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FOREWORD

I had just retired from the Cincinnati Bengals, and was in my rookie season for HBO’s Inside the NFL. Luckily for me, there was one other rookie on the show that 1990 season, and that was writer/researcher Elliott Kalb. We’ve been teammates for almost two decades since—not only at HBO Sports but at NBC Sports as well. We’ve worked live studio shows, taped studio shows, and live college football and NFL games. During football seasons, we spend more time with each other than we do with our wives and families.

It’s a damn good thing Elliott never nags me to go anywhere or fix things. He’s a great friend, and the fact that he likes Jimmy Buffett as much as I do and loses gracefully in ping-pong are some of the reasons I like having him on my side. Professionally, he gets the big picture. He gets it.

It’s no surprise to me that Kalb has written this book. It’s right up his alley. Here he presents the stories behind the stories. Everyone celebrates April 15, 1947, as Jackie Robinson Day in baseball, but Kalb wonders about the gentleman’s agreement that prevented integration until that fateful day. Yes, the NBA is to be commended for opening its doors to black players—and now international players—more swiftly than other sports and quicker than most of society. But it is Kalb that has talked to many of the first black stars of the NBA and read through all the books, and has come across dozens of printed references to a quota system employed by the League in the 1950s.

I’ve learned to trust Elliott. He can spot trends, especially in the team sports that he follows so closely. Working so many live events with him, I have always drilled it into his head that we can’t read about something that happened in our games the next day. We report what happened, and serve as immediate “first-edition” sources.

I have to admit, I’m not much of a conspiracy theorist. I thought that when Elliott brought this book to me, it would be filled with crazy Roswell UFO type stories. Or worse, that it would serve as a rationale for every underdog that ever lost a big sporting event. I was happy to see that Kalb makes a big distinction. Of course, it’s better for the professional leagues and their broadcast partners if certain teams win. But there’s no way that they can influence actual game play. The only thing we can be certain of is this: if Elliott and I need a team to win to make our traveling easier, that team will lose. After that, nothing is fixed!

Instead, Kalb focuses on people’s lost stories. In the history books, the 1946 NFL Championship Game was marred because two players on the Giants were questioned before the game about offers they received from gamblers. Kalb goes back and discovers what the people were talking about at the time. Did Giants backs Philcock and Hapes accept money from gamblers? Why didn’t they report the bribes to their coach? Should the game have been postponed?

What this book is to me, then, is history. It is history forgotten, and it is history from a different perspective. It’s not that Kalb is saying “Super Bowl III was fixed.” He’s saying, “Here is a theory that has been talked about for years. Here is what I agree with. Here’s what I find crazy, and here’s what I believe.”

It makes for interesting reading, even if I don’t happen to personally agree with everything he says. Elliott has always been there to provide me with instant analysis and witty lines. Now he’s written a book that attempts to do even more. He writes to remind, to provoke, to entertain, and to enrage.



 —Cris Collinsworth





INTRODUCTION

I am a skeptic. I have always questioned the validity of many things purported to be factual. “Don’t believe everything that you hear,” I tell my kids. “Don’t believe everything your teachers tell you.” It is my belief that one has to read—a lot—and get differing points of view. Read a newspaper with a conservative slant, as well as one with a more liberal viewpoint. Keep an open mind. And be aware of the times when people or organizations have reason to lie, or to keep the truth from being told.

I’m not alone, of course. There are many people who love a great conspiracy theory, and refuse to blindly accept what is fed to them by authorities. In the 1997 motion picture Conspiracy Theory starring Julia Roberts and Mel Gibson, at one point Gibson’s character says, “A good conspiracy is unprovable. I mean, if you can prove it, it means they screwed up somewhere along the line.” Exactly.

If you opened the sports section of any major newspaper in February of 2007, you would have read reports of boxer Tommy Morrison’s comeback. He hadn’t fought in eleven years due to his testing positive (several times) for HIV. But Morrison had never taken his medication, and never believed that he had HIV. Now, he’s boxing again—and his recent tests came back without a trace of HIV. I just find it interesting that he “no longer” has HIV, and that he says he was exiled from boxing by the powers that be right before he was set to make $35 million dollars to fight Mike Tyson. In July of 2007, the New York Times quoted experts as saying the possibility that Morrison’s test results of HIV-antibodies were false positives were fewer than 1 in 100,000. The odds of a conspiracy in the world of boxing are probably much higher than that.

Two months later, in April of 2007, was another interesting story, when two-time NASCAR Nextel Cup champion Tony Stewart accused NASCAR of “playing God.” Stewart, after finishing second in a race in Phoenix, used his radio show as a platform to call out NASCAR for four yellow flags caused by debris on the track. He claimed they did that to create a closer race. “It’s about the integrity of the sport,” he said. “When I feel our own sanctioning body isn’t taking care of that, it’s hard to support them and feel proud about being a driver in the Nextel Cup Series. I guess NASCAR thinks, ‘Hey, wrestling worked, and it was for the most part staged, so I guess it’s going to work in racing, too.’” When one of the leading competitors in a sport says, as Stewart did, that “I don’t know if they’ve run a fair race all year,” people don’t know what to believe.

Conspiracy theories are nothing new. They first began to grace the front pages of newspapers in 1963, after President Kennedy was assassinated. By the late 1960s, the government and politicians had to answer to a growing number of investigative journalists who refused to suppress information. It was no longer enough to know that tragedies had happened; people were clamoring to know why they happened and who was behind them.

Some organizations still think that the best way to deal with a crisis is to cover it up, deny access, and stonewall. The thing about conspiracies is that they aren’t always toppling politicians or governments. Sometimes people lie in entertainment, private business, and, yes, sports.

I have been around professional sports for over twenty- five years, and I’ve seen a lot of things that don’t make sense. Sometimes, as the saying goes, if it walks like a duck and talks like a duck, it’s just a duck. But sometimes you have to scratch your head and wonder.

Fans always look for motives and reasons beyond what is presented to them. Sometimes it is said that a certain team got screwed by the league. Sometimes, certain teams aren’t “wanted” in later rounds of the playoffs, or championship rounds of certain events. In other words, fans of less-popular (or small-market) teams always look for reasons that their team was eliminated. They tend to see a powerful motive behind it, and that motive is usually money. Major League Baseball, the National Football League, and the National Basketball Association get enormous amounts of money from national television contracts. The television networks pay millions (and sometimes billions) of dollars for the rights to secure these contracts because they charge advertisers millions of dollars to promote their products to the millions of people tuning in to their broadcasts. The more people watch, the more advertisers will pay the following year. (Television networks get their money up front, and advertisers pay for projected ratings; sometimes networks will air additional commercials to “give back” to the advertiser, when the rating is somehow much lower than projected.) Therefore, it is always better for baseball when a team like the Yankees makes the World Series than when any other team advances, because the Yankees bring with them the widest possible national viewership. A popular team like the Yankees maximizes the number of viewers and advertising dollars. And because of this, many have speculated that Major League Baseball has a vested interest in seeing the Yankees make the Fall Classic.

The trouble with that is, there is entirely too much evidence proving why teams win and lose games. In the NBA, Michael Jordan’s Bulls attracted record audiences in the 1990s. The ratings of the NBA Finals in 1998 were superior to the 1998 World Series, which featured the New York Yankees. Did the League (and then- television partner NBC) want Jordan around for the Finals? Of course it did. But if the League wanted to arrange or fix the Bulls, then they left entirely too much money on the table. Think about it. The Bulls, in their six NBA Championships, never needed a seventh game. The record ratings would have skyrocketed with each Game Seven. In 1998, the deciding Game Six (Jordan’s final game with the Bulls) registered an NBA record 22.3 rating with a 38 share. The game was viewed by an estimated seventy-two million Americans. There would have been three days to build up the hype surrounding a Game 7. The game would have been played on a Wednesday night, when most people are home. So it’s not a stretch to say the game would have attracted nearly a 30 rating with a 43 share. That’s roughly the same number of people that watch the Academy Awards, which is usually the second most watched show in a calendar year, following the Super Bowl.

While it’s unlikely that the Bulls could have been extended to a full seven-game series in all six championship series they played in, it certainly could have happened once or twice. But it didn’t. All it would have taken was a phone call here, a blown call there. But sometimes you have to believe in the integrity of the game, the commissioner, the coaches, the referees, and the players on the court.

Sometimes, the difference between the winning and losing team in a semifinal series can be monumental in terms of championship game ratings. But I cannot put much stock into any fan thinking that a group of people would jeopardize the integrity of their sport for a few extra ratings points. In the 2002 NBA Western Conference Finals, the Shaquille O’Neal and Kobe Bryant-led Lakers defeated a more or less anonymous Sacramento Kings team in seven games, saving the NBA and NBC from a potentially low-rated finals series. But for every instance in which the leagues got their dream championship match-up, I can point out other examples in which they didn’t. Major League Baseball had the Chicago Cubs in the League Championship Series in 2003. Don’t you think that everyone wanted to see the Cubbies in the World Series for the first time since 1945? It would have been huge! Instead, the Florida Marlins defeated the Cubs in seven games, and advanced to the Fall Classic.

Which brings us to referees and the trust in which sports fans place on them. Until July of 2007—just before the first edition of this book went to press—the four major sports in the United States (Major League Baseball, National Football League, National Basketball Association, and the National Hockey League) had never had a scandal involving referees fixing games. That changed in late July of 2007, of course, when NBA referee Tim Donaghy came under federal investigation for his involvement in a gambling and point-shaving operation. NBA commissioner David Stern issued a statement, saying, “We would like to assure our fans that no amount of effort, time or personnel is being spared to assist in this investigation, to bring to justice an individual who has betrayed the most sacred trust in professional sports, and to take the necessary steps to protect against this ever happening again.” Soccer fans in other parts of the world that I know little about have had referees or officials accused and convicted of fixing games countless times—in places like Israel, Zimbabwe, the Czech Republic, and Italy. It challenges the very integrity of the games. Sports fans that invest their time and money on these games have to believe (outside of isolated incidents that the leagues can’t control) the games are contested fairly.

Along these same lines, I have to believe that the voting done by fans to select All-Star Game starters or MVPs is completely legit. In the final few days before fan voting ended for the 2007 All-Star Game, Barry Bonds trailed Chicago’s Alfonso Soriano by more than 120,000 votes. If he wasn’t elected a starter by the fans, it would have been up to National League manager Tony LaRussa (in conjunction, no doubt, with Commissioner Bud Selig) to decide whether or not to invite Bonds as a reserve in the game played in Bonds’ home park in San Francisco. What happened? Bonds was voted in as the starter, sparing baseball a potential embarrassment (or conflict, depending on your point of view). I have to believe that rules were not broken, the ballot boxes were secured, and that the public relations message that the Giants put out effectively elected Bonds.

Not only are there people that believe that leagues want certain teams to lose, there are people who believe that powerful people in sports conspire to protect teams’ or players’ hidden vulnerabilities. Just as the nation’s press protected President Kennedy (by looking the other way and not reporting or investigating his infidelities) the press has similarly protected sports stars of the past, including the immensely popular Babe Ruth. Ruth, it was reported, missed half of the 1925 season because of a bellyache. When players were drunk, or lewd, or contracted sexually-transmitted diseases, the media colluded and covered up those stories.

The conspiracy theories that I have chosen for this book—my personal subjective choices, by the way—have more historical significance than a few extra bucks that a ratings point or two could mean. This is a book about factually important or historically significant conspiracy theories—not about which players might have been gay.

Are we supposed to believe that every baseball team prior to 1947 made an individual decision not to sign a black player? That there wasn’t a single maverick owner willing to risk alienating his fan-base or southern players—despite the potential reward of winning championships and creating whole new revenue streams? Did the NBA have a quota system in the 1950s and early 1960s that limited the number of black players per team? It sure seems that way, although nothing of the sort was ever talked about or written down at the time.

Not all of the secretive stuff was done by conspiring owners, however. Some of the conspiracies were perpetrated by players against their owners. Sometimes gamblers conspired with athletes to fix games—even championship games. Sometimes boxers lost fights on purpose. And sometimes the owners and players conspired together. In the case of amphetamines, owners looked the other way for over four decades as “speed” was ingested in baseball clubhouses. It wasn’t until very recently that baseball instituted a policy against amphetamines.

Did baseball executives conspire with the players to look the other way as a certain percentage of the players artificially bulked up? When Jason Giambi signed a free-agent contract to join the Yankees following the 2001 season, lawyers writing up the contract specifically took out any references to the word “steroids.“ Of course, that was before baseball had any steroid policy, and the Yanks felt they were protected by even broader contractual language. Giambi’s contract reportedly banned the slugger from using “illegal drugs” and from “chemical use and dependency.” Of course, in any negotiation, lawyers dicker over words. But it is funny in retrospect that the ballclub may have signed him despite suspecting (at least) he had taken steroids.

So, sometimes the conspiracy is to stick one’s head in the sand, while other times either real or moral crimes are committed. And sometimes, it just looks like a conspiracy. Sometimes, players and executives and owners and the media are just naive.

All of these conspiracy theories are just that—theories. When strange circumstances are observed, skeptics look for answers. They look for motives. They look for suspects. They look for evidence.

Everyone loves a good conspiracy theory, especially me. Here are my top 30 conspiracy theories in sports history.



 *Editor’s note: Conspiracy theories #26-30 were written by Mark Weinstein.





KEY TO LIKELIHOOD OF CONSPIRACIES
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5 Oswalds: There was a high-powered conspiracy committing people to silence, which in time was proven. (100% likelihood)
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4 Oswalds: I believe there is highly credible evidence to support a conspiracy theory. (75% likelihood)
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3 Oswalds: Many people have valid reasons to believe this conspiracy theory, although others can point to equally good reasons not to believe it. (50% likelihood)
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2 Oswalds: There is plenty of motive, and plenty of opportunity for co-conspirators to flourish, and even I’m skeptical. (25% likelihood).
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1 Oswald: There is not much real evidence, and primarily less- credible people believe the conspiracy theory (1% likelihood).





#1


Baseball avoided integration in the 1930s and 1940s by an unwritten agreement

On April 15, 1947, the Brooklyn Dodgers penciled Jackie Robinson into their lineup and single-handedly integrated Major League Baseball. Robinson’s dignity, courage, and talent is well-known by sports fans and non-sports fans alike, as is the story of how the Dodgers’ General Manager Branch Rickey signed him. But the question remains: why wasn’t Major League Baseball and its affiliated Minor Leagues integrated sooner?

In 1947, baseball was the most popular professional sport in the United States by an incalculably wide margin. When organized baseball finally did integrate, critics warned that in segregated southern cities, there would be opposition and a loss of fans.

“Ballplayers on the road live close together. It won’t work,” said Rogers Hornsby, a retired baseball star, when asked about integration in 1947.

According to Arthur Ashe’s 1988 book, A Hard Road to Glory: A History of the African-American Athlete, 1919-1945, even an outstanding war record could not help African Americans break into the Major Leagues in 1919. “Rube Foster, owner of the Chicago American Giants, the most dominant force in black baseball, had challenged the organizers of the white Federal League in 1915 to integrate, but he was turned down,” Ashe wrote. “Race riots in the ‘Red Summer of 1919’ had further reinforced the gentleman’s agreement among Major League owners that integrated baseball was not a good idea.”

In his 1982 book, 1947: When All Hell Broke Loose in Baseball, legendary broadcaster Red Barber wrote that organized baseball had its own legal structure, separate from the laws of the land. “Baseball did not want or intend to have Negroes in it,” Barber wrote.

It was a white man’s game except for an occasional Indian or a Cuban. Whenever some writer would press Commissioner Landis as to when a Negro would be allowed to play in organized baseball—and rest assured that in the Negro Leagues there were some wonderful black players fully capable of playing in the Major Leagues—the Judge would say, “There is nothing in the laws of baseball that prevents a Negro from playing in it.” And he would change the subject or walk away, or both.

Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis (so named because his father, a Union surgeon, was crippled during the battle on that Georgia mountain in the Civil War) was in absolute authority over baseball from 1920 till his death on November 25, 1944. The first—and maybe most famous—action that Landis took was to give lifetime bans to eight members of the 1919 Chicago White Sox. But Landis also banned a common practice in the 1920s: He banned Major Leaguers from barnstorming in the off-season and playing against Negro League teams.

Of course, there can’t be a conspiracy of just one man. And it would be unfair to assign sole responsibility for segregation in baseball to Landis. But the commissioner sure didn’t help to advance matters. Despite saying words that said otherwise, Commissioner Landis did everything he could to keep the color line unbroken.

Landis wasn’t alone in his thinking, either. Alvin Gardner, president of the Texas League (a vital Minor League which fed into the majors in the 1920s), was quoted as saying, “I’m positive that you’ll never see any Negro player on any of the teams in organized baseball in the South as long as the Jim Crow laws are in force.”

You can see why the conspiracy had to be unwritten: It was morally wrong. But there are reasons why so many people clung to it. One of the unintended consequences of integration would be that many white ballplayers would lose their jobs to better black players. Another reason to keep from integrating was that the white owners would lose a stream of revenue, as they rented out their ballparks for Negro League games. With integration, that income would vanish.

The Negro Leagues were separate, but they were hardly equal. Contracts weren’t worth anything, and players jumped from team to team all the time, in search of a few extra dollars. Even the star players were paid relatively little. It wasn’t uncommon for fans in the stands to pass a hat around, taking up a collection for the players. Negro League players slept on busses and traveled great distances, and needed to play year-round just to earn a living.

There was no way that the nation would have been able to handle integration in the 1920s, anyway, as the Ku Klux Klan wielded considerable influence throughout the country. According to the 1920 census, the population of white males eighteen years and older was about thirty-one million, and though many of these men would have been ineligible for membership in the Klan because they were immigrants, Jews, or Roman Catholics, Klan membership peaked at between four and five million in the early 1920s. Any way you slice it, a big percentage of American men were members of the KKK. Some of these men are enshrined in Baseball’s Hall of Fame, including Tris Speaker. Speaker, born in 1888 in Texas, grew up in a time and place where local KKK members were considered heroes, and lynchings were common. Speaker, who played between 1907 and 1928, would never have played with black teammates (although in his later years as a coach he is reported to have accepted integration). Ty Cobb, another proud Southerner and Hall of Fame ballplayer, came from a similar background. And these are just a few examples.

By the 1930s, however, society appeared to start acceping black sports heroes—especially after the 1936 Olympics, when runner Jesse Owens became famous for winning four gold medals. To find out more about the conspiracy that kept baseball segregated at that time, I spoke with ninety-six-year-old Lester Rodney, a champion of racial integration in sports. Beginning in 1936, he served as sports editor and columnist for the influential newspaper, the Daily Worker. He began a movement, a crusade—devoting hundreds of columns to this issue.



 EK: Were you a Communist, or a journalist who happened to be working for the Communist paper, the Daily Worker?



 LR: My father was a Republican. The stock market crash in 1929 changed everything, not only for me but for a lot of people. We lost our house. Anyway, if you were around in the 1930s and didn’t question capitalism, you were brain-dead, in my opinion. I joined the Communist Party in 1936, when I joined the Daily Worker. It was nothing remarkable, or way out.



 EK: Can you tell me a little about your newspaper, the Daily Worker?



 LR: We had a very low budget, which is why we were only an eight-page paper. If we were getting gold from Moscow, as was long whispered, we would have been larger, and more effective. I used to do the fund-drive, which depended on readers contributing $10 or $20, [which was] pretty significant in those days.

The Daily Worker was published in New York, and it was a national paper until similar papers appeared in Chicago and Los Angeles. I believe in L.A. it was called People’s World. The later papers had their own columnists, but we exchanged, so my columns, for instance, were read in other cities. At our peak, circulation was 125,000 during the late 1930s, and our Sunday paper even exceeded that.



 EK: My conspiracy theory starts at the top of the baseball establishment. Tell me what kind of a man Judge Landis was?



 LR: He was a racist. It was barely disguised. The owners of that period couldn’t have picked a more appropriate choice to carry on with Jim Crow baseball. I would write stories that screamed things like “Can You Read, Judge Landis?” and “Can You Hear, Judge Landis?” When we went to Judge Landis, when we began our campaign to publicize what was going on, Landis told us that there was no ban, that all we had to do was just talk to the owners. I’m intrigued by your calling this a conspiracy theory. I have to mull this over.



 EK: Talk a little bit about National League President (and later Commissioner) Ford Frick.



 LR: We asked Ford Frick in 1936 if there was a ban, when we began our daily sports section. Frick also said there was no written ban, and that each owner was free to do as he pleased. So, I suppose he was in on the conspiracy.



 EK: There had to be some owners that wanted to win badly enough to shake up the system. Did you run across any owners in the 1930s that you thought might be strong enough to sign a black player to a Major League team?



 LR: I would periodically ask managers, whenever they came into New York, and players to shoot down the conventional wisdom that players and managers wouldn’t stand for integration. There was one owner that I asked, “Would you be willing to hire a qualified black player?” that answered favorably. Pittsburgh Pirates owner Bill Benswanger told me, “If the question of admitting colored baseball players came into issue, then I would be in favor of it.” That was in 1939. Later, he agreed to try out—which my newspaper endorsed—a young catcher named Roy Campanella. The tryout never happened. I have no hard evidence, but to me it is obvious that pressure was put on Benswanger then. If you don’t believe me, the late sportswriter Dick Young wrote about the proposed tryout in his 1951 book on Campanella.



 EK: This might be a silly question, but how did you gain access to the players and press boxes? Knowing, for instance, the anti-Communist stance that Branch Rickey took.



 LR: Rickey, had he wanted to, couldn’t [have kept] me from the Brooklyn press box. I was credentialed and a member of the Baseball Writers of America . . . so I was accredited in all ballparks across America. By the way, Rickey acted properly to me. He just asked me not to be political with Jackie Robinson, at least for the first year.



 EK: Were the other newspapers—New York had eleven major dailies at the time—in on the conspiracy before 1947?



 LR: In the 1930s, when we began our campaign, check all the major newspapers, including the New York Times, the paper of record. There was not a word about their being a ban on blacks, not one editorial. There were no queries put to Judge Landis.





Shirley Povich wrote some things (in the Washington Post), but that would came later. Around 1942, there was a shift. It happened because World War II was taking place, and blacks were asked to die for their country. It was absurd that they couldn’t participate in the Major Leagues.



 EK: You covered the great Negro League players, and the Negro League owners of the 1930s. Did any of them want the white Major League owners to continue their Jim Crow policy?



 LR: Effa Manley, owner of the Newark Black Eagles, told me bitterly, “You know what you people are doing, you’re going to put out of business one of the most successful black-run business in the country.” Only later did she agree that you had to open the game to all black players. She was very bitter about it, but I can understand that. All the owners of Negro League teams were concerned with the bottom line.



 EK: I found a significant news story in July of 1942, when you may have been in the service to this country, but your paper was still fighting this conspiracy. The headline I found was this: Landis CLARIFIES COLOR Line issue. And the article said, “There is no rule in organized ball banning Negroes.” Judge Landis made his statement after a story in the Daily Worker had been brought to his attention. The story attributed to Leo Durocher, manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers, a remark to the effect that “a grapevine understanding or subterranean rule barred Negroes from play.” Landis said he summoned Durocher to his office and that the Dodgers manager denied he had said this, or that Landis himself would not permit Negroes to play in organized ball.

“Negroes have not been barred from baseball . . . and never have been during the twenty-one years I have served as commissioner,” Landis said. “If Durocher, any other manager, or all of them want to sign one or twenty-five Negroes, it’s all right with me. The business of the commissioner is to interpret the rules of baseball and enforce them.”



 LR: I thought that Leo said that earlier, and Landis had just waited and waited until he made him recant and that story came out. By 1942, as I said, there was a shift. Landis, at the Winter Meetings, addressed the issue by telling reporters that there was no rule against integrating, and that is when Paul Robeson made his remarks to the baseball owners, calling for the end of segregation. But Leo told me, a few years earlier, “Hell yes, I would use a colored player in a minute.”



 EK: What role do you believe that you had in exposing this conspiracy of silence, this gentleman’s agreement?



 LR: The main thing was that we made known the existence of the great Negro players, by featuring players who were good enough to play in the majors. I recall that in 1937 I spoke with Burleigh Grimes, who was the manager of Brooklyn. His team was in seventh place in an eight team league. He said to me, “Well, I could use a little more hitting and pitching . . .” I said to him, “What if you signed Satchell Paige and Josh Gibson?” He acted as if I’d hit him over the head with a two-by-four. He said it would never happen, because teams travel on trains, and spring training takes place in the South. Grimes was a baseball guy, and knew how good those players were. We let everyone know how good those players were, not just baseball people. Of course, Grimes told me not to write what he’d told me in the paper. He wasn’t willing to stick his neck out. Would you have considered him a co-conspiracist?



 EK: I’ve asked you about commissioners, league presidents, managers, and other sportswriters. How about the majority of the players? Were they ready to accept integration earlier?



 LR: That’s very difficult to answer. One of the things we did was shoot down the idea that most players wouldn’t stand for it. There were players, like Carl Furillo and Bobby Bragen, that went on the record saying that they were against integration. After the war, though, I’d say many were ready. There were players like Pee Wee Reese, coming back from the Pacific, freely admitting to having mixed feelings. Yet, Reese played a positive role in Robinson’s years with the Dodgers.



 EK: When Rickey and Robinson integrated baseball, that didn’t put an end to racism, of course. I found an editorial in a mainstream paper from May 16, 1949. Apparently, there had been an argument in a game between Dodgers manager Leo Durocher and a fan. And you must have written that you weren’t going to pre-judge either side, not knowing what precipitated the disagreement. But in this smart-alecky wire service story, it was written, “Rodney forgot that, as a good Communist, he must always assume that in any dispute involving the race angle, the Negro is always right and the White man is always wrong. And the fan involved in this case is a Puerto Rican Negro.”



 LR: And what was so wrong about not wanting to pre-judge a fan who heckled a manager? And what was wrong about rooting for the black man?



 EK: Nothing, of course. I just wanted to point out what baseball fans were accustomed to reading in the mainstream press at the time you were writing.



 LR: The most interesting concept you have brought up is the newspapers of the time.





Newspapers [certainly] had a conspiracy of silence . . . they never told their readers there was a ban. The pretense was that it wasn’t anyone’s fault. There was no ban, but the owners and fans and players would never stand for it . . . so the newspapers never did anything about it. The newspapers just kept it out of the news. The Daily Worker stirred it up a bit, but I can’t take too much credit. After World War II, it became preposterous for a country to ask guys to go into a war and possibly die when they weren’t allowed to play in our national pastime. It was a final push to the campaign, which by then was a growing movement.
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 It is remarkable that baseball wasn’t integrated a decade earlier than it was. It’s not that there weren’t innovative and open minds among baseball team owners—including maverick owner Bill Veeck in the 1930s. It’s not that teams weren’t playing in cities with large black fan bases (Philadelphia, Washington, and Brooklyn, to name three), or that the country wasn’t embracing black sports heroes. Joe Louis was a beloved heavyweight boxing champion, and there were many black college football stars, including the young Jackie Robinson at UCLA.

By the end of World War II, the conspirators—which included the commissioner and the owners—were facing problems far beyond what liberal Communist papers or black newspapers were calling for. Quite simply, their talent pool had been diminishing. I found a column by legendary sportswriter Grantland Rice from February of 1945, concerning his conversations with college football coaches about finding football talent for the National Football League. “For one reason, the supply of young stars that the colleges once turned out is running thin—almost running out,” Rice wrote. “They will have no such supply as they formerly had to draw on. In the second place, there will be returning stars—but quite a number of them won’t return, and many of those who do will be too incapacitated from wounds or too battle-worn to help a lot. As kids turn eighteen now, they are headed for active war service . . .”

Baseball not only faced the same problems as the NFL, but baseball was also facing competition from other sports for the first time. And baseball risked losing some of the best young athletic talent to football, if it held on to its antiquated color line.

Once Judge Landis passed away in late 1944, some of the owners—especially Landis foe Branch Rickey of the Dodgers—seized the moment. Until a new commissioner was named, Landis’ administrative aide Leslie O′Connor, along with the League Presidents, formed a Baseball Council to run the game. Prominent black journalists wrote to the Council, urging that action be taken. A committee was formed to explore ways that integration could take place. In the spring of 1945, Happy Chandler was named Baseball Commissioner. Red Barber’s book, 1947: When All Hell Broke Loose in Baseball quotes extensively from a 1971 Sports Illustrated interview that Chandler had given to sportswriter John Underwood. “Jackie Robinson came into baseball in 1947 as the first black Major-Leaguer in modern times,” Chandler told Underwood.

Many of the owners didn’t want the change. I wasn’t asked for a decision, so I never gave one. The dissenters had to think they were on firm ground because Judge Landis had been in office twenty-four years and never lifted a finger for black players. He always said, “The owners have a right to hire whom they please.” Obviously, Branch Rickey [owner of the Dodgers] thought so, too. He came to see me at my home in Versailles. He may already have made up his mind by then. He said, “I can’t bring Robinson in unless you back me.” “Can Robinson play baseball?” I asked. “No question about that,” Rickey replied. “Is he a Major Leaguer?” “Yes, sir.” “Then bring him on.”


Chandler, in the same interview, went on about the long-held conspiracy that prevented blacks from entering the majors. “I do not mean this account of the integration of baseball as a criticism of Judge Landis for not having ordered it before. The owners simply didn’t want it, and Landis washed his hands,” Chandler continued. “If he did nothing to help the Negro, it can be argued that neither did he do much . . . to improve the sorry conditions the umpires worked under in those days or help to introduce a pension or raise players’ salaries.”

The game was finally integrated in April of 1947. A number of factors led to the inevitable end of segregation. In the 1930s and ’40s, the media was in on a conspiracy of silence. The owners were in on the conspiracy. The commissioner was in on the conspiracy. It was shameful.



 CONCLUSION:
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#2


NBA owners cater to the “white dollar” in the 1950s with a quota system

In the 1930s and 1940s, before there was a National Basketball Association, the best professional black basketball players barnstormed the country as members of the Harlem Globetrotters or the Harlem Renaissance (known as the Rens). One theory advanced by the black press, according to Arthur Ashe’s 1985 book, A Hard Road to Glory: A History of the African-American Athlete from 1919-1945, was that, “being white, Abe Saperstein made an arrangement with the owners of the white teams to keep blacks out so that his Globetrotters could always have the pick of the best blacks. This would accomplish two ends: ensure that the Globetrotters always had quality black players and, with no black players in the white leagues, the white players would never complain. This was never proven one way or the other. Nevertheless it was believed by many black players and fans.”

The NBA was started in 1947, and the League’s color barrier wasn’t broken until October 31, 1950, by Earl Lloyd of the Washington Capitols, one of three blacks in the League that season. Chuck Cooper of the Boston Celtics and Sweetwater Clifton of the New York Knicks debuted in their teams’ season openers the next day. One would think that the National Basketball Association would have been more open to people of all races, and perhaps compared to other sports, it was. In fact, Mr. Lloyd told me a few years ago that he greatly admired Jackie Robinson, as the indignities and slurs that he faced in the NBA were a fraction of what Robinson had to put up with. Lloyd said that that was because most NBA teams were located in the northeast, and most fans in that region were already used to integrated college sports teams. But that doesn’t mean that a quota system didn’t exist. On the contrary, it seems clear that there was an unwritten agreement between the all-white owners that prevented a team from having too many black players on their roster (and even dictated how many black starters each team could employ).

The Hawks, the franchise now playing in Atlanta, entered the League in 1949-1950, playing in three mid-western cities (Moline, Illinois; Rock Island, Illinois; and Davenport, Iowa). At that time, they were known as the Tri-Cities Blackhawks, and Red Auerbach coached the team that first season. After two years as Tri-Cities, and four more permanently situated in Milwaukee, the team moved to St. Louis for the 1955-1956 season. The city was the southernmost in the NBA at the time, and its star frontline players included Bob Pettit and Cliff Hagen, southern men who had played college ball at segregated schools. St. Louis made the Western Conference Finals in 1956, and took the Boston Celtics to the seventh game of the NBA Finals in 1957 (losing Game Seven in Boston, 125-123, in double-overtime). The Hawks lost to the Celtics mainly because of a trade that Auerbach—by then with the Celtics—had made with the Hawks, which had sent center Bill Russell to the Celtics.

In 1958, the Hawks defeated the Celtics in the NBA Finals, becoming the last team in NBA history to win a championship without a black player on its roster. (Well, that’s mostly true. The Official NBA Guide, the League’s history book, includes the team picture of every NBA champion, and the 1957-1958 champion Hawks team picture features only eleven players. The twelfth member of the team, Worthy Patterson, a black guard from the University of Connecticut, played four games in the regular season for St. Louis but did not appear in the playoffs and was left out of the picture.)

Two years later, the Hawks drafted a black forward with the fifteenth overall selection in the draft. His name was Cal Ramsey. I caught up with Mr. Ramsey recently at Madison Square Garden in April of 2007.



 Cal Ramsey: Hell yes, there was a quota system in the NBA, and I was a victim of it. I’ll give you an example. I averaged 17.4 rebounds per game in my three years in college, averaging close to 20 rebounds per game the same year that Chamberlain averaged 18 and Elgin Baylor 18.3. You can look it up. I was drafted by the Hawks, so I played behind Hagen and Pettit. I wasn’t expecting to start over them. But man, I only played four games with the Hawks before they put me on waivers. [In those four games, Cal scored 17 points and had 19 rebounds in only 35 minutes]. I was claimed off waivers by the Knicks in November of 1959, and was waived two months later. I averaged more than 11 points and 7 rebounds per game (playing only 22 minutes per game) which today would have made me millions. And yet, I couldn’t stick with New York. The coach told me he had to cut me. Probably too many blacks, since we already had Willie Naulls and Johnny Green [on the roster].

I was far from the only black player that was good enough for the NBA but didn’t make it. When I played in the Eastern League, believe me, I saw lots of guys that were just as good, if not better, than players in the NBA.

Five years after drafting Russell (and trading him) and two years after drafting Ramsey (and waiving him), the Hawks used their 1961 first-round draft pick (eighth overall) on Cleo Hill from Winston-Salem Teachers College.



 Ramsey: Hill was not a good college player. He was a great college player. He went to the Hawks, and got into some kind of beef with somebody, and essentially was blackballed from the NBA.





Cleo Hill was considered “too flashy” a player, which was just a thinly-veiled euphemism for “too black.” He played in only fifty-eight games his rookie season, running into problems with white Hawks stars Hagen, Pettit, and Clyde Lovellette. Like Ramsey remembered, Hill never again played in the League.



 Ramsey: I do want to say that Hagen and Pettit, in particular, would work with me after practice and I never had any problem with them. St. Louis, the city, wasn’t great. There were restaurants that I was not allowed to eat in. But the team itself, I couldn’t complain about. [Black player] Sihugo Green was on the team—he was my idol when he played at Duquesne. I do feel that, for whatever reason, I was held back, and not given a chance, like many others of the time.
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It wasn’t just the southern-based teams that made life difficult for black players in the 1950s. Bill Russell was reportedly rebuffed when attempting to buy a home in the Boston suburbs, and according to John Taylor’s book The Rivalry, Russell had to put up with racial slurs from his hometown Boston fans. Russell, at least, was a superstar, as were most of the black players in the League at the time. If there were only so many slots that owners could use for black players, they wanted the Elgin Baylors and Bill Russells of the world to be filling those slots.

Why did owners feel that they needed a quota system? They felt it was a “white dollar.” They felt the majority of ticket-buyers were white, and didn’t want to watch black players. Yet, look at the list of Rookies of the Year from 1956 to 1962. Six of the seven were black players, with Boston’s Tommy Heinsohn being the lone white Rookie of the Year during that stretch. In The Rivalry, Taylor recounts that “Heinsohn had established himself as a terrific player, a defensive rebounder as well as a gunner, but even so, everyone in the League, including Heinsohn himself, knew that Russell, not Heinsohn, had been the key to the Celtics’ first-place finish in the regular season.... The ostensible reason Russell did not receive the award was because he’d joined the team in mid-season. . . . Russell could not believe that the decision to deny him the award was not motivated by racism. The previous season, Maurice Stokes had become the first black player to be named Rookie of the Year, and it seemed clear to Russell that the owners wanted to assure fans that blacks were not taking over the NBA and so were offering up Tommy Heinsohn, not Bill Russell, as the new face in the League.”


Rookies of the Year

1956: Maurice Stokes 
1957: Tom Heinsohn 
1958: Woody Sauldsberry 
1959: Elgin Baylor 
1960: Wilt Chamberlain 
1961: Oscar Robertson 
1962: Walt Bellamy



Al Attles was the thirty-ninth player selected in the 1960 NBA draft, from the virtually unknown school North Carolina A&T. It’s amazing that he lasted in the League. Here is his story as told to me in early February of 2007.



 Al Attles: I was from Newark, New Jersey, and had some offers from the New York schools like St. Johns and NYU and some others. But I didn’t hit the books like I should have, and North Carolina A&T gave me an offer. I played four years at A&T. At first, it was on a look-see basis. I did well my first two quarters, and was able to play basketball all four years. I eventually made the Honor Roll there, even. The black college had the same problems as society, but it was a really self-sustained school. We didn’t have to go into the city that much. I never had to go to a segregated movie theatre, for example, and I really enjoyed those four years. I got drafted by the Warriors, but I never thought I would make the team. I thought I was going to be with the Warriors for one week.

See, I was offered a job teaching junior high school in Newark. I got my homeroom, and was thinking about what I would put up on the walls. But I got a greeting from the Army. I thought it wouldn’t be right to start a teaching job that I might have to leave following my Army physical. I went for the physical, and I had a bad back, and was classified “Y,” meaning that I could only be called if there were some sort of a breakout. I figured that I would play basketball for the Eastern League, and that I would teach. Then I decided I might as well go through with the Warriors tryout.

Here I am now, nearly forty-seven years later, with the same organization. Let me set this straight. There was a quota system. The most number of blacks on a team was four, and no more. That just couldn’t be a coincidence. There were what, eleven or twelve players on every team, and every team had four blacks on it. It was never written about, but everybody knew it. No one said anything, though. For instance, in 1960 I was trying out for the Philadelphia Warriors. We had five black players trying out. Then I found out they traded Woody Sauldsberry. I found out from a redcap at the Philadelphia Airport that Sauldsberry was traded. I thought that was crazy. He was Rookie of the Year just two years earlier. That meant that I had made the team, joining Wilt and Guy [Rodgers] and Andy Johnson [as the only black players on the team].”
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Even the black NBA superstars acknowledged the quota system, whether or not they were affected. In his 2003 biography, The Big O: My Life, My Times, My Game, Oscar Robertson wrote that his brother, Bailey Robertson, never got a chance to play in the NBA. Although Bailey was drafted by Syracuse in the mid-1950s, they still had a quota system in those days, so there was no room for Bailey. Oscar Robertson wrote that the quota system vanished for good with the coming of the American Basketball Association and the explosion of black basketball talent that just couldn’t be ignored. In Wilt Chamberlain’s 1972 autobiography, Wilt: Just Like Any Other 7-Foot Black Millionaire Who Lives Next Door, Chamberlain wrote, “About the time I broke in, the NBA actually had a quota, an unwritten rule—no more than three blacks per team. And those had to be good blacks—starters, stars, not benchwarmers.”

In David Wolf’s 1971 book on Connie Hawkins, Foul, Wolf explains that the quota system was widespread in the early 1960s, not just in the NBA. “Connie was encountering the quota system. It was widespread in professional sports in 1962, and was another reason why countless schoolyard stars never escaped the ghetto,” Wolf wrote. “The quota can be a formalized agreement between owners and coach or among the owners themselves. More often, it is an understanding that ‘too many’ blacks are bad for business, hurts the team’s image, and are ‘hard to coach.’” Wolf explains that there was evidence of a quota system in the ABL (the forerunner of the ABA) in 1962, and that is why Hawkins’ Pittsburgh team restricted the number of blacks on the roster, and on the starting team—and that the coach worked hard to publicize whites instead of blacks.

As recently as 1962, there were only thirty-seven black players in the NBA, less than one-third of the League’s players—with no team having more than four black players. The quota seems to have been broken in the 1963-1964 season. The first time that five blacks were on one NBA team was detailed in K.C. Jones’ 1985 autobiography, Rebound: The Autobiography of K.C. Jones and an Inside Look at the Champion Boston Celtics. “Over the mantelpiece in Willie Naulls’ beautiful house is a large painting of five Celtics with their heads together on the court,” Jones wrote. “There is Russ [Bill Russell], Satch [Sanders], Sam Jones, Willie, and myself. Five black men. We were the first NBA team to put five black men on the floor. We are all proud of that; that ‘we’ includes Red [Auerbach], the spirit of Walter Brown, and I’ll bet everybody that’s ever worn a Celtics uniform.”

By the time Stu Lantz, now a broadcaster for the Los Angeles Lakers, entered the NBA in 1968 with the San Diego Rockets, the quota system had become, by his description, “more subtle. We still heard the jokes about teams not being able to start more than two blacks at home, that kind of stuff,” Lantz told me recently.

What happened between the early 1960s and the late 1960s? Did the dominance of the Boston Celtics (eleven championships in thirteen years, from 1957-1969) create a situation in which teams attempted to emulate their blueprint for winning?

The ABA came into existence in 1967. This new League showcased a different brand of basketball, as it featured players who played above the rim. Connie Hawkins, Julius Erving, and players like the electrifying Hawkins and Erving found a home in the ABA, and gravitated to the upstart league for a few reasons. For one thing, unlike the NBA, players were eligible even if their college class hadn’t graduated. (Chamberlain, for one, had to play a year with the Harlem Globetrotters, as he wasn’t eligible for the NBA draft until his senior year was complete.) Therefore, players who wanted to leave school early found a home in the professional ranks of the ABA. The League became quite good—and quite memorable—and created leverage for players and real competition for the established NBA. The ABA featured players like Marvin “Bad News” Barnes, George “Iceman” Gervin, “Mr. Excitement” Wendell Ladner, and Artis Gilmore, also known as “The A Train.”

Before long, NBA teams were featuring all-black starting lineups. By 1972, the Western Conference All-Star squad had only two white players on the team (guards Gail Goodrich and Jerry West, both with the Lakers). The NBA had expanded to seventeen teams by then, and there were close to 250 players who appeared in at least one game that season. Only seventy-seven of those players were white—and many of them were fringe players or seven-foot centers.

Despite the reluctance to integrate its players, the NBA has been progressive—some might say the most progressive—in terms of hiring black coaches and black general managers. In 2007, there are even black team owners.

In John Taylor’s The Rivalry he writes, “In the early fifties, when there were few black players in the NBA, they were almost all forwards and they would be assigned to guard each other, which in effect meant they canceled each other out, leaving the game to be played by the four white players on each team, who often refused to pass the ball to the black players. By the late fifties, blacks were playing all positions and black representation on teams had increased, but a de facto quota system was in place limiting the number per team.”



 CONCLUSION:
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#3


Baseball owners collude against free agents in the mid-1980s

Major League Baseball owners have long been used to doing things to their own advantage. Throughout baseball history, owners have held the upper hand against players. In the days before free agency, owners used a reserve clause that bound players to their original teams for the entire length of their career. Ballplayers had no real options if they wanted to play in the majors. They could play for the club that drafted or traded for them, or they could retire and do something else.

The reserve clause was the result of a Supreme Court decision in the 1920s which freed Major League Baseball of anti-trust laws. But in the 1970s, smart men like Players’ Union chief Marvin Miller and brave men like St. Louis Cardinals outfielder Curt Flood won the right for baseball players to play out their contracts and sign as free agents with any team they wanted. Players who were born in Cincinnati, for example, were therefore able to negotiate with their hometown team, the Reds. Players stuck behind a superstar at the same position were allowed to play out their existing contract and then sign with a team that could find more at-bats for them. Miller time-released his free agents onto the market, setting up a demand for his growing supply. The owners stumbled and bumbled, signing free agents with the zeal of lastminute Christmas shoppers. They bought everyone in sight, signing starting pitchers with scant track records to ten-year contracts.

Baseball players saw their average salaries quadruple after the introduction of free agency, and by the mid-1980s, the average annual salary for a Major League player was $473,496. Was that progress? Well, when Curt Flood made $90,000 in 1969, he was one of the highest paid players in the game. Only a handful of superstars had six-figure salaries at that time. Owners in the 1980s needed a plan to keep their fellow owners in check, and fiscally responsible. So they made a tacit agreement to “watch” their spending. Following the 1985 season, thirty-five free agents were available on the open market, but only four switched teams. It was obvious that owners were intentionally limiting, if not altogether abstaining from, signing free agents. Even Yankees owner George Steinbrenner, a notorious spendthrift, restrained himself from signing catcher Carlton Fisk, reportedly taking his offer off the table after talking to White Sox owner Jerry Reinsdorf. The Player’s Association filed a suit charging collusion, but the owners were feeling quite smug. After all, no one could force them to sign players and increase their payroll, right? And even if an arbitrator ruled against them and fined the owners millions, it would just reduce the amount they would have to pay the next crop of free agents. After the 1986 season, three dozen more players became free agents, and again, it became nearly impossible for any of them to receive legitimate contract offers.

The 1987 American League Red Book, an official record book published by Major League Baseball, states that “For the fourth time in the last five years, the American League set a new, all-time sports league attendance record in 1986. In setting the new record, the League passed the twenty-five million mark for the first time. The 1986 season was the first time ever that all fourteen teams went over the one million mark in attendance. Five teams went over two million fans. The Kansas City Royals won the World Series in 1985, and drew a team record of 2,320,794 fans.” In 1985, the Cleveland Indians doubled their attendance. The Texas Rangers had an increase of 600,000 fans passing through their turnstiles from the previous year. The rosy picture was similar in the National League, and baseball’s overall profits rose 15%. Under these conditions, a seemingly win-win proposition for owners, players, and fans, would owners really continue to collude to keep players’ salaries down?

Yankees’ ace Ron Guidry was thirty-six years old in the 1986 season, a free agent looking for a new contract. He had made $975,000 in 1986, a season in which he pitched 192 innings, struck out 140 batters and walked just thirty-eight. That’s an average of just 1.7 walks per nine innings, one of the lowest in the Majors. Guidry was just one year removed from a twenty-twowin season in which he placed second in the Cy Young voting, and over the previous three seasons he had posted an impressive 41-29 record with a 3.85 ERA. In 1986, Guidry (who by that point was 163-80 in a Yankee uniform) had a record of only 9-12, yet in his defense the Yanks averaged just 3.8 runs in his thirty starts.

It was reported that he asked the Yankees for a two-year contract worth $850,000 a year. Because he and the Yankees couldn’t come to terms on a new contract by January 8 (the Players Association selected that date as the last a player could negotiate with their old club until May 1st), Guidry was unable to negotiate with the Yankees again until a month after the 1987 season began. It seems unfathomable, but no team showed interested in signing “Louisiana Lightning,” at that time. One more piece of evidence. The Yankees won ninety games in 1986, finishing five games behind the Boston Red Sox. The Sox had a young superstar at the top of their rotation (Roger Clemens), and two other reliable starters (Bruce Hurst and Al Nipper). But the back end of the Red Sox rotation was in shambles, thanks to an injury to Oil Can Boyd. But instead of signing an ace like Guidry, Boston chose to use journeymen like Jeff Sellers (7-8, 5.28 ERA) and Bob Stanley (4-15, 5.01 and a World Series goat) as their fourth and fifth starters in 1987. It seems odd that they wouldn’t therefore make a run at signing Guidry, solidifying the back end of their rotation while taking strength away from their hated rival at the same time. But they didn’t, and this non-move reeks of collusion.

After that same 1986 season, forty-two-year-old Steve Carlton was looking for a new team. He won only nine games in 1985 and, despite his impressive career accomplishments, he couldn’t attract a single offer. The same was true for forty-two-year-old Tom Seaver, who had won seven games. Compare this to the situation of forty-year-old Greg Maddux who, twenty years later, signed a one-year deal for $10 million to pitch for the San Diego Padres in 2007. And that pales in comparison to what Roger Clemens received from the Yankees in 2007, the summer that he turned forty-five.

It’s not just that the owners colluded in the mid-1980s, it’s that they did it so badly. The California Angels relied on thirty-seven-year-old Bob Boone to catch for them in 1986. All he did was catch 144 games, win his fourth Gold Glove (of a career seven) for fielding excellence, and then in seven postseason games, bat .455 with a home run. Despite those numbers, Boone was unable to get a contract offer in the off-season, either from his team or any other. Imagine, Boone didn’t want to take a cut in pay! As it was, in order to play in 1987, he had to accept the same $850,000 that he had made the year before.

The Red Sox couldn’t come to terms with their catcher following the 1986 pennant-winning season, either. Twenty-seven-year-old Rich Gedman had belted sixteen homers and driven in sixty-five runs in 1986, yet he still couldn’t get an offer. Choosing to “wait it out,” Gedman eventually missed both spring training and the first month of the 1987 season.

Maybe teams didn’t want to take a chance on aging pitchers. Maybe teams felt that they could compete without good catchers. But the leading hitter in the National League, Tim Raines, was available, and one of the best leadoff men in history. The twenty-seven-year-old Raines was coming off a season in which he led the National League both in batting average and on-base percentage. He ranked second in OPS (on-base plus slugging average), third in stolen bases, third in triples, and sixth in doubles. He was an electrifying athlete in the prime of his career, certainly among the top talents in the game at the time.

In 1986, Raines had made $1.5 million. He wanted to play for the Dodgers, but would have played for the Padres, who insulted him with an offer of two years and $2.2 million total.

Raines was able to negotiate with his own team, the Expos, on May 1st, and signed immediately. Manager Buck Rodgers put him in the lineup against the Mets, in spite of the fact that Raines had not faced live Major League pitching since the previous season, having missed all of Spring Training. I was in attendance that day, working on NBC’s national Game of the Week, and was fortunate to witness Raines turn in one of the greatest individual efforts I have ever seen. He had four hits, including a triple and the game-winning home run. In his first five games, Raines batted .400 with three homers and seven RBI. If that didn’t send a message to all the general managers that had passed on him, I don’t know what would have caught their attention. The media—and the fans—focused on the storyline of Raines’ ability to play without benefit of spring training more than the deeper issue of Raines groveling back to his old team. The feeling was that players made too much money. It might have been wrong what the owners were doing, but Raines and the others were still making good wages.
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