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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The Assists And Sacrifices

No one person can tell the story of a proud franchise. Fortunately, no individual needs to do that.

The 100-plus-year Major League history of the Detroit Tigers has been written by more than 1,500 players, 39 managers and millions of dedicated fans.

Without them, this book doesn’t happen. And it’s time to salute them—the great and the very good from more than a century of American League baseball.

Particular thanks to the 2006 and 2011 Tigers, who made the game fun again. That credit starts at the top with Dave Dombrowski and Jim Leyland and filters down to the 25th men on those rosters. Their passion for winning was greatly appreciated.

But there were others who helped with their time and input:


	Brian Britten, Rick Thompson and Elizabeth Allison of the Tigers media relations staff.

	Al Kaline and Willie Horton from the playing field and the front office.

	Ernie Harwell, a friendly voice, then a friend for more than 40 years.

	Joe Falls, Jerry Green, Lynn Henning, Drew Sharp, Gary Gillette, Larry Lage, Crystal Evola Krauskoff, Shireen Saski, Dan Dickerson, Mario Impemba, Rod Allen, Fred Heumann, Gary Mellor, Dave Matthews, Dave DeMarco, Carl Angelo, Andy Flanagan, Jason Beck, Amanda Blay, Earle Robinson, Tom Crawford, Lynn Torrico, Marty Makinen, Jeff Caminsky, Steve Silverman, Nancy and Jim Keskeny, Camron Gnass, Chip Mundy and dozens of other writers and broadcasters living and deceased.

	And especially Marti Martin, my eyes and ears at Comerica Park when I couldn’t be there.



Special thanks to Mike Pearson, who fought for this project six years ago, and Laura Podeschi and Meg Distinti, editors with patience.

Finally, an apology to the rest of the family—Robin, Zach, Alison, Mary and Mags (the lab, not the outfielder). If I’ve been gone too much or buried at the computer, I hope you understand why.

And Mary, it won't be long until your Grandpa Jack can take you to the ballpark the way his mom and dad, Jake and Marge, did more than 50 years ago. I hope you like more than the Ferris wheel.

—Jack Ebling, January 1, 2012
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CHAPTER ONE

THE PLAN AND THE MAN

How the 2006 and 2011–12 Detroit Tigers were Built

It was a six-month root canal. Nearly every day meant a new drilling—119 losses in all. But that was nine years ago. And after the careful brushing and flossing of a franchise, few American League baseball teams have better teeth than the Detroit Tigers.

None could, if you ask their devoted fans. With a club-record 26 sellouts and a regular-season attendance of 2,595,937, not counting six packed houses in postseason play, Detroit’s turnaround in 2006 carried over to the turnstiles.

In 2011, the count for 81 home dates reached 2,642,045, plus five crowds of 40,000-plus in the playoffs. And the average television rating in Metro Detroit increased by 17 percent to nearly 123,000 households per game.

None of that could have happened without a major financial commitment from owner/director Mike Ilitch, including a new nine-year, $214 million deal with free-agent slugger Prince Fielder, the biggest shock of a stunning 2012 offseason. But for a four-year minor leaguer with a total of three home runs, Ilitch hit it out of the park with Little Caesars Pizza and the Detroit Red Wings long before he took over the Tigers in 1992.

But Ilitch, 82, would be the first to tell you that every big hit or clutch catch the past six seasons was made by a player, not the team’s owner. And the men who made those performances possible were president, CEO and general manager Dave Dombrowski and his first choice to manage the Tigers, a motivated Jim Leyland.

“Jim and I go back a long time,” Dombrowski said in 2007 of a tandem that won the 1997 World Series with Florida. “If he has that fire and passion in his belly, Jim is one of the best in baseball. I had to see if he had that again. But he’s not going to mislead you. He’s going to tell you. And when he does, you’re getting the consummate manager. He can be as tough as anyone when he has to be.”

Tough jobs are everywhere. And when Dombrowski came to Detroit from the Marlins after the 2001 season, he took over a team that was 66-96. As president and CEO, he also inherited general manager Randy Smith and manager Phil Garner. Neither man made it to 2003 with the Tigers, as Dombrowski took on the GM duties and hired Luis Pujols, then fan favorite Alan Trammell as manager.

“You have to go back to 2001,” Dombrowski said. “We had to make intelligent observations and get people on board we could trust. The blueprint was similar to the one for Florida. But how we would get there was somewhat different. Here we needed to regroup and rebuild and develop a winning attitude. That can take a long time.”

It took too long for everyone at Comerica Park except some grateful visiting teams. Detroit slipped to 55 wins in 2002, then to 43 the next year, nearly setting a Major League record for ineptitude. After a nice jump to 72 wins in 2004, a trip on the treadmill produced 71 victories and meant Trammell had done all he could.

“I feel bad for any manager who’s fired,” Leyland said six years ago. “And I feel particularly bad for Alan Trammell. He didn’t really have a chance his last year. I’ve said it all along, if (Carlos) Guillen and ‘Pudge’ (Ivan Rodriguez) and (Magglio) Ordonez are out of our lineup on a consistent basis, we wouldn’t be worth a shit, either. That’s the way it is. But people don’t want to hear that.”

Fans want to hear—or better yet, see—six things happen:


	Their team’s front office is aggressive and intelligent in making trades—without sacrificing their favorite players.

	Their team is able to acquire important free agents without breaking the bank and having to raise ticket prices.

	Their scouts and general manager can identify and sign top amateur prospects to provide hope for brighter days ahead.

	Their team’s manager can communicate with stars and scrubs, never coddling players or locking them in the doghouse.

	Their manager’s baseball decisions are sound, from his handling of pitchers to his preference for long ball or small ball.

	Their team’s oldest players still perform with off-the-wall passion, while the youngsters play a lot smarter than their years.



Oh, and one more thing. Their team needs to win much more than it loses and should play long after the 162nd game in late September.

If that reads like a description of the 2006 and 2011 Tigers, it is. It also shows what can happen when an owner cares. In Ilitch’s case, that meant building a new stadium, a heart-wrenching move and hiring good people, then letting them work. He couldn’t have won making baseball decisions with one hand in pizza dough and the other squeezing a hockey stick.

“It’s great because this was Mr. Ilitch’s grand plan when he envisioned leaving Tiger Stadium and staying in Detroit, instead of moving to the suburbs,” said closer Todd Jones, who threw the last pitch at the corner of Michigan and Trumbull. “He wanted to put a good product on the field. And it’s nice to see everything come together for him and see all the fans show up and support us.”

Once the team had moved to Foxtown, the key decision was hiring Dombrowski, whose amazing memory has helped him win in a wide variety of situations.

“I remember Dave when he was a rookie in the front office with the White Sox,” Hall of Fame broadcaster Ernie Harwell said. “He wasn’t much more than a gofer at first, but he moved up quickly. They saw him the same way I did—as a hard-working guy who was very dedicated and had a lot of intelligence. He was trained in the old school, where they depended on scouting. But Dave always seemed to know who’d make it five or six years down the road.”

His fifth year with the Tigers was his first year reunited with Leyland, whose self-deprecation and frank approach to problems was a perfect fit.

“There are a lot of teams I couldn’t manage,” Leyland said. “And I wouldn’t be the right guy for a lot of teams. I hope I’m the right guy for this one. I don’t know if I am or not. But I feel comfortable with Dave. I knew Dave. I knew the city. I knew it was a baseball town. I thought there was some talent here. I felt this was a good situation. Other places, I wouldn’t have been asked to go. And I wouldn’t have gone if I had been asked.”

When asked about Trammell, the top shortstop in Detroit history, Leyland can never say enough nice things. And even if his team is 40 games over .500, as it was in early August 2006, he won’t suffer a dislocated shoulder from patting himself on the back.

“I know how tough this job is,” Leyland said. “It’s really tough if you don’t have the players. When people see the dollar signs, they forget about that. But this is a hard job. There are only 30 of them. And there’s a lot of pressure. That’s just the way it is.”

The job is tough and important enough that Dombrowski doesn’t buy an idea, espoused by the late Sparky Anderson and others, that the best manager might make a five-game difference in the standings.

“I don’t believe that at all,” Dombrowski said of the words of a Hall of Fame manager and State of Michigan icon. “Sparky is just being humble when he says that. You have to be aware of how someone says it. With direct moves, that may be the case. But a manager can make the difference between a winning culture and a losing culture. He can make the difference between finishing last or first.”

So can a top-notch general manager, as Dombrowski proved to be with Montreal from 1988-1991 and Florida for the decade that followed. Beginning at age 31, he showed he could build a team via the farm system or with high-priced free agents.

“One thing you have to do is look at players on an individual basis and see who is going to continue to grow,” he said. “Is there someone three or four years down the road who can upgrade your talent? I’d say there’s always an emphasis on pitching, especially power arms. I don’t mean to discount a (Greg) Maddux or a (Tom) Glavine. But power arms are a key component here and were with Montreal and Florida, too.”

They certainly were for the 2006 Tigers. A trade with Oakland in 2002 brought power arm Jeremy Bonderman. And a deal with Florida in 2003 delivered southpaw starter Nate Robertson.

Via the draft, an 11th-round pick in 2002 produced 17-year-old flamethrower Joel Zumaya. A first-round choice in 2004, No. 2 overall, gave the Tigers the services of another 100-mph man, Justin Verlander, a senior-to-be at Old Dominion.

And the free agent market brought crafty veteran Kenny Rogers to Detroit on December 14, 2005, eight days before Jones returned from a stint with Florida. The following year, they became the American League’s All-Star starter and the franchise’s career saves king, respectively.

With the arms that were already in the system and those that were on the way, Leyland decided to leave his home in Pittsburgh and manage for the first time since 1999.

“I knew we had some guys who had a chance to get better quickly in Robertson, Bonderman and (Mike) Maroth,” Leyland said. “I knew we had Zumaya and Verlander in the system. I just didn’t know they’d be on the team this year. Then, we went out and signed a guy who made the All-Star team in Kenny—and not just ’cause his team needed a representative. He was 11-3 or something. A lot of people laughed when we made that signing. It looks like a pretty good signing to me.”

Let’s let Dombrowski explain the rest of that construction project, as he did in an exclusive interview in January 2007:

• On All-Star catcher Ivan Rodriguez, a free-agent signee before the 2004 season: “‘Pudge’ was a quality player with Hall of Fame credentials, a perennial All-Star. We did a lot of investigation on how he’d be in an organization that hadn’t won in a while. We learned that as long as you’re committed to winning, he’s with you. And we checked his health. We knew he worked very hard and gave himself every chance to be successful.”

• On trading for Seattle shortstop Carlos Guillen in 2004 after other efforts were foiled: “We had to look at who was available. We tried to sign Rich Aurilia. He was our highest-ranked guy. The Mariners did. So that allowed us to trade for Carlos. We were probably fortunate he’d been injured. When he’s on the field for a lot of games, he’s a very good player.”

• On signing free-agent outfielder Magglio Ordonez for 2005: “We took a chance with Magglio. There was some risk with his knee injury. But the doctors said he’d be fine. And we were getting a guy who’d hit .300 with 25 homers and 100 RBIs. Once we felt he’d be healthy, it was an easy decision.”

• On a 2005 trade of reliever Ugueth Urbina for Phillies infielder Placido Polanco, who would go on to be the MVP of the American League Championship Series, then return to Philadelphia as a free agent three years later: “Polanco has always been a solid contributor. You appreciate him more when you see him day in and day out. He knows how to play the game. And when you don’t have him in the lineup, you miss him.”

• On signing Rogers, who had been suspended for shoving a photographer, and Jones, who had been with Detroit once already: “We signed Kenny first and foremost because we thought he could pitch. Then, we thought he could provide leadership. We did check into all the incidents. But people spoke very highly of him. With Todd, the big question was the health factor. He threw very well in the second half of 2005 for Florida, when he was 100 percent. We thought he could still be a closer and would give us leadership in the bullpen.”

• On hitting the rookie trifecta with center fielder Curtis Granderson, Verlander and Zumaya: “Granderson was a guy we drafted in 2002 who has continued to improve. He’s probably not the ideal leadoff man, because he strikes out quite a bit. But he’ll drive the ball. Verlander is a gifted talent with an outstanding arm and outstanding stuff. With the kind of competitiveness he has, he’s a No. 1 starter. He won 17 games as a rookie. And he can throw in the mid-90s or higher. Zumaya was a late pick with a great arm and unusual stuff. We converted him from a starter to a reliever.”

• On a July 2006 trade that brought All-Star first baseman Sean Casey from Pittsburgh: “Casey was a proven big-league hitter. He was left-handed. And we needed help at first base. He isn’t a big power hitter. But we thought he’d come in, hit close to .300 and be a big help in the clubhouse. He was a good fit.”

Every piece to the puzzle didn’t fit. The fate of injured closer Troy Percival, a megabucks free agent in November 2004, shows no one is perfect. But Dombrowski’s batting average with the 2006 and 2011 teams was better than Ty Cobb’s.

“I think he’s a brilliant baseball man,” former FSN Detroit and Tigers Weekly contributor Shireen Saski said. “He has an innate sense to surround himself with good people. Yeah, there were guys who didn’t pan out. But a lot of guys did.”

“Dave gets very little credit for turning this thing around,” longtime broadcaster Mark Wilson said. “But it’s amazing he kept some of the guys he did. Others would’ve dumped Brandon Inge. Craig Monroe would’ve been gone by 2006. Nate Robertson would’ve been history. Dave kept those guys. And Ramon Santiago is back. He’s the guy they traded to get Guillen! It’s just short of pure genius.”
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Dave Dombrowski, president, CEO and general manager, celebrates with Curtis Granderson after the Tigers captured the 2006 American League Division Series against the Yankees. Photo by Elsa/Getty Images

With the right plan and the right man, the seeds of baseball success just had to be nurtured to bloom into victories.

“You know what’s funny?” Inge said. “When we lost 119 games, it was almost a matter of, ‘It can’t get any worse than this!’ Or we hoped it wouldn’t. But the signings in the off-season showed us they were going in the right direction. We got the players we needed. Then, we went out and got Leyland. That did it! It was just a matter of when.”

When Detroit came close in 2009, losing a one-game playoff to Minnesota for the American League Central title, it was a lost opportunity. But the magic was back two years later.

Before the Tigers ruled the division again, Dombrowski, vice president and assistant GM Al Avila and the team’s brain trust had plenty to do. When they beat the New York Yankees in the ALDS for the second time in six seasons, the roster was completely reshaped.

Thirteen of the 26 players on the playoff roster saw their first Major League postseason action. The only holdovers from the 2006 World Series were Inge, Santiago, Verlander and Ordonez, who was lost with a broken ankle after Game 1 of the ALCS.

Joaquin Benoit, Wilson Betemit, Miguel Cabrera, Phil Coke, Victor Martinez, Brad Penny, Jhonny Peralta and Delmon Young all saw action in the playoffs before arriving in Detroit. The rest were first-timers.

But the 2011 team was even more of a tapestry than the collection of talent five years earlier. To understand that, it helps to know how Dombrowski, 55, got started in baseball and to see his circuitous path to Comerica Park.

At age 20, while working on a 63-page undergraduate honors thesis at Western Michigan, titled “The General Manager: The Man in the Middle,” the Chicago-area native arranged an interview with Roland Hemond, then the White Sox GM.

When Dombrowski said his dream was to have a similar job, Hemond told him to pursue accounting and show up at the winter meetings, where he could be introduced to key executives. In most conversations like that, the men would never meet again.

Imagine Hemond’s surprise when he walked into his hotel in Honolulu and found Dombrowski waiting in the lobby. Instead of just hearing Hemond’s advice, Dombrowski had acted upon every word and an important relationship was sealed.

“I was very impressed that this young man was able to get himself to Hawaii,” Hemond told Detroit freelancer Bill Dow for a 2004 article in D Business Magazine. “After I met with Dave in his room and asked him a lot of questions, I called up (White Sox owner) Bill Veeck and said, ‘Remember the young man I met with a few months ago? I’m now even more impressed with the passion he has to get in the game.’ Bill said, ‘Have him stop by the office when he gets back.’”

Soon, Dombrowski had an $8,000-a-year job with the team as an administrative assistant in player development and was taking night and correspondence classes to complete his degree in business administration. He had cashed in his savings bonds to pay for the trip. And that courage and confidence is still paying off.

After becoming assistant GM in Chicago at age 25, he moved to Montreal as minor league director, then began running the Expos organization at 31. At that point he was youngest GM in Major League history. And without Dombrowski’s success, who knows if the road would have been open for the likes of Theo Epstein?

But when Wayne Huizenga hired Dombrowski as GM of the newly formed Florida Marlins in 1991, the die was cast. The team began play in 1993 and won the World Series four years later. A cynic might look at his successes with the Tigers and ask, “What’s taking so long?” But the pieces are still being put in place.

One year after sending three prospects to the Yankees for slugging outfielder Gary Sheffield in November 2006, Dombrowski landed a megastar. He got the Marlins to part with then-24-year-old All-Star third baseman Miguel Cabrera, along with high-upside southpaw starter Dontrelle Willis, for six young players, including outfielder Cameron Maybin and pitcher Andrew Miller.

A first-third baseman now and for the next decade, Cabrera is to Detroit’s offense what Verlander is to its defense. If any team in baseball has a better duo to build around, Dombrowski wouldn’t make the trade. He has been busy making other moves, however.

When top pitching prospect Rick Porcello slid in Round 1 of the 2007 amateur draft, Dombrowski made him the 27th pick and promptly signed him. At age 23, Porcello already has 38 wins in the Majors.

The following year, the Tigers used a fifth-round pick, the 163rd overall selection, on a prospect they knew better than any team could. Al Avila’s son, Alex, became an All-Star catcher at age 24 and should be part of the team’s foundation for the foreseeable future.

In a deal that caused some consternation when it happened after the 2009 season and made more people crazy in 2011, Dombrowski dealt fan favorite Granderson and starting pitcher Edwin Jackson to the Yankees and Diamondbacks, respectively, for center fielder Austin Jackson, starter Max Scherzer and relievers Phil Coke and Daniel Schlereth.

The jury is still out. But Jackson has the same kind of speed and defensive skill as Granderson, along with the same problem of plate discipline. With a six-year age difference, the 25-year-old Jackson could still develop power. And with the 27-year-old Scherzer’s potential as a No. 2 starter, the trade could pay dividends for several years.

Before the 2010 season, Dombrowski added free-agent closer Jose Valverde, who re-emerged as the best in the business. The next winter brought switch-hitting catcher-DH Victor Martinez and set-up man Joaquin Benoit. No team in baseball did a better job of adding a professional hitter and bolstering its bullpen.

Detroit also acquired much-maligned shortstop Jhonny Peralta from Cleveland in an off-season trade for pitcher Giovanni Soto. All Peralta did was make the All-Star team and hit .299 with 21 homers.

But Dombrowski wasn’t done. On July 20, he picked up third baseman Wilson Betemit from Kansas City for two prospects. Ten days later, he stole 6-foot-8 starting pitcher Doug Fister from Seattle. Fister went 8-1 over the next two months and won two more games in the postseason.

And on August 15, the Tigers acquired left fielder Delmon Young from Minnesota. Batting third, Young promptly hit eight homers and drove in 32 runs in the next 40 games, then hit five more dingers in the playoffs. His three blasts against New York were the most in any postseason series in franchise history.

When the last out was recorded in Game 5, with Valverde on the mound, of course, Dombrowski’s batting average seemed higher than Cabrera’s and Young’s put together.

“Believe me, I’ve struck out plenty of times in my career,” Dombrowski said after a champagne shower in Yankee Stadium.

At that moment, no one could remember the failures. Even a week before that, his most important acquisition wasn’t in any mood to try.

“We have a good team,” Leyland said in late September. “Give credit to Dave Dombrowski. The guys he picked up worked out. If we had the same team we had in April or May, I’m not sure we’d be 25 games over .500.”

They finished 28 over, then beat the Yankees and made the Rangers work overtime in the postseason. Long before that, in early August, Dombrowski received a four-year contract extension and Leyland got a deal through 2012.

Leyland is right. He has a good team. And he and Dombrowski are a good team—the runner-up for AL Manager of the Year honors and the 2011 Executive of the Year, according to The Sporting News.

Now, they just have to finish the job.





CHAPTER TWO

THE UNQUESTIONED LEADER

Jim Leyland's Words and Wisdom

The “Marlboro Man” needs a horse. James Richard Leyland learned that long ago. After earning Manager of the Year honors with Pittsburgh in 1990, and ’92 and winning a World Series with Florida in ’97, he filled out lineup cards for the salary-strapped, talent-stripped Marlins and went 54-108 the following year.

It wasn’t because Leyland forgot how to manage or his players didn’t get along. It was because there weren’t enough horses on the roster—a problem he never had in his first and sixth seasons with the Detroit Tigers, the 2006 American League Champions and 2011 AL Central kings.

“I don’t believe in chemistry,” Leyland said in summer of ’06. “Show me a winning team, and I’ll show you a good clubhouse. Show me a losing team, and I’ll show you a horseshit clubhouse. I’ve gone to chapel with them and eaten with them, and we’ve lost 100 games. I’ve had ’em all hate me and want to punch me in the nose, and we’ve won 100. I’ll take talent. I don’t buy all that other stuff.”

Welcome to the world and the wisdom of one of baseball’s sharpest minds, a ranking that Leyland rejects even faster than he mocks team chemistry. And that’s no great surprise. We’re talking about a man’s man who refuses to take himself as seriously as his job.

That no-frills, less-phoniness approach began 62 years ago in Perrysburg, Ohio, an hour south of Detroit. If Leyland’s dad didn’t invent tough love, he practiced it the way his son practiced sports—only in the a.m. and p.m. in days that end in “y”.

Young Jim was signed by the Tigers as a catcher in 1963. He hit .222 with four home runs for five teams in seven minor-league seasons, then became a coach in 1970 at Montgomery. A year later, Leyland began an 11-year apprenticeship as a manager with Bristol, Clinton, Montgomery, Lakeland and Evansville.

“I had 18 years of riding the buses,” Leyland said before a game last summer. “I never said it was time to go home and find something else to do. I liked it. If I’d have gone home, I probably would’ve gone back to school and tried to be a high school coach. Instead, I became a professional coach.”

It was there in 1978 that he put his indelible imprint on as wild a stallion as the organization had ever signed, ex-Michigan State football/baseball star Kirk Gibson. A great relationship began when Leyland laid the law down to No. 23 as no one had.

“I don’t care how much you’re making or what you did in football or college baseball,” Leyland said as he outlined a rigorous workout schedule. “I’m the manager here. You’ll do what I say and do it every day! Is that understood?”

It was understood and appreciated in time. But when Gibson homered to clinch the 1984 World Series, Leyland had finished his third of four years with the White Sox as Tony La Russa’s third-base coach. Their lives would be intertwined forever.

Leyland managed the Pittsburgh Pirates from 1986 to 1996. And when The Sporting News named him National League Manager of the Year in ’88, Leyland’s father quickly reminded him that he shared the honor with the Dodgers’ Tommy Lasorda. His dad died months later, before Leyland could show him three solo awards and two championship rings.

The Pirates won three straight East Division titles from 1990 to 1992. But with cameras rolling in spring training of ’91, Leyland laced into left fielder Barry Bonds, who had just earned his first of seven MVP awards. When Bonds disrespected a coach, Leyland hollered, “I’ve kissed your butt for three years! If you don’t want to be here, then get your butt off the field!” Today, they have nothing but praise for each other.

In Leyland’s first season with the Marlins and president/general manager Dave Dombrowski, Florida finished nine games behind Atlanta in the National League East, but claimed the wild card, becoming the youngest expansion team to win it all, edging Cleveland in seven games.

If Leyland thought of getting fat and sassy, 1998 took care of that. When owner Wayne Huizenga ordered Dombrowski to slash payroll, Leyland’s horses were out of the barn. And his team was out of the running, plunging from 92 wins to 54.

After one miserable season with Colorado, Leyland knew he’d had enough. He returned home to Pittsburgh and was a different kind of dad. He also worked as a scout for St. Louis from 2000-05, reuniting with his close friend La Russa.

“Over the last six years I haven’t been offered any managerial jobs,” Leyland said. “I’ve been contacted. I’ve had discussions with a couple of teams. But I was never offered another job. I was asked if I’d be interested in talking. And I declined.”

When the Tigers called, Leyland was ready for one more managerial go-round. On October 4, 2005, he was introduced to the media and didn’t know much about Detroit’s personnel. He knew enough to think he could win immediately. But no one thought the W’s would soar from 71 to 103, with 95 in the regular season and eight more in the playoffs.

A cross between Bill Parcells and Jack Palance, Leyland was the perfect leader for a franchise that hadn’t won 80 games since 1993 and was 43-119 in 2003. That was clear after his rant in 1991. But nothing meant more than an expletive-laced tirade after a 10-2 loss to the Indians on Monday, April 17, 2006—getaway day for a nine-game West Coast swing.

“It was the best thing that could’ve happened to this team when he got on us early in the year,” third baseman Brandon Inge said. “It showed how much he cared. And anyone who didn’t respond didn’t need to be on this ballclub.”
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Manager Jim Leyland watches batting practice from the Tigers dugout before Game 4 of the 2006 ALCS. Photo by Michael Zagaris/MLB Photos via Getty Images

A seventh loss in nine games had just dropped Detroit to 7-6. When Leyland’s team finished hosting Cleveland again on May 27, the Tigers were 35-14. It was at about that time that Inge said that Leyland could go home. His work was done.

“Inge is right,” Leyland said with typical self-deprecation. “I agree with Inge 300 percent. They didn’t need me when I got here. And they won’t need me when I’m gone. If they can play, they can play. Fortunately, they can play.”

Perhaps the best way to understand Leyland and his brutal honesty is to offer a random sampling from three months of interviews in his office. Crusty? Sometimes. Caring? More than you’d guess. And honest? All 525,600 minutes a year.

• On his contributions to the turnaround: “I’ve done nothing. I picked a good staff. And I picked a good job. That pretty much sums it up.”

• On the fans in Detroit: “Have you looked at the stands lately? This is a baseball town that knows baseball. This isn’t the fur coats and all that shit that comes out for the World Series.”

• On the team’s unsung heroes: “We’ve got scouts and front-office people who work their asses off and never get recognized. I feel bad for them. I’ve been one of them. They work like dogs for a little money and no credit. And they’ve done a helluva job.”

• On his relationship with Dombrowski: “I’ve got a great boss. He lets me manage the team down here. He doesn’t interfere. He gives me the players and says, ‘Here they are. You manage them.’ That’s all you can ask for. We’re the best of friends. Sometimes that makes it hard. It also makes it good.”

• On second-guessing from bosses: “I wouldn’t be here. When people say I want to be involved in every piece of the organization, that’s not true at all. But I tell people what I think. If my boss asks me, ‘What do I need to do?’ I give my opinion. That’s why he hired me. If you don’t want my opinion, don’t hire me! Get somebody else.”

• On dealing with defeat: “You don’t get long to celebrate wins, and you don’t sit long after losses. I tip my hat to the opposing team. But you can’t tip your hat every night and say, ‘He pitched a good game.’ Sooner or later you have to beat some good pitchers if you want to win anything.”

• On rally caps and superstitions: “I don’t pay attention to that shit. ‘Gum Time’—what the hell is that? But they all do it. And I want them to have fun, as long as it doesn’t show up the other team. It’s not prison. Just be professional at all times.”

• On home run demonstrations: “Do I like them? No. But I want to refresh everyone’s memory. This isn’t something new. Babe Ruth did it all the time. He took his hat and waved it around and all that stuff. If a guy hits a grand slam, that’s all right. But I don’t want Olan Mills coming out there, taking his picture.”

• On arguing with umpires: “It’s part of the game. But the poor bastards call 240 pitches. They’re not going to get ’em all right. It’s unbelievable how good they are if you see the replays. I don’t go out if it’s a safe-out call. It’s a waste of time. And I don’t believe in getting thrown out to motivate my team. If I have to do that, I should go home. The only problem I have is with arrogant umpires, guys looking for trouble.”

• On bandwagon support: “The writers are on the bandwagon, too. They were horseshit last year, because the team was horseshit. You can’t be good unless we’re good. Was it fun covering the team last year? Well, answer the question! You did your job, but was it fun to come to the ballpark to watch a team that was getting its ass beat every night? That’s the same way it is for a manager or anyone else. It’s the same way for the fans. You’ve gotta give them something to cheer about. I don’t blame ’em.”

• On evaluating hitters: “I’m a big slugging-percentage guy, not that on-base shit. A lot of guys can get on base. I want a guy who’s gonna knock ’em in.”

• On the value of switch-hitters: “If switch-hitters can hit, it’s good. If they can’t, it ain’t worth a shit.”

• On disappointing the fans: “I used to get hate mail that said, ‘Sonuvabitch! I was coming to three games this year, and you didn’t play Van Slyke!’ Today, people will say, ‘Damn it! ‘Pudge’ isn’t in there! Polanco’s not in there! Ordonez isn’t in there! What the hell are you doing?’ That’s why I haven’t looked at my mail lately. Once in a while, someone will stop you in public. And I understand it a little bit. If you’ve got a six-year-old and 'Pudge' is his favorite player, that’s tough.”

• On dealing with the press: “I’ve been ripped. That’s just the way it is. You learn in our business you don’t get too excited about a good story or too upset about a bad one. A wrong story? I have no respect for anybody who does that. And someone who lies, I won’t talk to. Now, if somebody says, ‘You’re a horseshit manager!’ I don’t care about that. I respect people who do their jobs. I know the media has a tough one.”

• On being his toughest critic: “And at the end of the season, when I go in the bathroom to take my last shower, I say, ‘Did I do a good job or a bad job?’ To be honest, twice I’ve said, ‘I stunk! I was horseshit.’ And that’s not a good feeling. I won’t tell you which years. I don’t want the general manager to know, because I got rehired.”

And not by Philip Morris, Inc., as a corporate spokesman, though it could have paid Leyland in Marlboros. He has been hired and rehired because he knows baseball, knows people and knows better than to be something he’s not.

“With no disrespect to Alan Trammell and his staff, who were dealt a difficult hand, Jim Leyland is a better fit for this team,” Tigers TV play-by-play man Mario Impemba said. “He knows how to handle personalities and commands instant respect.”

Leyland isn’t perfect. And if an opponent wanted an edge on the Tigers in a crucial series, a tobacco strike would be a good place to start.

“It’s funny, because I remember Opening Day in Kansas City,” Impemba said. “Jim said, ‘I promised my daughter I’d stop smoking by midnight tonight.’ It was about three o’clock in the afternoon. And he said, ‘I need to go through seven packs right now.’ But he’s in better shape than people think.”

That was one of the few promises that Leyland hasn’t kept. But let’s hear from players, past and present, and another high-profile friend.

“He’s a General Patton-type guy,” former star and team vice president Willie Horton said. “He has passion but knows how to spank your butt. The more he’s around you, the more you believe. Even Dmitri Young saw that. He knew being let go was best for him. He had to get his life together. But no one knows he called the day before the World Series. He said, ‘Be sure to tell Leyland good luck. And tell the boys downstairs to win it all.’”

“People who aren’t around him don’t see how much fun he’s actually having and how easy he is to play for,” closer Todd Jones said. “If you prepare and play hard and get beat, he’s OK. If you’re not ready, he’s going to have issues.”

“‘Leylandball’ is all about preparation and focus,” center fielder Curtis Granderson said. “You just have to trust yourself and trust in your teammates.”

“I knew Jim in Florida and in Pittsburgh, too,” Hall of Fame golfer Chi-Chi Rodriguez said. “He has always been a winner, regardless of what the standings say. He manages by feel. He might lose a game by leaving a young man in, but the return on that trust is great. He knows which buttons to push. Last night, he went to the mound and told Jones to walk the guy. Instead, he threw a perfect pitch and struck the guy out. He has a much better sense of humor than most people see.”

If he’d gone to the Yankees and had a different boss, he could’ve been Joe Torre. Instead, he’s back home with Detroit—a Notre Dame fan and a staunch family man who walks to the ballpark and sleeps in his office. Leyland loves his work that much. And, yes, it is work.

His record doesn’t match his reputation—1,588 wins, 1,585 losses and a .500 winning percentage. But numbers don’t begin to tell his story. As much as any leader of men ever could, Leyland understood why Woody Hayes’ autobiography was tided You Win with People.

There’s a tunnel that leads to the batting cages at Comerica Park. A sign there reads, “If tomorrow you could not play, how hard would you play today?” The attribution says “Anonymous” but could’ve read “Jim Leyland.” Those words reflect what the 2006 Tigers were all about.

Manager of the Year? Never in doubt. Man of the Year? His dad would’ve been proud—not for the wins and the awards, but for the way he relates to those who can’t help him.

Leyland doesn’t grandstand. But he’d be more comfortable sitting there with factory workers and teachers that he would be in a skybox with celebs and CEOs.

His finest moment? It may have come last September in Oakland, California, after the Tigers clinched the Central Division crown. No, it had nothing to do with pitching changes or pinch-hitters. Instead, a tearful Leyland hit it out of the park when asked about his team and his adopted town.

“It’s tough times for people in Detroit, we know that,” he said, his voice trembling and weathered cheeks moistening. “But I think during times like this, a sports team can uplift your spirits. And I hope we’ve lifted up the spirits of our fans in Detroit because they deserve it.”

It’s 70.9 miles from Perrysburg to downtown Detroit. That night and so many others, it has been tough to tell where Leyland grew up. But he grew up Motown-tough years ago. Last season, so did his team.
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