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To my parents Bob and Ellen, my brothers Erik and Mitch, and all my family and friends—thanks for allowing me to be me, and loving me anyway. And to my nephew Nicklaus, that you will always find the same support from all of us who love you.


Intro–Pregame

“How long have you been with the Royals?” The question is one I’ve been asked many times over many years, and I always respond the same way. The query is actually a trick question for me, because there are two ways to go about the answer. I can say how long I’ve worked for the ballclub, since the start of the 1999 season. But my heartfelt answer is to say I’ve been with the Royals from the very start.

Ewing and Muriel Kauffman were awarded ownership of Kansas City’s American League expansion franchise on January 11, 1968. Just a little over a month later in Tulsa, Oklahoma, on February 16, 1968, my parents Bob and Ellen Nelson welcomed me into the world. I like to think the Royals and I both got lucky starts together: the ballclub born in Kansas City with Mr. and Mrs. K at its side; me in Tulsa with my mom and dad at mine.

So, if you want to know how old the Royals are, you can take a look at me. We are the same age, although the ballclub is in much better physical shape—and it never has to carve out time to try to trim down with miles run on a treadmill. We are nearing a half-century together now, and the Royals have been part of my life from the get-go. Like so many others, I can link the different times of my life—both my triumphs and disappointments—with my connection to the Royals (in both their triumphs and disappointments). I’m biased and a bit romantic when it comes to baseball and its power to generate special moments that can create collectively shared lifelong memories. But I know the game has that power because I’ve had the thrill of experiencing those moments as a fan; and I’ve also had the privilege of living them as a member of the Royals organization.

Any time I hear Fred White’s radio call of George Brett’s home run against Goose Gossage in Game 3 of the 1980 American League Championship Series, I’m transported back to being my 12-year-old self and the thrill of that moment. That very same 12-year-old is still crying about our loss to the Phillies in the 1980 World Series, especially the heartbreaking ending of Game 5 at Royals Stadium. My brothers and I can still vividly remember watching Dane Iorg’s pinch hit fall in Game 6 of the 1985 World Series and watching breathlessly as Jim Sundberg slid across home plate with the series-tying run. That series ended the way we wanted it to, and it remains a touchstone for a generation of Royals fans.

Those are just a few of the moments from the early years of Royals history that stay with me in great detail all these years later. I think of them as my Royals moments; perhaps you share them with me. If so, I hope you’ll enjoy learning more about them—or being reminded of them—here. This book is for you, the lifelong Royals fan, because it was written by one of you (namely me).

Having said that, one of my greatest thrills from 2014 and 2015 was watching those two seasons unfold in the eyes of a whole new generation of Royals fans. Now those fans can better understand the older generation’s reverence for earlier Royals triumphs. Salvador Perez’s game-winning hit in the 2014 American League Wild Card Game—you’ll always remember where you were when it happened. Eric Hosmer’s mad dash for home in Game 5 of the 2015 World Series took your breath away and it still will when you are a couple of decades older—I can assure you of that. Those and so many more are now your moments, and I’m so glad to share them with you.

This book is not intended as a complete history of the Royals franchise. There are many stories, moments, and people not covered here, or at least not in deep detail—there simply is not enough space to cover it all. However, I did want this book to help provide a baseline of knowledge about the organization’s history that all Royals fans should know if they don’t already—and hopefully provide a little more detail for some stories you may have thought you already knew. You might even be able to win a few bar bets, with the caveats that I do not condone you actually making wagers—and no bellying up to the bar unless you are 21 years of age or older anyway.

So You Think You’re a Kansas City Royals Fan? isn’t meant to be a challenge to your Royals fandom as much as it is an open invitation to know more about the baseball team you and I have come to love: all of that along with a mixture of oddities, peculiarities, interesting connections, and some outright strange (but true) facts from the history of Royals baseball so far.

When my parents brought me to Royals Stadium throughout my childhood, I would tell them I wanted to work there someday. I learned early, probably as far back as tee-ball, that my course to the big leagues was not going to be on the field. And I was right.

But with their support, the encouragement of many others along the way, and the opportunities provided by my favorite team, here I am living my big-league dream. I’m fortunate to have been given the chance to make my fervent avocation an actual career-making vocation. If you are reading this then I know we probably share the former; and I hope this book illustrates my devotion and thankfulness for the latter.

Go Royals!


EARLY INNINGS

ROOKIE LEVEL

  1. Where did the name “Royals” come from? Answer on page 3.

  2. What year did Royals Stadium open? Answer on page 7.

  3. What is the significance of the numbers 20, 10, and 5 on the Royals Hall of Fame building at Kauffman Stadium? Answer on page 10.

  4. Why are the Royals’ primary colors blue and white? Answer on page 11.

  5. Who is the Royals’ mascot? Answer on page 12.

  6. Who founded the Royals? Answer on page 13.

  7. How many times have the Royals played in the World Series? Answer on page 16.

  8. Which Royals have won American League Rookie of the Year honors (through 2016)? Answer on page 17.

  9. Who were the first inductees into the Royals Hall of Fame? Answer on page 20.

10. Which manager has won the most games in Royals history? Answer on page 22.

11. Why are fountains a key feature of Kauffman Stadium? Answer on page 23.

12. In what season did the Royals debut their first powder blue uniforms? Answer on page 25.

13. Who is the youngest player to ever appear for the Royals? Answer on page 26.

14. Who scored the first run in Royals history? Answer on page 27.

15. In what season did Kauffman Stadium change from artificial turf to natural grass? Answer on page 29.

16. How many hits did George Brett have in his Hall of Fame career? Answer on page 29.

17. What is the Royals record for most team wins in a single season? Answer on page 30.

18. Which two Royals players jumped into the Royals Stadium fountains after the Royals clinched their first-ever division title? Answer on page 31.

19. What two Royals players have won Major League Baseball All-Star Game Most Valuable Player honors? Answer on page 32.

20. Where is the Royals Triple-A minor-league affiliate? Answer on page 35.

21. Which Royals player drove in the winning runs in Game 6 of the 1985 World Series? Answer on page 36.

22. Which Royals player drove in the go-ahead run in the clinching Game 5 of the 2015 World Series? Answer on page 39.

23. When was Royals Stadium officially renamed Kauffman Stadium? Answer on page 40.

24. How many Rawlings Gold Gloves did Royals Hall of Famer Frank White win in his career? Answer on page 42.

25. How many All-Star Games have the Royals hosted? Answer on page 43.


ROOKIE LEVEL — ANSWERS

1. The origin of a team name is always an important part of the history of a franchise and its connection to the city it calls home. Where did the name “Royals” come from and how is it tied specifically to Kansas City? Believe it or not, it goes all the way back to 1899—a full seven decades before the Kansas City Royals ever took the field.

Shortly after Ewing and Muriel Kauffman were awarded the American League expansion franchise on January 11, 1968, they ceded the naming of the team to Kansas City baseball fans through a “Name the Team” contest in cooperation with the Kansas City Star newspaper. The suggestions came rolling in with more than 17,000 entries submitted showing a wide range of ideas. Some were odes to previous Kansas City baseball teams, others allusions to the area being the geographic heartland of the country, and some were downright silly references to Kauffman himself and his success in the pharmaceutical industry. The proposed names included Blues, Monarchs, Mules, Steers, Hearts, Stars, MoKans, Caseys, Scouts, Kauffers, and Capsules.

Although Kauffman was thought to be partial to Kings, Stars, and Eagles, the most often submitted name by fans was Royals, and Kauffman needed very little convincing, declaring, “The name Kansas City Royals definitely is a winner.” With that unabashed endorsement, the team name was chosen and an official announcement was made on March 21, 1968.

But you could still rightly ask—why Royals? How is the name a natural extension of the city and its history?

There had been other professional teams that carried the Royals name. The Montreal Royals were a minor-league baseball team of note for decades. They even have a special place in baseball history shared with Kansas City. National Baseball Hall of Famer Jackie Robinson made his professional baseball debut with the Kansas City Monarchs in 1945 before he was signed by the Brooklyn Dodgers and broke Major League Baseball’s unwritten, but unmistakable color barrier in 1947. In the season between his 1945 professional debut with the Monarchs and his historic debut with the Dodgers in 1947, Robinson broke the color barrier in the Triple-A International League playing for the 1946 Montreal Royals, then the top minor-league affiliate of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

So the question often arises, did the Royals name have any connection to minor-league baseball’s famed Montreal Royals?

Not at all.

There were the Rochester Royals who won the 1951 NBA championship over the New York Knicks. Those Royals later moved to Cincinnati in 1957, and as fate would have it, to Kansas City in 1972. Their move to Kansas City came after the baseball Royals had started play in 1969, which spurred that franchise to change its name to the Kings. The Kings left Kansas City in 1985 for Sacramento, California, where they still play today.

Thus, others sometimes ask, did the Royals name have any connection to the NBA’s Rochester/Cincinnati Royals?

None whatsoever.

Finally, Kansas City was the site of the founding of the Negro National League in 1920 and was the home of one of the most famous and consequential teams in Negro League Baseball history—and baseball history in general. The Kansas City Monarchs won the first Negro World Series in 1924, defeating the Eastern Colored League champion Hilldale Club five games to four. There are more Monarchs players in the National Baseball Hall of Fame than any other club from the Negro Leagues. Greats from Satchel Paige to Hilton Smith, Bullet Joe Rogan to Ernie Banks, and of course Jackie Robinson himself wore the Monarchs uniform in Kansas City.

Considering the prestige of those who played for them, was the Royals name an homage to the legacy of the Kansas City Monarchs*? Nope, at least not directly.

*The origin of the Monarchs name is not easily found in history or lore—it might have had some of the same origins as the Kansas City Royals, but that’s another story.

No, the name Royals has a much clearer and direct tie to an enduring Kansas City cultural institution.

The name Royals was submitted on 547 entries, the most of any in the “Name the Team” contest. Kauffman and the board of the new ballclub selected one of those entries as the contest winner. The submission they choose came from Overland Park, Kansas, resident Sanford Porte. His entry was chosen for its “neatness” and “logical reasoning.” Here is part of what he wrote:

“Kansas City’s new baseball team should be called the Royals because of Missouri’s billion-dollar livestock income, Kansas City’s position as the nation’s leading stocker and feeder market and the nationally known American Royal parade and pageant.”

That’s right. The Royals name has its origins in one of Kansas City’s longest-running traditions known as “The American Royal,” or more colloquially “The Royal,” which dates back to 1899. The American Royal started as the National Hereford Show in 1899, which was the first nationwide event for the exposition and sale of pure-bred cattle. The inaugural year the event drew 55,000 people and helped establish a tradition that continues today.
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Royals founder Ewing Kauffman, general manager Cedric Tallis, and “Name the Team” contest winner Sanford Porte at the press conference announcing “Royals” as the name for Kansas City’s American League expansion franchise (March 21, 1968). Porte’s entry was selected as the winner in the “Name the Team” contest held by the Kansas City Star to choose the name of Kansas City’s new expansion baseball team.

The American Royal grew to include one of the country’s most important horse shows in 1905 and was a significant economic force in helping Kansas City become a vital agricultural hub. Kansas City’s economy has become much more diversified, and the “Cowtown” image is largely history now—but it remains an important and fundamental part of the overall history of both the city and the country.

The American Royal lives on today, and perhaps its most well-known element now is the barbecue competition introduced in 1980, the year of the Royals’ first American League pennant. Though no single state, city, or locale can claim to have invented barbecue, Kansas City will proudly stake a claim on having perfected the craft. With more barbecue restaurants per capita than any other city, Kansas City’s barbecue tradition stacks up to anywhere in the country. If you’ve never had burnt ends, then you need to go to Kansas City and give them a try—you can thank us later (and if you enjoy barbecue at all you will).

Through the American Royal, the Royals name has a deep connection to Kansas City’s cultural history. And now the American Royal has a deep connection to the Kansas City culinary tradition of barbecue. Royals baseball and barbecue—there is nothing more Kansas City than that.

Did You Know?—When Casey Coleman made his Royals debut on May 16, 2014, he became the first “Casey”—first or last name (any spelling)— to appear as a member of the “KC” Royals.

2. Royals Stadium made its debut on April 10, 1973 on a cold and brisk Kansas City night with the gametime temperature recorded at 39 degrees—and it only got chillier over the course of the two hour, 25-minute contest against the Texas Rangers. In fact, that very morning there had been scattered snow flurries in the area, so the ballpark’s grand opening almost literally broke the ice on a new era for Kansas City baseball.
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Royals Stadium during pregame ceremonies on Opening Night before the Royals hosted the Texas Rangers for the ballpark’s debut game (April 10, 1973).

Although Royals Stadium hosted its first game in 1973, the project to build a new ballpark in Kansas City predated the birth of the Royals by several years. One of the key disputes between the Kansas City Athletics and the city had centered on the rent costs of Municipal Stadium and the desire for a new more modern and up-to-date facility. The friction was one factor in Athletics owner Charlie Finley’s ongoing battles that eventually resulted in him moving his franchise to Oakland after the 1967 season—but with Finley there was always a tangled web of reasons, motivations, and slights (perceived or real).

The bond issue that funded a new ballpark in Kansas City was actually passed on June 27, 1967. On that particular Tuesday, the Athletics were still the Kansas City Athletics, and the Kansas City Royals were not yet a thing or even a thought.

Of course that would quickly change just months later. First, Finley was finally allowed to move his team—which he had seemingly been trying to accomplish for several years—with the official backing of an affirmative vote by his fellow American League owners on October 18, 1967. Then at that same owners meeting Kansas City was promised an expansion franchise, although with an ill-defined timetable set “as soon as practical, not later than 1971.” With the stadium project already in place, sooner was certainly better for Kansas City.

The approved bond issue, along with the extra heft of US senator Stuart Symington (D-MO), worked in the favor of Kansas City representatives in their efforts to speed the expansion timeline. The following day American League owners revised their commitment to say Kansas City would receive an expansion franchise to begin play in the 1969 season. And with that, the birth of the Kansas City Royals was set in motion.

So the 1973 debut of Royals Stadium was the conclusion of a project that had started before the inception of the Kansas City Royals, the Royals history version of the causality conundrum, “what came first, the chicken or the egg?”

Did You Know?—When it opened, Royals Stadium was the first all artificial turf playing field in American League history. Comiskey Park had an artificial turf infield with a natural grass outfield from 1969 to 1975.

3. The most simple and straightforward answer is that those are the first three jersey numbers retired by the Kansas City Royals. However, the symmetry of their order of display is different from the chronology of their actual retirement.

The first number retired was Dick Howser’s number 10 on July 3, 1987. Howser led the Royals to three postseason appearances in just over five years as manager from 1981 through 1986—including the Royals first world championship in 1985. Unfortunately, the former Royals manager received the honor posthumously as he had passed away just weeks earlier on June 17, 1987 at the age of 51 following a battle with brain cancer. Howser was also inducted that night as the fifth member of the Royals Hall of Fame.

The ceremony took place between games of a doubleheader at Royals Stadium against the Toronto Blue Jays. The Royals pounded out a dozen hits including three-hit games from both Willie Wilson and Danny Tartabull, powering them to a 6–4 win in Game 1. Frank White’s one-out solo homer in the bottom of the second put the Royals in front in Game 2. But the Blue Jays led 4–3 going into the bottom of the ninth, when Juan Beniquez started a one-out rally with a single. Then pinch-runner Willie Wilson stole second, and with two outs, Tom Henke intentionally walked George Brett—but then walked Danny Tartabull to load the bases. Wilson scored the tying run on a wild pitch and an RBI single by Frank White scored Brett for a 5–4 walkoff win in Game 2. The sweep on Dick Howser Night fittingly put the Royals into a first-place tie in the American League Western Division (with the Twins).

The second number retired by the Royals was George Brett’s number 5 on May 14, 1994. During pregame ceremonies that evening, George Brett was inducted as the 12th member of the Royals Hall of Fame. Brett had played his final game at the conclusion of the 1993 season—but as the greatest player in franchise history, there was no waiting period necessary to celebrate the obvious. Part of the celebration included the official retiring of Brett’s iconic number 5. Only the required five-year waiting period stood between Brett and his eventual place in the National Baseball Hall of Fame—he would be part of the Cooperstown Class of 1999.

The third number retired by the Royals was hometown hero Frank White’s number 20 on July 2, 1995. Although White was born in Greenville, Mississippi, he was Kansas City through and through. The White family moved to Kansas City when Frank was three years old, and he eventually attended Lincoln High School, which was located right next to Municipal Stadium. Frank was a graduate of the innovative Royals Baseball Academy that provided him both the unique opportunity and challenge of playing for his hometown team. He earned his legend on the playing field, and the loyalty of fans was even stronger because he was one of Kansas City’s very own.

Did You Know?—Major League Baseball retired number 42 across the game in honor of Jackie Robinson in 1997. The last player to wear number 42 for the Royals was outfielder Tom Goodwin (1995–1997).

4. Blue and white make perfect sense as colors for a team called the Royals, but they were not the only fitting options available. There are perfectly good reasons the colors of red or gold would have been appropriate. But in Kansas City those were already the colors of football season. And no one would have batted an eye if purple—the color of royalty—had been chosen.

Yet blue is a hue that also hits the mark—and royal blue is nearly perfect. So the Royals went with blue, but there was another early indicator that might have given away the direction the Kansas City expansion team would take, at least in regard to the franchise’s chosen colors.

The American League awarded the expansion club to Ewing Kauffman and his wife Muriel on January 11, 1968. Although the team name had not yet been chosen, a little research might have given a clue as to what the team colors would later become. All you needed to do was look to the horse track.

The Kauffmans were already in the sports business in a smaller fashion with racehorses. Perhaps the only overlap between their two sporting endeavors turned out to be the colors of blue and white. The silks worn by horses owned by the Kauffmans were already blue and white—there was no real need to make a change.

After the name Royals was selected, and the colors of blue and white were chosen, Mr. Kauffman joked he could simply make one of his horses that wasn’t winning at the track available to be the baseball team’s mascot. The mascot idea had no legs, but the colors have certainly stood the test of time.

5. Sluggerrr.

Well, if a horse wouldn’t work as a mascot—then what would? The mascot question lingered for almost two decades after the founding of the Royals. The answer wouldn’t reveal itself until 1996.

The Royals made an announcement during the offseason after the 1995 season that the 1996 home opener would include the addition of a first-ever mascot. And much like the naming of the team back in 1968, the naming of the new mascot would be left to Royals fans. But what would the mascot be?

The mascot-naming contest began in early 1996 and was co-sponsored by the Royals and the Kansas City Star. Although the details of the mascot weren’t given, a clawed paw and tail appeared in the print advertisements. The clues clearly hinted at a royal creature—perhaps the proverbial king of the jungle. And so it turned out to be on Opening Day.

The Royals debuted their very regal lion named Sluggerrr during pregame ceremonies, then roared out to a walkoff win, of course. The Royals trailed 4–3 entering the bottom of the ninth inning when David Howard led off with a single and stole second. He moved to third on a passed ball and scored the tying run on a one-out RBI double by Mike Macfarlane.

Tom Goodwin then reached base leading off the bottom of the 12th inning on an error charged to shortstop John Valentin. With one out Goodwin stole second; with two outs he stole third; then he scored the winning run on an RBI single by Patrick Lennon. It was the one and only RBI for Lennon as a member of the Royals, but he made it count with a walkoff victory in the home opener. The Royals defeated Boston 5–4 in 12 innings at Kauffman Stadium—making Sluggerrr a winner from the very start.

6. The Royals were founded by Ewing Marion Kauffman and his wife Muriel. They were chosen by the American League as owners of the Kansas City expansion franchise—a decision that was made official on January 11, 1968. But the story of how and why goes back much further and has many more layers.

The Royals’ story is truly a tale of and about Kansas City. The origins of the franchise started from civic reaction to losing a team that had not originally been Kansas City born. The lack of local roots was one reason many believed the Athletics’ stay in Kansas City turned out to be a temporary stop on their cross-country migration from east (Philadelphia) to west (Oakland).

[image: image]

Muriel and Ewing Kauffman, along with Royal Lancer Earl Smith, celebrate the 6,441 season tickets sold for the 1969 inaugural season—the most season tickets sold for any American League team.

When Kansas City was promised a new franchise in October of 1967, civic leaders went to work to find an owner who would be committed to both baseball and Kansas City. They found the perfect match of man and mission in Ewing Kauffman.

Born in Garden City, Missouri, Ewing Kauffman’s family moved to Kansas City when he was eight years old and he called it home the rest of his life. His common touch was instilled by his parents, John and Effie Mae. From his father he inherited a tenacity of spirit and a curiosity for numbers, while his mother imparted a thirst for knowledge, a genuine sense of self-worth, and a deep respect for others.

After the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Kauffman enlisted in the Navy, where his skill with numbers won praise from superiors and card games from shipmates who nicknamed him “Lucky.” When Kauffman returned home, he found work in pharmaceutical sales. A natural, he quickly out-earned the company president, which resulted in his territory being reduced. Instead Kauffman forged his own path and founded Marion Laboratories in 1950—partially with savings from his Navy service card winnings.

To avoid looking like a one-man operation, Kauffman used his middle name Marion for the company he started in the basement of his home in 1950. Marion Laboratories posted ﬁrst-year sales of $39,000 with a $1,000 net proﬁt. By 1964, the company had profits of $130,000. By the time the company merged with Merrell Dow in 1989, the global pharmaceutical leader had 3,400 associates and nearly $1 billion in sales.

Kauffman never viewed Marion’s success as his alone; he believed in sharing the rewards with the associates who made his vision a reality. Similarly, he sought to give back to the community, and that is where his baseball life began. Muriel convinced her husband that baseball could be an important outlet outside of Marion Labs. He believed baseball was an important part of the city’s economy and identity.

Ewing Kauffman was a civic-minded, visionary leader who championed innovation in everything he did. But it was his love for his hometown that drove him to help bring baseball back to Kansas City—with a strong assist from his wife Muriel. Together in 1968 they made a commitment to keep baseball in Kansas City and bring home a championship—and they delivered on both promises.

7. Four.

Entering the 2017 season, the Royals had reached the World Series four times—1980, 1985, 2014, and 2015. The four World Series appearances for the Royals are the most by any American League expansion franchise and second only to the New York Mets for most by any major-league expansion club.

The Royals were the first American League expansion franchise to reach the World Series, but it didn’t come in their first opportunity, or their second, or their third. After losing to the New York Yankees in the playoffs in 1976, 1977, and 1978, the fourth time was the charm. The 1980 season was a culmination of sorts for the Royals in capturing the franchise’s first American League Championship and delivering a World Series to Kansas City for the first time.

The next appearance came five years later, and until recently was the most celebrated. The second chance opportunity was exactly what Royals fans had always longed for—a world championship; and even better their first climb to the top of the baseball world came against the cross-state St. Louis Cardinals. With two World Series appearances over the course of six seasons, it felt as if reaching the Fall Classic would be something that Royals fans could become accustomed to. They certainly hoped so, but it wouldn’t work out that way.

Royals fans would have to wait nearly three full decades until the thrilling 2014 season for their team to reach the Fall Classic again. Unlike their first appearance in 1980, the 2014 Royals reached the World Series seemingly out of the blue, flowing from the excitement of their first playoff berth in 29 years. Similar to their first appearance in 1980, the 2014 trip to the Fall Classic was exhilarating but ended frustratingly short of the ultimate goal.

Loyalty paid off for Royals fans in countless ways with the club’s fourth World Series appearance in 2015. After the Royals ended a 29-year drought, the club gave itself another chance at a title the very next year with a second consecutive American League pennant. And where 2014 came up just short, the 2015 Royals closed the deal and brought Kansas City its second summit at the top of the baseball world.

8. Lou Piniella, Bob Hamelin, Carlos Beltran, and Angel Berroa.

Through the 2016 season, four Royals players have won American League Rookie of the Year honors.

The first American League Rookie of the Year for the Royals was the man of many firsts in club history—outfielder Lou Piniella. He was the breakout star of the Royals’ inaugural season after being acquired a week before that first campaign began from their fellow expansion club, the Seattle Pilots. The Royals sent pitcher John Gelnar and outfielder Steve Whitaker to Seattle in one of the better trades in franchise history.

He led the Royals in hitting with a .282 batting average and won the 1969 award, finishing in front of pitcher Mike Nagy, who won 12 games for the Red Sox.

The next Royals Rookie of the Year was Bob Hamelin after the strike-shortened 1994 season, when he finished in front of Cleveland Indians outfielder Manny Ramirez. He led the Royals in home runs, RBIs, total bases, walks, slugging percentage, and on-base percentage. Hamelin’s 24 home runs bested the then Royals rookie record of 22 set by Bo Jackson in 1987. Like Piniella, Hamelin hit .282 during his rookie campaign. He led American League rookies in games, at-bats, runs, hits, doubles, home runs, RBIs, and walks.
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