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To my family: I would say something to the effect that you are my All-Stars, but you’re so much more than that. I’m extraordinarily blessed to have you.

To the fans: 455 consecutive sellouts happened in Cleveland … first.





“It [Cleveland] is a sleeping giant. It only needs to be reawakened. That won’t come with words, only action. But give fans what they want, a winning team, and they will react like no other city has.”

—Gabe Paul, former Cleveland Indians executive, 1979





PREFACE

My grandmother Irene was nine years old the last time the Indians won the World Series.

Back then, she rode the streetcar to Municipal Stadium on Lake Erie, accompanied by her older brother, Hipp, and sister, Helen. The Cleveland of her youth was a special place. After all, it had been the home of the nation’s first traffic signal, the world’s first city to be fully lighted by electricity, and the birthplace of Superman and Life Savers candies. Industrialist John D. Rockefeller made his fortune there and spent his final years living in one of the palatial estates on Millionaire’s Row. Cleveland’s Symphony Orchestra was included in America’s elite “Big Five” classical ensembles, and its PlayhouseSquare Center was the nation’s second largest theater complex after New York’s Lincoln Center. Cleveland was indeed special, and so was its Tribe. But after the Tribe’s last pennant in 1954, the city and its baseball team spiraled into four decades of decline. The Indians became perennial losers, the steel mills stopped producing, the city went bankrupt, and the mansions of Millionaire’s Row started to vanish. (Rockefeller’s manor was reduced to rubble to make room for a gas station and parking lot.)

Luckily for me, I was born in Cleveland just as the city and its baseball franchise were on the brink of their renaissance in the early nineties. I was treated to six divisional championships and two World Series appearances in the first eight years of Indians baseball that I can remember.

I learned to love the game of baseball from the left-field bleachers at Jacobs Field. It was a place where loud rock music pulsated over the loudspeakers, the aroma of hot dogs and Bertman original Ball Park Mustard drifted about the stadium concourse, and Slider, the Tribe’s pink, fuzzy mascot, bounced around among the fans. Sellout crowds packed the place, and we all got to watch players like Albert Belle, Carlos Baerga, Eddie Murray, Sandy Alomar Jr., Jim Thome, and Manny Ramírez launch towering blasts into the seats. Omar Vizquel dazzled with his glove at shortstop and Kenny Lofton stole bases with ease. This was Indians baseball and as far as I knew, it had always been that way. Family members quickly point out that it wasn’t.

Since this book was first published in 2014, the Cleveland sports scene has enjoyed another renaissance, highlighted by the Cavaliers’ win over the Golden State Warriors in the NBA Finals and the Indians returning to the World Series in 2016. (Some joked that only a Cleveland team could allow the Chicago Cubs to end their 108-year championship drought.)

Watching the recent success from afar, I am reminded that the Cleveland of my youth was a special place. The Tribe of the nineties made me such a rabid baseball fan that I wore high socks and pointed my bat like Thome—a 2018 Hall of Fame inductee—throughout my Little League days. They say your past has a hand in shaping your future. Through those experiences, I knew I wanted to spend my life around the diamond. Today, I work in the player development department of a major-league club, heavily influenced by the players, coaches, and Indians personnel who made me a fan in the first place.





FOREWORD

The history of the Indians is a mixture of success and failure. While the game as it is played on the field has changed very little over the years, how to run a club and be successful is constantly changing. The ownership of the Indians went through many changes from the mid-fifties until the Jacobs brothers bought the club prior to the 1987 season. The one thing that remained constant through all the changes was losing. That first year of ownership was not a successful nor happy one for the new owners. The losing continued, and they knew something had to be done or baseball would be dead in Cleveland.

When Dick Jacobs called me in late October of 1987 after my twelve-year run as general manager of the Baltimore Orioles had ended, he mentioned how he’d like to talk about me possibly running the Indians. My first reaction was: Do I really want to do this? In order to understand my hesitation, you need to know two things:


	I had spent six rather miserable years with the Indians from 1966 through 1971;

	From what I knew about the current Indians, the organization was in bad shape, beginning with the playing personnel and extending to the front office and player-development program.



The task ahead was not one of rebuilding, but one of starting over from scratch.

The state of the Indians reminded me of my experiences with the Kansas City Athletics when I took a job there as farm and scouting director in January of 1955, after Connie Mack sold the Philadelphia A’s and the club had moved to Kansas City. At the time of the move, the club had one scout; no majorleague prospects among the 96 players on the roster of four minor-league clubs that had no managers; and, finally, a last-place major-league club.

I would like to claim that I enjoyed immediate success in building the player development and scouting staff, but that was not the case. Funding needed to accomplish the task was limited. Progress in the early years was slow, except in building a scouting staff. We came up with a couple of future stars like Clete Boyer and Ken Harrelson, but not too many others.

When Charlie Finley bought the A’s in 1961, he was willing to provide the funding needed to make things happen. It was during this period from 1961–1965, when a solid scouting staff was in place, that the majority of the players who eventually became World Champions, after the A’s moved to Oakland, were signed and developed by the organization. This group included current Hall of Fame players Catfish Hunter, Rollie Fingers, and Reggie Jackson. While it took years to build a winner, progress can come quickly once you have developed a solid staff of talented, dedicated people; coupled with the funding required.

When I decided to resign as general manager of the A’s after the 1965 season, my good friend Gabe Paul, then the general manager of the Indians, offered me the job of farm club and scouting director. I left Kansas City with great regret, as I knew the organization was loaded with talent, but I’d had enough of Charlie Finley and chose not to work for him any longer.

Joining the Indians then was not unlike joining the A’s in ’55. The major-league club was better than the A’s, but the player development program was weak: a small scouting staff, small farm system, and very few prospects among their minor-league players. And last but not least, no funds were available for improvement.

I did a study my second year with the club to determine why the team had slipped so badly since the mid-fifties. The results of the study did not shock me. It was primarily due to a failure to produce major-league players. They had a few now and then, but not in sufficient numbers to produce a winner. During my time there, we produced a few good ones like Buddy Bell, Chris Chambliss, Ray Fosse, Dick Tidrow, John Lowenstein, and Mike Paul, but again, not enough to create a winner.

If I thought the job of building a winner was all but hopeless, I was convinced of it following the 1970 season. Vernon Stouffer, a very likeable man and then owner of the club, told me following a Board of Directors meeting that the 1971 budget for player development and scouting was being cut by 50 percent. He then asked me how badly the cuts would hurt us. I responded by telling him that if he intended to sell the club within the next couple of years, it would not hurt too much. However, if he was in it for the long haul, then the club just committed suicide. The rest is history. Stouffer sold the club within two years. The losing and suffering that started in the mid-fifties continued through the sixties, seventies, and eighties.

* * *

Please do not think this is a foreword about Hank Peters. I have related my experiences with the Kansas City A’s and Cleveland Indians from 1966–1971 so you will have some understanding of why some clubs win and some lose, and most importantly, what a club needs if it expects to produce a winning team.

When Dick Jacobs bought the Indians, he didn’t get much for his buck. He was, however, a smart and successful business man who knew very little about running a baseball club. He recognized that he had to bring in some experienced baseball people with successful backgrounds in order to develop a winning team, both on and off the field.

When we first met to discuss my joining the Indians as President and General Manager, I told him much of what I have related to you thus far in this foreword. I also told him of the success we enjoyed during my years with the Orioles, why we had been successful, and what it took to sign and develop Hall of Fame players Brooks Robinson, Jim Palmer, Eddie Murray, and Cal Ripken Jr.

I explained that I knew no shortcuts to develop a winning team. Trades, if successful, could help; free agent signings at the proper time might help; but you had to start with the basics and the people you hire. A club will never become a winner until it starts to produce its own talent. Producing talent requires good scouting, successful free-agent drafts of amateur players, and a solid player-development program. All of that requires funding that ownership must provide if the club is unable to generate sufficient income to fund its needs. Playing games at the lakefront stadium under a lease agreement that provided very little financial benefits for the club virtually assured any owner of the Indians that he would be the one who would be providing the funds.

I was sixty-three years old when Dick approached me, and had forty-one years of baseball experience. I told him if I took the job, it would be for only four years. And then I gave him the bad news—we would not be a winner during those four years.

I then explained that I would try to create the framework for a winner by bringing in talented and dedicated people to staff the front office and player-development programs, and we would start adding players capable of playing on a winning team. Some would come from our own player-development program (Jim Thome, Manny Ramírez, Albert Belle, Charles Nagy) and others would come from trades (Sandy Alomar Jr., Carlos Baerga, Kenny Lofton).

Dick said he and his brother were in this for the long haul, and would provide the funds required. He also assured me of a free hand in doing whatever I thought I needed to do to get results. With that assurance and commitment, I agreed to come aboard.

A lot of changes took place during my four years at the helm. A team of front office staff members was assembled, including but not limited to: Tom Giordano, John Hart, Dan O’Dowd, Dennis Lehman, Bob DiBiasio, Jeff Overton, Mike Seghi, and Ken Stefanov. Many are still with the Indians after these many years. The baseball department prospered and put the finishing touches to the pennant-winning teams that made the Indians a success on and off the field. Some are still enjoying success as baseball executives. Is there a lesson in all this? You bet there is. If you are a club that is down and out, find yourself a Dick Jacobs!

Enjoy the book.

—Hank Peters





Introduction

A TICKER TAPE PARADE OF SORTS

October 30, 1995

They were rocking in the streets of Cleveland.

The city had waited more than forty-one years for a celebration following the 1954 World Series. That much time had passed since Cleveland had a winning team.1 Heck, most fans had not yet been born or were too young to remember the last time the Indians had even competed in the postseason. In that span, they’d gone from being hapless to almost a little hopeless, with rumors surfacing each year like trash in the Cuyahoga River that their beloved Tribe was on their way out of town.2 The losing had become so commonly accepted across America that even Hollywood parodied the ball club and its dubious roster full of nobodies actually winning (a hilarious concept, right?) in the successful 1989 comedy Major League. But this time the winning was real, and nothing—not even the potential of sleet and snow in the forecast—would keep them from celebrating on that Monday in October.

For all intents and purposes, the city shut down for a day of revelry. Loudspeakers bumped Jock Jams hits like “Get Ready for This” and “Rock and Roll Part 2.” Men and women skipped work and pulled their kids out of school. The mayor and his delegation from City Hall waved flags from the back of a flatbed adorned with red, white, and blue balloons. Cheerleaders chirped and high school bands marched, the flared-out bells of their sousaphones (a brass instrument) inscribed with players’ last names and jersey numbers. Even the ECTO-1, the Ghostbusters’ converted hearse, flew a flag bearing the grinning likeness of Chief Wahoo up the parade route. The Indians had crossed their own streams, and for one day, the team’s spectres had been zapped, trapped, and locked away.

The celebration continued toward Public Square—a ten-acre plaza in the center of the city—around which its tallest buildings, the Old Stone Church, and the former Higbee’s department store were built. Main roads into the downtown area converge upon the Square. In the Square is a statue of Moses Cleaveland, the city’s founder, who envisioned the space serving as a village green and a primary civic meeting place in its early days.3 In keeping with the tradition, Cleveland’s annual parades and major celebrations end up at the Square.

Some 50,000 overjoyed fans showed up there two Fridays earlier, on the eve of the World Series, to express their devotion to the Tribe at a citywide rally. Bob Feller was among them. The Hall of Fame right-hander had won 19 games in 1948, pitching the Indians to their first world championship since 1920. He also helped them to their last playoff appearance (and last league pennant) in 1954.

“This is just like 1948, only bigger,” he told reporters at the event.

The modern fanfare might have made it appear that way to Feller, but in all, 200,000 “friends of the Feathered” lined the way from Euclid Avenue to Public Square after his team won the Series. However, Feller, who at this point was seventy-six years old, had watched the Indians endure more than forty depressing seasons without reaching the playoffs. Because of this, he would certainly not be holding back his excitement or optimism.

“We had the best ball club in America then and we’ve got the best ball club in America now,” Feller said, comparing the two.

The 1948 Indians produced six Hall of Famers. They had five All-Stars,, three of whom started in the Midsummer Classic for the American League. Gene Bearden was the AL ERA champ in his rookie campaign, Bob Lemon was the Sporting News Pitcher of the Year, and Lou Boudreau, the player-manager (they still had those back then), finished second to Ted Williams for the batting title, but was named Most Valuable Player by the season’s end.4

Compared to the champs of ’48, how did the ’95 Indians stack up? They had seven .300 hitters in the lineup—three of whom would reach the elite 500 home run club—and one man who had just clubbed his 3,000th career hit earlier in the year. There were six All-Stars, three of whom started the game for the AL. They had an unflappable closer, who nailed down an Indian-record 46 saves in 48 opportunities. Their shortstop won his third of nine consecutive Gold Glove awards, and was well on his way toward establishing himself as the best defensive player at that position of the decade, if not baseball history.

But after the Series, each of these two great Tribe teams could claim what the other could not. On one hand, the Indians of ’95 had thumped their chests at opponents, pounded on their teammates’ helmets after dramatic, come-from-behind victories, and won over the hearts of two generations of Cleveland baseball fans who hadn’t known a winning Indians team since 1948. On the other, Feller’s team actually paraded into town as world champions.

See, the Indians lost the 1995 World Series to the Atlanta Braves in six games.

The fans in Cleveland partied anyway.

An outsider reading this might find it to be rather paradoxical, but where else would you find a parade to celebrate a losing team? The North Side of Chicago, where the Cubs hadn’t won in forever? Buffalo, where the Bills dropped four consecutive Super Bowls? This could only happen in Cleveland, where the sun shines just sixty-six days a year, the River used to catch on fire, and the last championship franchise among the four major sports was crowned before the Super Bowl even existed.5 This is not to say that the Cleveland sports scene was completely a lost cause: The Browns and Cavaliers saw periods of promise, but just when the fans saw a shimmer of hope, fate reared its ugly head and gave them reruns of heartbreak:

Red Right 88. The Drive. The Fumble. Jordan over Ehlo. And so on …

Although the Indians had won the American League pennant (their first since 1954), the players felt like their ’95 season was just the next installment of the city’s misfortune. They had just been on the brink of ending the title drought, and now they had to return to Cleveland having let down the fans. “I couldn’t believe the season was over,” said Carlos Baerga, the Tribe’s second baseman, who flew out to end the Series. “Every game in the regular season and the playoffs, every time we were coming back and winning…. We thought it was going to be the same, but it didn’t happen. When you have that kind of confidence, it’s like hitting a wall. I said, ‘Oh, my God! What just happened?! We want to keep playing!’ But that’s when it was all over.”

So imagine the surprise when Baerga and his teammates arrived to find the entire city waiting to celebrate with them.

“It was special to come home and see our fans cheering for us,” added Baerga.

But to the chagrin of the fans, the players didn’t participate in the city’s parade; they wanted to save that special tradition for the future, after bringing that elusive championship back to Cleveland. Instead, the team bused from the stadium to the Square in time for a special ceremony, during which they could personally thank all of their supporters. Players, coaches, and team personnel came off their Lakefront Lines charters one by one, making their way along the red carpet to the stage set up in front of Terminal Tower.

Indians manager Mike Hargrove led the way, stopping periodically to smile and wave. Along with him came the team’s general manager, John Hart. The players shuffled off the bus and strutted like rock stars before a show, some wearing jeans and long overcoats. Utility infielder Álvaro Espinoza sported a suede jacket and a black cowboy hat, platoon outfielder Wayne Kirby a leather bomber and dark, rounded sunglasses. Kenny Lofton, the Indians’ center fielder and self-declared best dresser, got on the microphone to tease Baerga for being the only one in a suit. (Baerga was especially festive in his red blazer, which he wore over a fitted black t-shirt and gold chain.) The act continued with shortstop Omar Vizquel joking about having been mistaken for Braves second baseman Mark Lemke at an Atlanta shopping mall during the World Series. The crowd couldn’t get enough of it, erupting with laughter and applause after each remark.

The fans couldn’t have dreamt this four years earlier, when Cleveland had lost more than 100 games and finished last in the league standings and fan attendance. In the span of only a few years, the franchise had somehow managed to pull off a complete 180-degree reversal. Now the Indians were winners of 100 games—the best record in the league—and would eventually sell out the entire upcoming season before Opening Day. They were no longer the loveable lakefront losers. The proof was on display in Public Square, with the players performing standup comedy routines and promising them a champion. “Don’t be surprised if that happens next year,” Lofton said.

How in the name of Moses Cleaveland had it come to this?

[image: images]

1 It had been nine years since the Indians had a winning record (1986; 84–78), and the team only had ten winning seasons (1955–56, 58–59, ’65, ’68, ’76, ’79, ’81, and ’86) in forty years (1955–94). During that span, they had a .477 winning percentage.

2 Talk began as early as the 1960s that the Indians would relocate due to poor attendance and changes in ownership. This will be discussed further in the chapters that follow.

3 Recreational baseball games had also been played in the Square since the 1840s.

4 Boudreau was also the first shortstop to ever win the award.

5 The 1964 Cleveland Browns won the NFL Championship Game against the Baltimore Colts, 27–0.





Chapter One

“MISTAKES” ON THE LAKE

A precursor to the Indians’ prolonged decline and eventual revival was an ironic publicity stunt in 1949; one that seemed totally harmless at the time, but nonetheless, would come to haunt the ball club for years. The stunt came the year after Cleveland had won the World Series. Bill Veeck, the Tribe’s owner since 1946, was already known around baseball as a maverick showman for his eye-catching and oft-ridiculous antics, which brought enough fans into the ballpark to set a new major-league attendance record in ’48. Sometimes his actions created controversy, like when he installed movable fences in the outfield to benefit Indians pitchers. (The American League later passed a rule outlawing that practice.) Some of his actions were historically significant, like when he helped integrate the American League with the signing of Negro League star Larry Doby, or when he moved the Indians out of League Park and into Municipal Stadium for good.1 Most of his actions were quite gimmicky, like the time he hired Max Patkin, the “Clown Prince of Baseball,” to masquerade on the field as a coach. But none of Veeck’s tricks was more ridiculous than the one he pulled after his Indians had been mathematically eliminated from contention in 1949.

When it was clear that the Tribe would not repeat as champions, he staged a funeral at Municipal Stadium to bury their title hopes—and the ’48 pennant flag.

The supposedly solemn ceremony took place on Friday, September 23, minutes before Cleveland was scheduled to play Detroit. Veeck officiated the burial, dressed in black and wearing a top hat. He ordered the ’48 pennant flag to be lowered from its post high above center field, where it had flown proudly all season long. He placed it in the back of a horsedrawn hearse and led it in a procession along the warning track, starting in right field near the bullpen. Indians players joined the procession from the home dugout, with team officials acting as pallbearers. The fans were instructed to mourn the passing of the pennant, which was buried in a coffin beyond the center-field wall about 410 feet from home plate and then forgotten.2

Veeck’s act looked like nothing more than another one of his quirky promotions in the seasons that immediately followed, as the Indians remained a competitive team, kept afloat by aging All-Stars and new faces. They finished second to the New York Yankees in the AL each year from 1951 to 1953, then won a major-league best 111 games in 1954 to take the pennant in the Junior Circuit and secure a spot in the World Series for the second time in six years. However, this time around, the Fall Classic didn’t end as well as it did in ’48. Willie Mays made his now-famous over-the-shoulder catch and spinning throw from the warning track of the Polo Grounds in the first game, and the New York Giants went on to sweep the Series. Cleveland’s record began to decline shortly thereafter, dipping below the .500 threshold in 1957 for the first time in eleven years.3

Poor attendance and sixth-place finish had the Indians looking for a replacement general manager who would generate Veeckian interest around the club, and they selected Frank Lane as their fix.

Frank Lane had been nicknamed “Trader” Lane long before he took over in Cleveland. He was a sensationalist and frequently dealt players to keep his teams in the papers. Case in point: Lane executed 241 trades over seven years as the general manager of the Chicago White Sox. He knew transactions involving more reputable players caused an even greater commotion. After his hire by the Cardinals in October of 1955, Lane tried sending St. Louis hero Stan Musial to the Philadelphia Phillies in exchange for star pitcher Robin Roberts. Team owner August Busch stopped that deal after talk of the proposed swap aired over the radio.4

Unlike Busch, Cleveland’s ownership didn’t intervene when Lane made a blockbuster trade just three weeks after being introduced. He started dealing on December 4, 1957, when he sent Al Smith and Early Wynn to the White Sox for Minnie Miñoso and Fred Hatfield. Wynn joined the Indians in 1949 and became part of their “Big Four” rotation with Bob Feller, Bob Lemon, and Mike Garcia. He won 20 or more games four times (1951, ’52, ’54, and ’56) before being dealt. Lane later traded Miñoso and three others back to Chicago on December 6, 1959, for Norm Cash, Bubba Phillips, and John Romano.5 The trade would have worked out fine if Lane hadn’t turned around and sent Cash to Detroit four months later for Steve Demeter. Cash never played a game for the Indians, but went on to hit 355 career home runs over the next fifteen years as the Tigers’ everyday first baseman.

Of course, by then, Rocky Colavito was more than just a sensation in Cleveland; “The Rock,” as he was known, had become a cult icon. He was a charismatic, handsome figure to whom fans gravitated. Rocky accommodated their autograph requests and clobbered home runs, once smacking four homers in consecutive at-bats in Baltimore’s vast Memorial Stadium. He was one of the dominant power hitters in the AL; hitting 41 homers in ’58 (one short of Mickey Mantle’s league lead) and another 42 in 1959, sharing the home-run crown with the Washington Senators’ third baseman, Harmon Killebrew. That’s why fans and writers alike didn’t quite understand why Lane would consider trading him in the first place.

If there were any harbingers for a curse associated with the Indians’ eventual trade of Rocky Colavito, look no further than Roger Maris for evidence. Lane had originally tried sending Colavito to the Kansas City Athletics for a package of seven players in 1958, but the A’s thought his asking price was too steep, and so the two teams settled on another deal: Cleveland sent secondyear player Roger Maris, Preston Ward, and Dick Tomanek to Kansas City for Woodie Held and Vic Power. Three years later, Maris broke Babe Ruth’s single-season home-run record, helped the Yankees to their nineteenth and twentieth world championships, and would appropriately be named the Most Valuable Player in the AL in 1960 and ’61.

Lane again found a way to make headlines, trading Colavito before the Indians opened the 1960 season. The Detroit Tigers were coming to Cleveland, and what better a way to send shockwaves around baseball than by trading the Rock to the visiting club for Harvey Kuenn, the reigning batting champion. Indians fans exploded with anger, and showed it by boycotting games.6 It also didn’t help that Lane was quoted, after the trade, as saying “What’s all the fuss about? All I did was trade hamburger for steak.” But they didn’t come to call it the “Curse of Rocky Colavito” overnight.

The trade itself was a giant flop. Lane’s successor, Gabe Paul, later told Cleveland Plain Dealer columnist Terry Pluto, “The Indians traded a slow guy with power for a slow guy with no power.” And Paul was right. Kuenn went on to compile only 87 home runs in his fifteen-year career.7 He spent one season in Cleveland before being again traded, this time to the Giants for Johnny Antonelli and Willie Kirkland. Colavito, in turn, went on to add another 251 homers to his career stat-line after the trade.

After the obvious hiccup, Lane tried to right his wrong. His quick fix: attempting to trade entire rosters with the Chicago White Sox. When the Commissioner’s office shot down his attempt, he became the first executive in baseball history to trade managers, dispatching Joe Gordon to Detroit, of all places, for Tigers skipper Jimmy Dykes. But by that point, it was too late; and the Indians’ record plummeted under water twenty-eight times over the next thirty-four years. Looking for a scapegoat, some fans suggested Colavito’s trade cursed the franchise and brought about three decades of futility. Pluto even wrote a book, The Curse of Rocky Colavito, to chronicle the Indians’ slump. Colavito insisted he didn’t conjure any such curse, but the Indians, at times, seemed to be cursed by their own doing.

For example, Gabe Paul tried reversing the spell in 1965, but his plan failed miserably. He gave up pitching prospect Tommy John and outfielder Tommie Agee to bring back the fan favorite, Colavito, who was then thirty-two years old and in his eleventh season. The result? John, who had only two wins under his belt as a rookie, went on to register an additional 286 in his twenty-six-year career. Agee was the Rookie of the Year and featured prominently in center field when the “Miracle” New York Mets won the 1969 World Series. Colavito went on to play just three more seasons before retiring to a mushroom farm outside of Reading, Pennsylvania. And just like that, the Curse of Rocky Colavito seemed like a real thing. Among other mishaps, Cleveland fans had plenty to blame the curse for:

Ray Fosse, catcher

Fosse suffered a separated shoulder in the 1970 All-Star Game after Pete Rose collided with him at home plate. The injury sidetracked the potential star, who was plagued with injuries for the rest of his career.

Wayne Garland, pitcher

Garland injured his arm in his first spring training appearance with the Indians. Garland was a twenty-game winner for the Orioles in 1976, and had just signed a ten-year contract with Cleveland. Garland opted to pitch through pain after the injury instead of undergoing surgery, and posted a 28–48 record over the next five seasons and retired at age thirty.

Dennis Eckersley, pitcher

The trade of twenty-three-year-old Dennis Eckersley to Boston in March of 1978 on paper seems quite questionable. However, this trade was necessary, after Eckersley’s wife fell in love with his best friend and teammate, Rick Manning. “Eck” enjoyed back-to-back seasons with twenty wins for the Red Sox and eventually became a Hall of Fame closer, saving 390 games over his career.

Joe Charboneau, outfielder, designated hitter

The Baseball Gods giveth, and the Baseball Gods taketh away. “Super Joe” became the first player to be named Rookie of the Year (1980, .289 BA, 131 H, 23 HR, 87 RBI) and then wind up back in the minors the next season (.247 BA, 29 H, 4 HR, 18 RBI), where he hit a meager .217 clip for Triple-A Charleston after being demoted 48 games into his sophomore campaign. He would only play 22 games more in his career, and was out of baseball at the age of twenty-six.

On the field, the Indians had become a laughingstock. Off the field, the franchise was riddled with problems. Since Veeck sold the club, ownership had changed hands nine times, with each principal leaving behind debts for his successor. It took until 1986 for the right influential Clevelander to decide that he had seen enough and to take an interest in buying the team. That man was Dick Jacobs.

[image: images]

1 The Indians had played home games in League Park since 1901 (their first season in the AL), but in the 1930s began splitting their schedule between that and the larger Cleveland Municipal Stadium.

2 The championship pennant’s whereabouts remain unknown even today.

3 The 1957 Indians finished the season with a 76–77 record.

4 Stan Musial was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1969. As of 2013, Musial is still the Cardinals all-time leader in games played (3,026), at-bats (10,972), plate appearances (12,717), runs scored (1,949), hits (3,630), total bases (6,134), singles (2,253), doubles (725), triples (177), home runs (475), RBI (1,951), and walks (1,599).

Robin Roberts was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1976. As of 2013, Roberts is still the Phillies all-time leader in games played (529), innings pitched (3,739.1), complete games (272), and is second in wins (234), strikeouts (1,871), and games started (472).

Both players have their numbers retired.

5 The trade also included Dick Brown, Don Ferrarese, and Jake Striker.

6 Attendance in 1960 fell by almost 500,000 from the previous year.

7 Kuenn hit 9 home runs in the 1960 season for Cleveland.





Chapter Two

JACOBS’ PURCHASE

People who knew Richard E. “Dick” Jacobs often said he was so modest, they would not have known the man had even a quarter to his name; but anyone could have dispelled any such notion by just looking at him. He was a tall man (6-foot-3 to be exact) with white hair and an expensive taste in clothing that harkened back to the 1950s mode. Once he acquired the Indians, his dress shirts had French cuffs added and he started wearing custom-made gold links with an etching of Chief Wahoo.

By then, Dick was sixty-one and a bachelor, three years removed from a divorce, which allowed him the freedom to come and go as he pleased between Cleveland and his second-favorite city, New York, on either of his two private planes. The trip had become routine for him during those days. He was finishing a $5-million renovation of his swanky four-story townhouse in Manhattan and jetted to the Big Apple once a week to inspect the project. The 120-year-old residence also doubled as a second office, and he outfitted it with antique furnishings, sculptures, and artwork to give it an eighteenthcentury London feel. Oil paintings by Old Masters and nineteenth-century European watercolors hung from the walls like the wings of galleries on the Upper East Side. In Cleveland, Jacobs lived in a two-floor penthouse suite that offered far-reaching scenic views of Lake Erie. When he was in town, he preferred to ride around comfortably in his enormous 1976 Cadillac and a four-door Lincoln, which he had customized into a convertible. If he was in the mood for a leisurely getaway, he also had a fourteen-room ranch an hour from downtown Los Angeles, dubbed “The Chateau,” which sat on 25 acres in Hidden Valley, California. He shared the villa with his brother, David, and their business partner, Dominic Visconsi. To say that Dick liked to enjoy a lavish lifestyle wherever he went is indeed an understatement.

But Dick didn’t always have those conveniences, and he never seemed to forget that for as long as he lived. During his youth, he could smell the rubber burning inside the tire plant where his father worked from the front yard of their home in Akron’s Goodyear Heights. He earned his first nickels and dimes mowing lawns as a ten-year-old during the Great Depression, and got his first job peeling potatoes for french fries at Swensons, the area’s famed drive-in burger joint. Dick ascended in the ranks after a year in the kitchen and became a carhop (waiter/waitress at a drive-in restaurant). That’s when he began cultivating a shrewd sense for business. He could spot a Cadillac coming from two blocks away and would claim it before the other carhops could, knowing that waiting on the nicer cars guaranteed the best tips. That same carhop made it into Forbes Magazine in 1986 with an estimated worth of $500 million. Dick had quietly become one of the wealthiest developers in the world, let alone Cleveland. He was the chairman and CEO of Jacobs, Visconsi, Jacobs & Company, whose assets included twenty-five Wendy’s hamburger franchises in metropolitan New York, about forty shopping malls in sixteen states, forty townhouses in Ft. Lauderdale, the popular Pier House Resort on Duval Street in Key West, and a partnership with Marriott Hotels. His group had also just sold a chain of fifty greeting-card stores to Cleveland-based American Greetings when Dick decided to make another investment and add a Major League Baseball franchise to his accumulation of lucrative ventures.

There is irony in the fact that the Jacobs brothers formed the contracting company responsible for their fortune in 1954; the last time the Indians won the AL pennant. The brothers were avid Cleveland sports fans, having witnessed the Tribe’s glory days of the forties and fifties, as well as the team’s spiraling free-fall from grace. David Jacobs and his wife, Barbara, enjoyed the company of another Greater Cleveland-native, New York Yankees owner George Steinbrenner, at occasional dinners and social gatherings.1

The brothers were looking for a new opportunity and approached the Indians in 1986, when the franchise didn’t have a living owner.2

Three years had passed since the last owner, Francis J. “Steve” O’Neill, died in August of 1983. He was a lifelong Cleveland resident whose family made a mint in the trucking industry. O’Neill purchased a minority interest in the team in 1961 and sold his stake in 1973 to partner with Steinbrenner’s group that bought the Yankees, but cashed out on his share of the Bronx Bombers after five years to buy back a principal interest in the Tribe. His nephew, Pat O’Neill, was put in charge of the sale of the club after his death and feared that a new owner might cart the franchise out of the city they had called home since 1894. That could have been a very real possibility without someone who could invest in a new park for the floundering club.

* * *

There had been overtures to try and lure the team away from Cleveland in years past. One plan during William R. Daley’s ownership had the Indians moving to Seattle by 1970. Vernon Stouffer bought into the franchise in 1964, stopping that move from ever taking place. But Stouffer later had a $2.5 million agreement with investors in New Orleans to have the Indians play thirty games of their home schedule at the Superdome. Dallas and Oakland also made presentations before the team owners at different times, with Houston and Minnesota being rumored as potential destinations as well. All the while, the Plain Dealer ran stories with photos of every partner from the club’s ownership group on the top of the sports section, blasting them as the men to blame if the Indians were ever to leave town. But thankfully, those plans never took shape. As attendance numbers continued to decline, Cleveland trickled into the group of clubs rumored to be on the move in the era of expansion. At that time, the Oakland A’s talk of relocation southward to Fremont or San Jose was almost subverted by the possibility of playing in the Superdome. The Pirates nearly headed westward to Denver in 1985. That same year, Cleveland only managed to draw a little more than 655,000 fans to Municipal Stadium, finishing with the league’s worst fan attendance for a third consecutive season. St. Petersburg, Florida, was named as a possible destination for relocation, as the city had been trying to draw the White Sox, Mariners, and Giants. Pat O’Neill didn’t want to see the Indians go there, either. He decided that only another Clevelander would make the team’s stay possible, and Dick Jacobs had a genuine sense about him from the moment he came to inquire about purchasing the franchise.

“Is this team for sale? No messing around,” he asked.

It was a legitimate question. There had been some talk that O’Neill might hold onto the franchise. He hadn’t sold it in the more than two years that he’d been owner, and they were only accumulating more debt the longer he kept them. But the Indians’ performance in 1986 sparked an increase in demand for suitors that he couldn’t ignore. The team drew almost 1.5 million fans for its highest attendance figure since 1959 (the year before the Colavito trade), and under the direction of team president Peter Bavasi, the Indians turned a paltry $100,000 profit, the first black ink in three decades. With that in mind, O’Neill decided to listen to Jacobs.
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