned entertainment, and they could do what they pleased, including paying players peanuts if they so desired. The decision essentially rendered the reserve clause impervious to successful legal challenge. Sure, some players mounted protests, but their efforts were discourteously rebuffed.

The best opportunity to break the grip of the reserve clause came in 1970 by way of Curt Flood and the St. Louis Cardinals, which, incidentally, is the same Beer and Whiskey League franchise that Chris Von der Ahe owned ninety years before. A couple years after Vandy was ousted, the team ditched the “Browns” name and adopted the new “Cardinals” tag that better reflected the team’s new uniforms and winning spirit. That was an easy makeover and, by the early 1970s, the team was ready for another. But this time it wouldn’t be so effortless, thanks to Flood and his dealings with team owner August Busch, a fat cat from the nearby brewery outfit. ( We told you beer and sporting industries never looked back ...) The animosity between the player and the team’s owner culminated in having Flood traded to the Philadelphia Phillies, which Flood was not happy about. First, the team stunk. Second, he deemed the city racist. And many others agreed with him on both counts. After playing with St. Louis for twelve years, he wanted the chance to find another team on his own—perhaps with better pay—instead of being forced to report to the Phillies, which ultimately led to his appeal to become a free agent. But his request was rejected by MLB commissioner Bowie Kuhn. Rather than show up to play baseball in Philadelphia, Flood appealed the ruling in a lawsuit. The court case worked its way all the way to the Supreme Court in Flood v. Kuhn.

Fans were aghast that a player who was featured on a Sports Illustrated cover and dubbed MLB’s best center fielder only two years before would risk his $100,000 annual salary to fight the system solely on principle. But Flood felt the established system was insulting, said that it treated players like a “consignment of goods,” and said he, for one, wasn’t going to take it anymore. And he didn’t. On June 19, 1972, Flood lost his law suit, quit baseball, and spent a few years chilling in Europe. The lifelong smoker battled throat cancer and, in 1997, died at the age of fifty-nine. Two years before his death he granted an interview to a San Francisco reporter. “You know what? I believed in the great American dream,” he told her. “I believed if you were right that nine smart men on the Supreme Court would say that. I believed that if you were right, people would understand and be compassionate.”

Flood’s court battle paved the way for the dissolution of the reserve clause, and for the prevalence of free agency as well as the birth of today’s confounding player salaries. But the questionable 1922 Supreme Court antitrust decision remains. This means that major league baseball teams are still granted dispensation from many of the laws that govern other interstate businesses. No other professional sports league, including the National Football League, the National Basketball Association, and the National Hockey League, has this special treatment. The Court admits that arguments supporting baseball’s antitrust exemption are flimsy but puts the onus on Congress to enact laws to change the ruling. This has yet to happen.


Baseball has always been constant in my life; favorite players may switch teams, the stadium changes sponsors more than some players change socks, but the game itself often remains the same. Its complicated simplicity is a beautiful thing. The rhythms, the sounds, the emotions ... [baseball’s] what summer’s all about.

—Jen, 25
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CHAPTER 3

Holding Out for a Hero

Regardless of the reserve clause and the power that baseball owners had, some players were able to bargain for better salaries by simply asking. But often the civilized approach didn’t work. When a player didn’t like his salary, he could hold out for a suitable offer. Holdouts opt not to play and, consequently, don’t get paid. Since there was a plethora of potential players willing to take the place of a holdout—often for less money and certainly for less hassle—owners rarely cared if some disgruntled hack went back to milking goats for a living. Owners took notice, however, when faced with a holdout from a star player. Though management still tried to play hardball, celebrity players often prevailed. Fans paid to see such players and the owners, with an eye toward ticket sales, would sometimes, begrudgingly, entertain salary negotiations.

After two seasons in the majors and a stellar 1908 season, Ty Cobb entered into a bitter contract battle with the owner of the Detroit Tigers. Barbs were tossed at one another through quotes in the press, as they often are today. Finally, despite what Cobb called owner Frank Nevin’s “nefarious” behavior during the holdout, the ballplayer accepted a $5,000 salary offer, which was a 100 percent raise. Babe Ruth was another celebrity holdout. Just months after Black Tuesday and the stock market crash of 1929, the Babe held out for his $80,000. When it was pointed out that he would be earning $5,000 more than President Herbert Hoover, Ruth responded with this famous quote: “Sure, I had a better year than him.”

Joe DiMaggio was a precocious negotiator. He started with the Yankees in 1936 earning $8,500; two years later, he was in a contract dispute, demanding $45,000 and ultimately settling for $25,000. During the holdout, he missed spring training and two weeks of the regular season. In 1942, one year after he set a major league record by amassing fifty-six consecutive games with a hit, DiMaggio refused the Yankees’ offer of a $5,000 salary cut. But the Yanks said that they anticipated reduced profits because of World War II and doggedly pursued the pay cut. “Joltin’” Joe ultimately won his money but Yankee management branded him unpatriotic and fans turned their vitriol on him by booing when he came up to bat. His skills at the negotiating table were sharp, though, and by 1949 he bargained a $100,000 contract for that year. Two years later he relinquished his center field position to a strapping young buck, twenty-year-old Mickey Mantle. But DiMaggio didn’t wallow in post-baseball pity; a few years after leaving the game, the boy from a poor immigrant neighborhood in San Francisco married starlet Marilyn Monroe and became a half of one of the century’s most celebrated and tragic couples.

If a player didn’t want to hold out—or didn’t have the clout to effectively do so—it was theoretically possible to ask his team to release him from his contract. If the player was any good, a release meant the promise of playing for another team, perhaps for more money. Of course, such releases would create the promise of a free market and soaring player salaries, which no owner wanted. So they simply agreed not to grant such release requests.

In lieu of granting releases, owners traded players for other players, cash, or something of equal value. One such trade set up the fabled “Curse of the Bambino,” when Boston Red Sox owner Harry Frazee needed extra cash and unloaded Babe Ruth and his pricey three-year contract just one year after the Babe’s pitching helped them win the 1918 World Series. In January of 1920, the New York Yankees snapped up Ruth for $125,000, after which Frazee said the Yankees took a risk on the deal. “The Boston club can now go into the market and buy other players and have a better team ... [than] if Ruth had remained with us.” History shows that few remarks could have been further from the truth. It is speculated that, after paying off his debts, Frazee used the remaining cash to produce the Broadway play No, No, Nanette, which opened in 1925. The Yankees went on to win twenty-six World Series titles before the Red Sox fielded their next championship team in 2004.

The practice of trading players is still used and, though modern-day players often get input on where they will be traded, it doesn’t work out that way for everyone. In 1992, the Oakland Athletics traded Jose Canseco to the Texas Rangers for three players and cash. When a reporter asked to where Canseco was traded, he responded, “To Ethiopia ... For a box of Froot Loops and a camel to be named later.” All-Star Ruben Sierra, who was traded from Texas in the deal, has not commented on whether he considered himself the camel or among the Froot Loops.


I remember watching the 1980 World Series when I was thirteen years old. My stepfather, Al, would take a shower at the top of the fourth inning of every game. The bathroom he used was right next to the room where my family and our friends would watch each game. Al would have the game on the radio in the bathroom and would bang on the wall whenever the Phillies did something good. The Phillies won the World Series that year—most likely because Al’s fourth-inning shower brought them the luck they needed.

—Jennifer, 38
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CHAPTER 4

Stuffed Salary

While Curt Flood’s plight was being reviewed at the Supreme Court, players across the country were becoming antsy with the prospect of free agency. Oakland’s “Catfish” Hunter was one of the league’s most dominant pitchers in the early 1970s. He had spent ten years with Charlie Finley’s Oakland A’s and still earned only $100,000, a paltry sum compared to contemporary standards. In 1974, however, things were about to change. After it was determined that Oakland’s owner violated Hunter’s contract, an arbitrator released the future Hall of Fame pitcher from the agreement—and its reserve clause. This release granted him the right to negotiate a new contract with any team he wanted. This is exactly the same free-agency scenario that Flood fought for a few years earlier. Two weeks after Hunter won his free agency, he signed a five-year, $3.75 million contract with the New York Yankees and owner George Steinbrenner, a shipping magnate who had bought the team two years before.

In 1975, after two other pitchers fought their reserve clauses and won free agency, owners started to scramble and get litigious. Why not? It worked against Curt Flood, after all. However, things had changed. By this point, players were less apt to maintain the code of secrecy regarding salary negotiations and, as details became known, fans and the media frowned on what looked more like greedy owners not giving players a fare share. The court of public opinion had weighed in; next came the decisions of jurors and arbitrators, who were less inclined to help the owners maintain the status quo. Defeated, owners reluctantly accepted a new order. This effectively ended the power of the reserve clause and opened the door for rampant free agency.

The growing prevalence of free agency led superstars to negotiate big contracts in the late ’70s. Soon, owners were pushed to come up with clever ways to keep profits in line. One solution was to have all the owners refuse to sign any free agents, surmising that, with a lack of demand for free agents, salaries would fall. The plan worked. In 1987, average player salaries dropped for the first time since the dawn of all this free agency business. The owners had cheated the system and were getting away with it. Well, that was until they got busted. Players were granted a settlement to compensate for the illegal collusion on the part of the owners, and the two parties went back to their war rooms to plot the next attack.

And assault, they did. For the next fifteen years, baseball was wracked with labor pains that resulted in a battery of threats, strikes by the ballplayers, a lockout by the owners, and, in 1994, a cancelled World Series. Through all of this, though, salaries plodded upwards. By 2008, the lowest salary was $390,000, and the year’s average salary swelled past $3 million.

Major League Baseball’s attitude change about free agency was due partly to pressure from the public and Congress, since Congress was—and still is—the keeper of the antitrust exemption granted by the 1922 Supreme Court decision. And with that power, Congress had MLB by the equipment bag. In the name of social justice, Congress appears to use the threat of removing the league’s antitrust exemption as a cudgel to get MLB to act on things Americans find important. This was seen when league executives and players were dragged in front of a Congressional hearing in 2005. The hearings were an effort to force the league to amend its superficial drugtesting policy. But much of what the public remembers from those hearings is the tearful testimony from a mortal-sized Mark McGwire, who flatly refused to answer questions about his suspected steroid abuse during his bloated playing days. And who can forget the arrogant finger-wagging from Rafael Palmeiro, a respected active player, while claiming that he didn’t use steroids, either. And many of us actually believed him. The blinding light from those hearings brought the league’s widespread steroid abuse from clubhouse winks and nods into our living rooms and dinner conversations.

A year after the congressional hearings, baseball commissioner Bud Selig tasked former senator George Mitchell with following up on a decade’s worth of accusations and accounts from players, trainers, and clubhouse “assistants” about performance-enhancing drug use in MLB. In December 2007, the investigation’s findings were released in the “Mitchell report,” which implicated some of baseball’s biggest stars. This sent players into a flurry of everything from denial to silence. Yankee pitcher Roger Clemens, a sure-fire Hall of Famer, used the former tactic when he publicly lashed out against his trainer’s damaging testimony. Clemens said in a TV interview that the things reported “never happened.” Immediate fallout from the report also included a Rose Garden rebuke about steroid abuse from President George Bush, who was flanked by members of Congress, to Major League Baseball. All of this left much of the public with the uncomfortable feeling that nothing could ever be solved when it comes to unveiling the story behind performance-enhancing drugs in baseball. Worse was that, perhaps, it didn’t matter anymore. But some of those in Congress seemed to care, even if it was under the auspices of patrolling the antitrust perimeter.

Many fans find it somewhat unbelievable that the special exemption marches on. As for MLB, it took the league twenty years to amend its rulebook to allow officially for player free agency. The new rule is referred to as the “Curt Flood Act of 1998.”


I’m an Oakland girl who grew up going to baseball games. I like everything about [baseball]. When I was nine years old, I went with my dad to see Catfish Hunter, Vida Blue, Reggie Jackson. . . . I caught a couple of balls as a kid and kept autographed balls for years. I’m now a grandmother and my dear ol’ dad is 97. We still go to the games together. So what do I like about the game? Everything!

—Jowhari, 48
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CHAPTER 5

Changes in the Air

With all due respect to various branches of government, baseball is a business, and, as such, money-making schemes are as old as the game. This is a story about simple economics: as the game became more popular, tempting opportunities emerged for earning more money. Concessions finally became available for attendees in the late 1800s. That’s about forty years of baseball without a hotdog and a beer! Today’s gourmet offerings such as garlic fries, pepperoni pizza, and buffalo wings are a direct result of what fans said they wanted. How did it all come to pass? It didn’t happen overnight. Rather, the game has followed a somewhat logical, though occasionally inane, path to the garishness that some modern fans find so offensive.

Thumbing through Great Aunt Julia’s vintage baseball card collection, we were transported back to the early days of baseball, back to the tattered and faded black-and-white photos of players like Ty Cobb and Honus Wagner. And the technicolor line drawing of a Pee Wee Reese baseball card. Sure, the game was different then. Before the gargantuan contracts and the ensuing disputes, didn’t these guys honestly play for sheer enjoyment? Maybe. The Gilded Age of baseball, if it ever existed, didn’t last long. From its infancy, moneyed owners and salaried players drew the ire of fans.
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