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Introduction

The glove didn’t fit my hand. I was probably about eight or ten at the time, and while in the store, I said the brown Wilson glove fit fine. But it really wasn’t much bigger than my left hand, so it was actually a tight squeeze from the moment I put it on. But I had to have that glove.

It certainly wasn’t the most expensive glove in the store. If it was, there’s no way it would have made it back to my house, and I certainly wouldn’t be writing about it now. I’m not sure if it was even my first glove, but it’s the only glove that I can remember being mine, so I think it was.

I remember playing baseball in the backyard for hours with my brothers and sister, catching pop flies, liners, and grounders. There were surely gloves that fit my hand better that day in the store, but this glove had George Brett’s name on it, right in the palm of my hand.

Like many others back then, my dream as a young kid was to play third base for the Kansas City Royals. That obviously didn’t happen. And at my age now, let’s hope it never does. For years, I had a blue Royals jacket similar to the one Dick Howser wore. I wore it plenty as a kid, and all these years later, it still brings back memories of a special time.

The story of the Royals franchise is one of success, failure, heartbreak, triumph, and hope. And I hope I illustrate that in the following pages of this book. In it you will read personal tales from people, players, coaches, and staff who helped make the Royals one of the most beloved teams in sports. You’ll find a few of my own personal tales as they—surprisingly to me—also intertwine with Royals history at times.

The first Royals game I covered as a reporter was May 2, 2013, the Snow Game. As I drove north on I-435 on a wet, gloomy Thursday morning, I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect once I got to the stadium. In the clubhouse, one of the first people I talked to was Fox Sports Kansas City broadcaster Joel Goldberg. Not long after that, I saw Rex Hudler greet fellow FSKC broadcaster and Royals Hall of Famer Jeff Montgomery with a chest bump. Yes, you really do see everything in the clubhouse of a Major League Baseball team.

During pregame availability, I interviewed Lorenzo Cain while he was eating pancakes. I then asked Ned Yost about Cain’s season, which was going splendidly to that point. In the fourth inning a few hours later, the game between the Royals and the Tampa Bay Rays was delayed because of rain. Two hours later, the grounds crew pulled up the tarp and began to dry the infield. But before long, the tarp covered the field again, and freezing rain and big, puffy snowflakes fell from the sky.

The Christmas favorite “Let it snow! Let it snow! Let it snow!” delighted fans on the PA system. Later, Royals players emerged from the clubhouse and took pictures of the winter wonderland. Mike Moustakas and Alcides Escobar even went for a slide across the tarp on their bellies. Finally, the game was called just after 4:30 p.m., and a winter weather advisory was in effect.

I remember driving home in the snow thinking how lucky I was that I accomplished a lifelong goal. I got to cover the Royals, and in my mind there was always a better probability of that happening than me playing third base. It snowed a ½ inch that May day. Prior to that, the last time there was measurable snowfall in May in Kansas City was in 1907. What a first day on the job!

In the years since, there have been many memorable moments for the Royals, and for me, that stand out. I hope you enjoy reading about them as well as the ones that came before. I want to thank Sarah Younger for her hard work and believing in this project. I also want to thank the Royals, the Kauffman Foundation, and everyone who contributed to this book and my friends and family for their support. I can’t name everyone, but I do want to give a special shout out to Jess Coffey.

“Nothin’ stops me in my SUV!”

From playing “Have you met Deters?” to bouncing around story ideas for over a decade, and for this book, your friendship means the world to me. And thank God for your beautiful wife, Michelle, and daughter, Eve, who are Royals fans just like their dad.

The reason I decided to write this book was for the fans. And I hope this book is something you enjoy. While writing it, I also wanted to make it more than a history lesson. I wanted to find new stories and make it more of a celebration book. So now let’s celebrate the miracle that is the Kansas City Royals.
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A great business man and humanitarian, Royals founder Ewing Kauffman brought baseball back to Kansas City in 1969. (Courtesy Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation)
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Birth of a Franchise

Mr. K Steps Up to the Plate

Ewing Kauffman needed a hobby. That’s what his wife, Muriel, and his doctor told him. They figured it would help relieve stress and lengthen his life, perhaps another twenty-five years. Kansas City, meanwhile, needed a baseball team. Together, Kauffman and Kansas City made a perfect match.

Following the 1967 season, Charlie Finley moved the A’s out west to Oakland, and Kansas City was without a Major League Baseball team for the first time in twelve years. Enter Kauffman, then a fifty-one-year-old who made his coin running Marion Laboratories, a pharmaceutical company that he started in his basement with a $5,000 investment but grew to a billion-dollar company. Kauffman knew how to make money, but he didn’t know much about baseball. He just knew Kansas City deserved a team.

In 1955, Kansas City became major league for the first time when Chicago businessman Arnold Johnson, who owned Municipal Stadium in Kansas City, Missouri, paid $3.5 million for the Philadelphia Athletics and moved them to the Midwest. Until the A’s came to town, the Kansas City Blues—the Triple-A affiliate of the New York Yankees—were the primary tenant. Upon arrival, it seemed the A’s had a bright future as they had some good ballplayers, but nothing about the A’s’ tenure in Kansas City was remotely bright. They had a losing season in each of their thirteen years in Kansas City.

There also were some questionable things going on behind the scenes with the club. For starters, Johnson’s ownership bid was largely approved thanks to lobbying by the Yankees. Johnson owned Yankee Stadium and Connie Mack Stadium in Philadelphia as well, and to buy the A’s, Johnson had to sell his rights to Yankee Stadium to a friend who also was a Chicago businessman. There also were several questionable trades between the A’s and Yankees over the years, including the trade following the 1959 season that sent twenty-four-year-old Roger Maris to the Yankees in a package deal for some aging veterans.

Deals like that were just one reason many believed the A’s and Yankees were in cahoots in an effort to flatten the Kansas City franchise while the Yankees reaped the rewards and Johnson lined his own pockets. After Johnson’s death, Finley became the A’s owner in December 1961. By 1962, he already was looking to move the team.

In January 1964, Finley signed an agreement to move the team to Louisville. The team was going to be called the Louisville Athletics until the AL owners rejected the move. A few weeks later, Finley requested to move the team to Oakland, but that request also was denied.

In February 1964, Finley agreed to a new four-year lease to keep the A’s in Kansas City, but he was still intent on moving the team as soon as possible. And in September, Finley announced the A’s were for sale for $8 million. A local ownership group tried to buy the club for $5 million, but Finley rejected the bid.

Following another last-place finish in 1967, Finley formally requested a move to Oakland. The owners were growing tired of Finley’s constant battles with Kansas City, and they dreaded the prospect of litigation. Baseball also was looking to add another team to the sunny California landscape, so the A’s move to Oakland was approved on October 18 with the promise that Kansas City, Seattle, Montreal, and San Diego would be awarded expansion franchises by no later than 1971.

Not satisfied, Missouri Senator Stuart Symington threatened to revoke MLB’s antitrust exemption if Kansas City wasn’t awarded a team earlier. In November 1967, Ernie Mehl, who was sports editor of the Kansas City Star, and Earl Smith, an avid supporter of pro ball in Kansas City, asked Kauffman if they could submit his name with the formal franchise application, and Kauffman agreed.

In December 1967, Kauffman and his wife met with California Angels owner Gene Autry and discussed his experiences founding baseball’s previous expansion team. After the meeting, Kauffman, with Muriel’s insistence, was convinced he should become owner of the Kansas City franchise. In January 1968, four other prospective ownership groups emerged, but only Kauffman’s bid was seriously considered by the AL owners. Then, on January 11, 1968, Kauffman was awarded the franchise for $5.3 million.

“Kansas City has been good to me, and I want to show I can return the favor,” Kauffman said after being named owner.

In March 1968, Kauffman began a name-the-team contest that was open to the public. The Canaries, Caps, Capsules, Eagles, Kauffs, Kauffies, Kauffers, Kings, Plowboys, Pythons, and Stars were among the names of the 17,000 entries submitted. Kauffman initially had a preference for the Kings, Eagles, and Stars, but the winning entry was Royals, named in honor of the city’s American Royal parade, which began in 1899 and today still brings thousands of hogs, cattle, and sheep to the area for the annual livestock show, rodeo, and barbecue contest.

The team colors became blue and white—the same colors as Kauffman’s horseracing stable—and artists at Kansas City’s Hallmark Cards began designing concepts of the team logo. Some were pretty unique, including a cow that instead of bellowing out, “moo” bellowed, “Kansas City Royals.”

Eventually, the Royals chose a gold crown atop a royal-blue shield with the letters K, C, and R inside. Later, after a civic effort to promote Kansas City as a glamorous city and not just another landlocked cow town in the Midwest, references to the team’s livestock origins began to fade as quickly as the Royals became baseball’s model franchise under Kauffman.

Lucky and the Lady

Julia Irene Kauffman was a teenager when she met Ewing Kauffman, her adopted father, for the first time.

“I liked him immediately,” said Julia, who serves as the chairman and chief executive officer of the Muriel McBrien Kauffman Foundation, which supports the performing arts in Kansas City.

However, when her mother, Muriel, met Kauffman for the first time poolside at the Deauville Hotel in Miami in 1961, well, that’s another story.

“She was not impressed,” Julia said.

Kauffman was in Miami attending a meeting on behalf of Marion Labs. Muriel’s mother, Eileen, was on the Toronto Board of Education, and it just so happened that there was an education meeting in the Sunshine State, and she asked Muriel to go along.
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Ewing and Muriel Kauffman were Royalty in Kansas City. Here they are being honored at old Municipal Stadium. (Courtesy Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation)

At the pool, Kauffman, an avid swimmer, was swimming laps and performing rather acrobatic dives and flips, which caught Muriel’s attention. When he got out of the pool, Eileen was calling for a drink from the steward, to no avail. Kauffman then walked up, introduced himself, and offered to buy drinks.

Muriel wasn’t interested (in Ewing), but Eileen was all for having a drink. So to the hotel bar they all went. Kauffman was smitten by Muriel from the start, and eventually his persistence paid off. When Muriel returned to Toronto, their long-distance courtship began.

The couple wed on February 28, 1962, in Prairie Village, Kansas, a suburb of Kansas City. Together, Ewing and Muriel Kauffman became Kansas City’s most vivacious and influential couple. But they were uniquely different, especially in their upbringing.

Kauffman was born September 21, 1916, on a farm in Garden City, Missouri. His father, John, and mother, Effie, moved the family to Creighton, Missouri, not long after Kauffman was born. After the first grade, Kauffman was advanced to the third grade. On Saturday nights, when Kauffman was still just a boy, his parents would invite family and friends over to play pinochle, and young Ewing would watch from his father’s side.

While living in Creighton, the family suffered hardship. Ewing’s father lost his right eye in an accident while loading cattle, and rain ruined the family’s crops three years in a row. When he was eight, the family relocated to Kansas City. Kauffman sold fish and delivered eggs from his aunt’s farm to people in the neighborhood, played baseball, and he and his dog, Larry, were inseparable.

At age eleven, Kauffman was diagnosed with endocarditis, an inflammation of the inner lining of the heart that causes leakage of the heart valves. His doctor ordered him to stay in bed for a year, so his mother kept him entertained with books. Kauffman, a speed reader, read forty or fifty books a month. He read biographies on all the presidents and the Bible twice. But his favorite book was Dr. Hudson’s Secret Journal. The general theme of the book is if you do right to others, good things will come to you, and Kauffman took that to heart.

Kauffman’s mother was a school teacher and his father was an outdoorsman. Though they divorced in 1928, both were active participants in Kauffman’s childhood. On trips, he and his father would compete to see who could add, subtract, multiply, and divide the numbers on the cars’ license plates as they passed by. A Boy Scout and Sea Scout, Kauffman later played football and graduated from Westport High School in 1934.

In the depths of the Great Depression, Kauffman hitchhiked and rode railcars to Colorado to see the Rocky Mountains. He once considered joining the Civilian Conservation Corps—a public work relief program that built roads and dams and promoted environmental conservation as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal—but Kauffman’s parents convinced him to return to Kansas City and go to college.

For two years, he attended Junior College of Kansas City and worked part-time at a laundry facility. After graduation in June 1936, Kauffman began working at the laundromat on a full-time basis. In December 1941, Kauffman married Marguerite Blackshire. In January 1942, just six weeks after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Kauffman reported to the United States Naval Training Station in Great Lakes, Illinois.

Assigned to the Lauraleen—a converted passenger ship that transferred troops, escorted other ships, and guarded against German submarine attacks—Kauffman became a skilled signalman, using flags and flashing lights to communicate with other ships. Below deck in the barracks, Kauffman and other sailors passed the time playing cards.

When it came to gambling, Kauffman rarely lost, and aboard the ship he amassed a small fortune—about $90,000—and earned the nickname “Lucky,” which he wasn’t too fond of.

“It embarrassed him,” Julia said.

One night while aboard the Lauraleen off the coast of Cuba, Kauffman believed their convoy of about fifty ships was heading on a dangerous course that would leave them aground. The ships were supposed to make a turn at one in the morning, and Kauffman’s sightings that night didn’t coincide with those of the navigational officer. Kauffman had the ships eight miles farther ahead than what he did. But the captain naturally sided with the navigational officer over Kauffman, who was just a seaman first class.
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Ewing Kauffman, who was always popular with the fans, signs an autograph at Marion Day at a Royals game. (Courtesy Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation)

Kauffman returned to his bunk that night positive his sights were correct. So he got up and woke the captain.

“I think there’s a mistake in our navigation, and we better make our turn earlier,” Kauffman said.

“You better be right, Lucky,” the captain replied.

Kauffman’s calculations were correct. Had they turned thirty minutes later, three of the ships would have hit an island. When Kauffman’s ship got to New York, the captain made him an ensign and his new navigational officer. With the end of World War II, Kauffman was released from active military duty on November 16, 1945, and he returned to Kansas City.

One Sunday in 1947, he saw an ad for a pharmaceutical salesman for Lincoln Laboratories and was immediately intrigued. Kauffman knew little about the pharmaceutical business, but what got his attention was that applicants would take an aptitude test.

Kauffman applied, took the test, and got the job. He received no salary, no benefits, and worked on a 20 percent commission. Kauffman, however, with his mild-mannered enthusiasm, was a natural salesman. In his first year, he made more money than the president of the company, so his territory was reduced. In his second year, Kauffman still made an exceptional amount of money, so his territory was cut again.

Not liking the way he was being treated, Kauffman quit. He then dipped into his savings and in June 1950 started Marion Labs with one “associate.” Himself. Kauffman didn’t like using the word “employee” because he felt it had a bad connotation, so he chose to use “associate.” Kauffman also decided to use his middle name for the name of his business so customers wouldn’t think it was a one-man operation, and, of course, it worked.

In the first year, the company made just $1,000 profit. But in the years that followed, Marion Labs flourished. In 1970, net sales topped $30 million, and by the time the company merged with Merrell Dow in 1989, Marion was worth about $1 billion.

Tragedy, however, struck the Kauffman family when his company was booming as Marguerite, who had long suffered from health issues, died just before Christmas in 1960. The following year, Kauffman met Muriel McBrien, daughter of Toronto politician Fred McBrien. Muriel was a sports fan growing up. She liked to watch the local baseball team, which was the Maple Leafs at the time. She also got a law degree from Osgoode Hall. She was married to Lorne Dennie until his death a couple of years before she met Kauffman. Ewing and Muriel were literally as different in some aspects as night and day.

Kauffman was early to bed, early to rise. He also slept in four-hour increments, something he did while in the Navy. Muriel, meanwhile, was more outgoing. After Kauffman went to bed, she would often call friends and say, “The old guy’s asleep again.” Muriel and friends would then go out and party until two in the morning. This group sometimes included Yankees owner George Steinbrenner.

Ironically, according to Julia, Kauffman considered Steinbrenner and Charlie Finley “great friends,” though Julia said her father was “a little annoyed” at Finley for moving the A’s to Oakland.

As First Lady of the Royals, Muriel was instrumental in many design aspects of the club, and she also was in charge of Kauffman’s wardrobe. Muriel often bought him Royal blue suits that he would wear at games.

Ewing and Muriel were always eager to please the home crowd, and during the seventh inning stretch, they would waive to the fans from their suite. A seemingly unlikely pair when they first met, Ewing and Muriel Kauffman were beloved not because of their wealth, but because they were just like the Royals themselves.

“(They were) marvelous,” Julia said. “They were a team.”
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Ewing and Muriel Kauffman were quite visible at the ballpark. Here they are in the Royals dugout before a game in Kansas City. (Courtesy Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation)

Constructing a Team

To build the first team for a franchise that millions would grow to love, Ewing Kauffman, in one of his first moves as owner in January 1968, hired Cedric Tallis as general manager. Tallis was vice president and director of operations for the Angels and helped oversee the construction of Anaheim Stadium, so he was a perfect fit for Kauffman and his new franchise.

Kauffman’s baseball knowledge was limited, so he quickly got out of the way. Tallis then began the process of instituting a minor league system and preparing for the upcoming June amateur draft and the expansion draft in October. Tallis also hired veteran scouts, including Art Stewart, who had been a scout with the Yankees for seventeen years, and Charlie Metro, who was a scout with the Reds and became the Royals director of personnel. Tallis also brought in Syd Thrift, Lou Gorman (farm director), John Schuerholz, Jack McKeon, and Herk Robinson, all of whom would go on to become GMs in their careers.

Before the draft, the Royals signed a few experienced players to beef up their eventual MLB squad. But with their first pick in the draft, which came in the fourth round, the Royals selected seventeen-year-old shortstop Kenneth O’Donnell. O’Donnell never made the big leagues, but the Royals picked up some talent. In the 22nd round, they picked Paul Splittorff, a lanky left-hander who went on to pitch fourteen seasons for the Royals and became the team’s all-time winningest pitcher with 167 wins.

In August 1968, the Royals were awarded the Omaha minor league franchise, and in September Kauffman created the Royal Lancers, a team of boosters whose job was to sell season tickets. That same month, Tallis hired Joe Gordon as manager.

Gordon had been a standout second baseman with the Yankees and managed the A’s in 1961. He lasted just one season with the Royals.

The Royals selected Baltimore pitcher Roger Nelson with their first pick in the expansion draft and Joe Foy with their second pick. The Royals later selected pitcher Al Fitzmorris from the White Sox organization. Fitzmorris, a Western movie buff, knew little about the Royals but had heard of Kansas City.

“I thought it was a cow town,” said Fitzmorris, who played for the Royals from 1969 to 1976. “I seriously did.”

In all, the Royals drafted thirty players in the expansion draft, and in March 1969, they opened their first spring training in Fort Myers, Florida. A month later, it was time for The Show.
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Kansas City Royals broadcaster Denny Matthews speaks after receiving the Ford C. Frick Award during the National Baseball Hall of Fame Induction Ceremony on July 29, 2007, in Cooperstown, N.Y. Matthews has been calling Royals games on the radio since the team’s first season in 1969. (Courtesy Baseball Hall of Fame)
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Play Ball!

The Voice of the Royals

The first Royals game was played on April 8, 1969, at Municipal Stadium. The Royals won 4-3 in 12 innings, and the first person to ever say “Royals win!” on the radio was Denny Matthews.

Matthews joined the Royals when he was just twenty-five. Back then, he was teamed with veteran Buddy Blattner, but after Blattner retired in 1975, Matthews took over the primary spot. He was then teamed with Fred White, who was on the Royals broadcast team from 1973 to 1998, and Matthews has been broadcasting with Ryan Lefebvre—who also does TV—since 1999.

Matthews grew up in Bloomington, Illinois, and played baseball and football at Illinois Wesleyan. He was an infielder and had an opportunity to sign with the Giants following his sophomore season but stayed in school. Matthews’s big break came when the Royals picked him from more than 300 applicants.

The four expansion teams were starting in 1969, and Matthews didn’t have much of a résumé then, so he called the Cardinals and asked them if he could make a game tape. The Cardinals obliged, and Matthews and a friend called the game. He sent the tape to the four expansion teams and hoped for the best.

The Royals whittled it down to three candidates, and Matthews was one of them. They asked him to meet with Blattner in his native St. Louis, so he did. Blattner, who played five seasons in the big leagues and began his broadcasting career in 1950, talked baseball with Matthews for hours at the meeting. A few days later, Matthews got the job.

One of Matthews’s favorite subjects to talk about was and still is Ewing Kauffman. On occasion when he wasn’t on air, Matthews would slip down to Kauffman’s suite.

“The best time was probably the late-’80s into the early-’90s, and sometimes he would be down in his suite all by himself just smoking his pipe and watching the game,” Matthews said. “There would be nobody in there, and every once in a while I would wander down there and spend two or three innings and just sit and chat with him, not necessarily about baseball at all. We’d talk about business and life and everything.”

Matthews isn’t known for being overly enthusiastic on calls, but his trademark phrase “and gone” after a home run is part of Royals tradition. In 2007, Matthews, the Ford Frick Award winner, was inducted into baseball’s Hall of Fame.

In 2015, Matthews signed a four-year contract to keep calling games for the Royals through the 2018 season. That season, Matthews will become just the third broadcaster in MLB history to reach fifty seasons with the same club, joining Vin Scully, who retired after sixty-seven years with the Brooklyn/Los Angeles Dodgers, and Jaime Jarrín, who in 2016 completed his fifty-eighth year handling the Dodgers’ Spanish broadcasts.

Matthews has broadcast Royals games in parts of six different decades, and through it all one thing has always been a constant in his mind. It’s what helps keep him coming to the ballpark day after day and year after year.

“Each game is different, so you hope for a good game,” Matthews said. “I hope for a good game. I hope for both teams to play well. Then it’s a good game, and it’s a good broadcast. Sometimes one team is going to play well and the other team not at all. Those games aren’t that great, but that’s just the way it goes. That’s baseball.”

His Noble Experiment

Conventional wisdom has it that it takes ten years for an expansion baseball team to become a World Series champion. Ewing Kauffman didn’t want to wait that long. So Kauffman began looking for a way to acquire talent other than through the draft.

One day, Kauffman had an idea. It was bold, original, and innovative, like Kauffman himself. Kauffman wondered what if Royals scouts signed raw athletes who were overlooked in the draft and taught how to play baseball? Kauffman believed the idea had potential, and he was right.

In August 1970, Kauffman established the Royals Baseball Academy, an idea many believed was forty years ahead of its time. Kauffman purchased 121 acres of land and built a beautiful complex in Sarasota, Florida, that had a swimming pool, tennis courts, cafeteria, and dormitory. Kauffman’s wife, Muriel, even picked the colors of the bed sheets and pillow cases for the rooms.

Syd Thrift became the academy’s director, and the Royals held tryouts in fourteen states, evaluating more than 7,600 athletes. One of them was a local kid named Frank White who went on to play for the Royals from 1973 to 1990 and became one of the best second baseman to ever play the game.

White grew up in Kansas City, not far from old Municipal Stadium. He graduated from Lincoln High, but the school didn’t have a baseball team, so he played in summer leagues. Just shy of his twentieth birthday, White was already married with a child and working for Metals Protection Plating, a local sheet metal company, making $100 a week when he heard about the Royals tryout that would be held in June 1970. White asked for two days off so he could attend the tryout at the old ballpark, and his boss agreed.
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