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Introduction



IT WAS JUST AFTER SEVEN THIRTY on the evening of October 7, 2005, when Boston shortstop Edgar Renteria grounded out to second base to end the game, and although telephone operators at Fenway Park would continue to greet callers to the “home of the World Champion Boston Red Sox” for another couple of weeks, the Red Sox’s magical run—the one that began in February 2002, when John Henry, Tom Werner, and Larry Lucchino took control of one of the most iconic sports teams in America—was over. The Red Sox, after winning the 2004 World Series to cap what will go down as the most famous postseason run in history, had been swept in the first round of the playoffs by the Chicago White Sox.

The immediate postmortems would center on that bases-loaded, no-outs jam the White Sox had wriggled out of in the sixth inning, but the air had been let out of the Red Sox’s game, and their season, an inning earlier. In the bottom of the fifth, designated hitter David Ortiz came up with two men on and two men out. As he lumbered toward the plate at Fenway, Ortiz was busy mulling over his previous at-bat, when he had finally put the Red Sox on the board with a towering home run to straightaway center field. Now, with the score tied 2–2, the Fenway crowd began to scream in unison as Ortiz made his deliberate, heaving journey to the batter’s box: “M-V-P! M-V-P!” It was as if the crowd felt it could will the country’s sportswriters into granting Ortiz the award if its cheers were loud enough.

Ortiz, who bears a passing resemblance to the cartoon movie monster Shrek, contorts his face into a menacing snarl when he’s hitting; it makes him look as if he’s preparing to eat the opposing pitcher for dinner. With Johnny Damon, the team’s matinee idol of a center fielder, dancing off second base, his wild mane of hair flapping below his batting helmet, and Renteria edging off first, Ortiz uncoiled his mammoth arms and chased after Chicago starter Freddy Garcia’s first offering. The bat hit the ball sharply—thwack!—and, at first, it seemed to mirror perfectly the trajectory of Ortiz’s fourth inning shot. The crowd leapt to its feet with a roar. But as strong and powerful as Ortiz is, not even he can push a ball out of the deepest part of the park when he doesn’t connect dead on, and his bat had gotten just under this ball. As he dashed for first, and Damon rounded third, the ball arced through the crisp Boston air and fell, finally, into Aaron Rowand’s glove in center field. Inning over.

Ortiz stopped about 20 feet from first base and froze, staring blankly at the spot where his blast had died. He stayed there as the White Sox jogged off the field. He stayed there as his teammates began taking their defensive positions around him. It was as if he couldn’t believe that this time, in this at-bat, he hadn’t been able to come through. The Red Sox had to win this game…didn’t they? They had all the trappings of a championship team, including a $127 million payroll, the second highest in baseball. (The Yankees, the perennial bullies down the block, led the field at $208 million.) They had a roster full of All-Stars: Manny Ramirez, the slugging left fielder who was often described as the best right-handed hitter in the American League; Jason Varitek, the unassuming catcher who was known as one of the premier pitch-callers in baseball; and, of course, Damon and Ortiz. They had what was commonly described as the smartest front office in the business and an ownership group that seemed as devoted to fielding a winning team and giving back to the community as it was to making money. It was a recipe that was supposed to all but ensure success.

Indeed, since Henry, Werner, and Lucchino had taken over, being a Boston Red Sox fan, once a pastime best suited to masochists and depressives, had become fun, exciting, even trendy. Henry, the shy commodities trader, brought the same faith in statistical analysis to his baseball team that he did to his work in the markets. Werner, the television executive responsible for hits like The Cosby Show and Roseanne, helped ensure that the Red Sox’s regional sports network, the New England Sports Network (NESN), raked in revenue. And Lucchino, the hard-charging former litigator, was an uncommonly creative chief executive known for never resting on his laurels and having a keen eye for emerging front-office talent. He delighted in fostering and developing smart, young leaders, most notably Theo Epstein, the 31-year-old Bostonian who became a folk hero when he was named the team’s general manager before the 2003 season.

Together, Henry, Werner, and Lucchino had taken an organization known primarily for its heartbreaking losses and perennial runner-up status and transformed it into a world champion. Gone were the days when the team failed to sign Jackie Robinson or Willie Mays because its owner and its general manager were racists. Gone were the days when Carlton Fisk, a New England native and one of the best catchers ever to play the game, was lost to free agency because the Red Sox front office neglected to mail him his contract on time. Gone were the days of owners not speaking to management, of management not speaking to the coaching staff, of the coaching staff not speaking to the players. Gone was the Curse of the Bambino, the specter of Bucky F-ing Dent and Billy Buckner. Even the notoriously combative Boston media seemed to have been pacified by the team’s press-friendly policies and winning ways. The Red Sox of old might have fielded a team of whining, overpaid misfits who got swept in the first round, and in the old days, that sort of failure would be followed by a course of inevitable finger-pointing and recriminations, whether deserved or not. But that wouldn’t happen now. These days, things were different.

Weren’t they?

 

It had been just five years earlier, on October 6, 2000, that John Harrington, then chief executive officer of the Red Sox, announced that, for the first time in a generation, the team was up for sale. Harrington was the last direct link to Tom Yawkey, the millionaire playboy who bought the Red Sox in 1933, and whose name now graced Yawkey Way, the street on which the entrance to Fenway Park’s offices were located. Yawkey died in 1976; his wife, Jean, helped run the team until her death in 1992, at which point Harrington, one of Jean Yawkey’s closest confidants, took control of the Jean R. Yawkey Trust, which by 1994 owned a majority stake in the team.

At first, the timing of Harrington’s announcement seemed odd. The Red Sox had just emerged victorious from a grueling legislative battle that all but guaranteed the construction of a new, modern ballpark to replace Fenway, the oldest, smallest, and least comfortable place to watch a ball game in the whole country. But Jean Yawkey’s will had compelled the trust to put the team up for sale eventually (the profits would be used to endow the charitable Yawkey Foundations), and the Red Sox’s value was at an all-time high. Attendance was up, baseball had recovered from the labor dispute that had led to the strike that canceled the 1994 World Series, and the Red Sox were stocked with exciting, top-tier talent, including pitching great Pedro Martinez and homegrown superstar shortstop Nomar Garciaparra. In the press conference announcing the sale, Harrington said that, above all else, he hoped the team would go to a local bidder. “God willing,” Harrington said, “my last act will be to turn this incredible team over to a die-hard Red Sox fan from New England who knows how important the team is to this town and the fabric of this community.” In an article the next day, The Boston Globe noted that Harrington would, of course, be willing to listen to bids from outsiders.

The journey that began that day would continue for another 14 months. The sale of Major League Baseball teams is a notoriously Byzantine and time-consuming process; after the seller finds a buyer and the two agree on a price, the new owner still must be approved by three-fourths of MLB’s 30 owners. Baseball commissioner Allan H. “Bud” Selig is perpetually rumored to fix this or that deal to help his cronies or allies end up with the winning bid. In Boston’s case, the sale was even weirder than usual: The intense emotional hold the Red Sox have over the New England populace meant the entire region, from sportswriters to politicians, was strongly predisposed to a local group buying the team, whether or not it was willing to put up the money to do so. For much of 2001, the Boston Herald (and to a lesser extent, the Globe), unabashedly promoted the bid of Joe O’Donnell and Steve Karp, a pair of local businessmen who seemed to be friends or business associates with virtually every power broker in the city. Tom Werner, who had teamed up with Les Otten, a controversial New England ski entrepreneur, was seen as a long shot. And John Henry, who spent much of 2001 trying to get a new stadium built for the Florida Marlins, the Miami-based team he had bought in 1998, didn’t even enter the fray until November, just weeks before final bids for the Red Sox were due.

Yet, on December 20, 2001, Henry, Werner, and Lucchino were awarded the team. Within days, word had it that the sale had been a fix, a bag job, orchestrated by Selig and perpetrated by Harrington and Red Sox lawyers. Advanced by Massachusetts attorney general Tom Reilly and rabidly propagated by the Herald (as well as Globe sports columnists Dan Shaughnessy and Will McDonough), the notion spread. For years, any discussion of the Henry ownership group would include some sort of caveat about the rigged sale of the team. Over time, this notion began to calcify—the transformation of myth into accepted reality is an essential motif in the Red Sox’s history*—and eventually the new owners more or less stopped trying to correct the record.

The unconcealed bitterness and acrimony that greeted Henry and Werner when they arrived in Boston was only part of the problem the new owners faced. In the years leading up to the sale, the internal workings of the Red Sox organization had almost totally broken down. General manager Dan Duquette’s pathological distrust of the media had fostered a paranoid culture in which team employees had to request explicit permission before answering the most basic of questions. (At one point, a team spokesman refused to give ESPN’s Rob Neyer a list of people who had sung the national anthem at Fenway during the 2000 season, despite the fact that the information was broadcast on the park’s JumboTron before every game.) Duquette’s open feuding with his managers and the infighting among the players had only heightened the natural claustrophobia of Fenway Park, which had a tiny clubhouse to begin with.

Still, after the sale of the team became official, Henry and his partners were ecstatic. The Red Sox, they believed, were not only one of baseball’s marquee franchises, they were also one of its most neglected. Fan outreach was nonexistent, creative revenue enhancement unheard of, marketing diffident to the point of being almost immaterial. With Boston’s fan base, and the Red Sox’s rich history, the new owners felt they were in a position not only to field consistently winning teams but also to explore previously untapped ways to bring in more money to what was already, in spite of everything, one of baseball’s more successful organizations.

Upon taking over the team, Henry was, at first, greeted enthusiastically by many of its stars. He was known for being close to some of his former Marlins players, and word of his collegial, even paternal, relationship with players traveled quickly through Major League Baseball, with its close and chatty fraternity of multimillionaire athletes. Even Garciaparra, who had recently spoken out about how frustrating it was to play in Boston, told Henry he was excited about the future. But for all the hope and optimism he generated, Henry soon discovered just how odd a team he’d bought. On the first day of spring training in 2002, Manny Ramirez, who’d signed an eight-year, $160 million contract with the Sox before the 2001 season, approached the new owner. “Look, man, you gotta get me out of here,” Ramirez told Henry. “I hate the pressure, I hate the manager. Please. I’ve heard you’re a good guy. Please—you need to trade me.” Henry was stunned. Just weeks earlier, he was giggling in amazement over the fact that he now owned a team that could afford stars like Ramirez, who hit the first pitch he saw at Fenway as a member of the Red Sox into the netting above the Green Monster, the park’s fabled left field wall, and finished his first year with the team with 41 home runs. We can, Henry told Ramirez, do something about the manager—the Red Sox were already planning on firing Joe Kerrigan, who had taken over after Dan Duquette had axed Jimy Williams the previous August. And, per his request, the Red Sox did briefly explore trading Ramirez, but ultimately, Henry decided there was no way the team was going to part with one of the most potent offensive forces in all of baseball.

Over the next four seasons, these dramas cropped up again and again. Ramirez’s annual trade demands would have been farcical if they weren’t so distracting. (Despite his professed unhappiness, Ramirez averaged 40 home runs and 122 runs batted in from 2001 through 2005.) Before the 2004 season, Garciaparra was felled by a mysterious Achilles injury, and that July, the most popular Red Sox player since Carl Yastrzemski was traded to the Chicago Cubs. Pedro Martinez, even when he was earning $17.5 million a year, was obsessed with the perceived amount of respect he received from team executives. After becoming a free agent before the 2005 season, he signed a four-year deal with the New York Mets.

If the never-ending clubhouse turmoil—and the ensuing, usually overwrought coverage by the Boston media—seemed reminiscent of the Red Sox of old, the on-field results and front-office approach were starkly different. In 2003, Epstein’s first year as general manager, the Red Sox led all of baseball in virtually every offensive category. After trailing the Oakland Athletics two games to none in their first round, best-of-five playoff series, they came back in thrilling fashion to advance to the American League Championship Series against the Yankees. That seven-game set featured on-field fights, off-field sniping, and a heartbreaking, extra-innings loss in the deciding Game 7. The next year, the Sox kept most of their offense intact while adding perennial All-Star starter Curt Schilling and bulldog closer Keith Foulke. After playing .500 ball for much of the year, the team ripped off a dominating stretch of victories late in the season and then clawed back from a three-game deficit to embarrass the Yankees in the 2004 ALCS, becoming the first team in baseball history to fall behind 3-0 and go on to win a seven-game series.* The World Series sweep of the St. Louis Cardinals, which secured Boston’s first championship since 1918, almost seemed anticlimactic in comparison, like the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team’s gold-medal–winning victory over Finland after it had upset the Soviet Union in the semifinals. Lucchino, meanwhile, helped craft an aggressively creative business approach that led to everything from the formation of a group that outsourced the team’s marketing expertise to a string of consecutive sellouts that threatens to break baseball’s all-time record.

When the Red Sox won baseball’s ultimate prize that chilly night in St. Louis, Henry, Werner, and Lucchino embraced in the stands. They could not have helped being optimistic about the future of the organization. During the offseason, they planned to refurbish the team’s clubhouse, adding a new upper level that would be off-limits to the prying eyes of the press; that way, they hoped, they could continue the Red Sox’s transformation into the type of organization that would attract the game’s biggest—and pickiest—stars. Epstein and his baseball operations crew, it seemed, would only grow stronger. Within days, the team embarked on a World Series trophy tour that eventually reached every single city in the state of Massachusetts, creating good will while simultaneously helping to attract new fans. The Red Sox’s victory even quieted talk of the supposed Selig-orchestrated bag job. For a few months, it seemed as if all their dreams were coming true.

 

Five days after the end of the Red Sox’s 2005 season, on the morning of Wednesday, October 12, the team’s senior staff gathered for one of its regular strategy sessions. One of the quirks of Fenway is its lack of readily available conference spaces. Often, these management meetings were held in one of the luxury suites that ring the upper level of the stands. On this day, it was held in Fenway’s Crown Royal Club, a street-level room decorated with wall-mounted flat-screen televisions and framed black-and-white photographs of Red Sox heroes from years past. The club, directly accessible from Brookline Avenue and available for rental for private functions and parties, is just one of the many money-raising additions the new owners had made to Fenway since they had bought the team four seasons earlier.

Larry Lucchino was the first to speak. Although Werner first pursued the Red Sox and Henry actually put up most of the money to buy the team, the 60-year-old Lucchino was usually the public voice of the organization, as well as the man responsible for day-to-day operations. Lucchino had been a standout high-school athlete—he was an all-city basketball player in Pittsburgh as well as a varsity second baseman. He went to Princeton, then Yale Law School, and in the early 1970s, found a mentor in Edward Bennett Williams, who had started the Washington, D.C.–based law firm Williams & Connolly. Williams steered Lucchino toward the sports world, and Lucchino served as general counsel of the Washington Redskins in the late 1970s before becoming general counsel of the Baltimore Orioles when Williams purchased the team in 1979. In the 1980s and 1990s, Lucchino gained a reputation as a swaggering, fierce competitor and a brilliant executive: As the CEO of the Orioles and the San Diego Padres, he oversaw vast improvements in each team’s record (the Padres even went to the World Series in 1998), and was often credited as the driving force behind the successful new stadiums that were built in both cities.

Lucchino, who sat at the head of the rectangular table, is not a fan of small talk or fussing around. As soon as everyone was seated, he quieted the banter and asked people to identify the pros and cons of the previous season. “The fact that we won 95 games obviously goes on the positive side of the ledger,” Lucchino said, starting things off. Indeed, the 2003, 2004, and 2005 seasons marked the first time in the team’s history that the Red Sox had made the playoffs three years in a row; since 2002, only the Yankees had won more games in the American League. Still, Lucchino’s opening statement seemed more like a carefully planned reminder than an acknowledgment of an actual accomplishment, for after the heady roller-coaster rides of the previous two years, many of the team’s employees—to say nothing of its fans—seemed to feel that the 2005 campaign had been, in the end, a disappointment. Just a week earlier, the entire organization had been preparing for what it expected would be another long postseason run.

Mike Dee, a Lucchino disciple and, as the team’s chief operating officer, the man in charge of wringing every last dollar of revenue out of the Red Sox experience, nodded to the improved atmosphere at the ballpark. Dee, who looks a little bit like Mr. Clean—tall and bald with a round face—noted that an increased security presence and stricter rules governing in-stand behavior meant many fewer drunken, cursing fans. Fenway, Dee said, was more hospitable to children and families than ever before, and this was accomplished during a season in which the team was publicly criticized for the addition of new beer stands and a huge increase in the amount of alcohol sold at the park. Meg Vaillancourt, the eccentric former Boston Globe reporter now in charge of the team’s charitable operations, talked about how successful the paid tours of Fenway Park had become. They were, Vaillancourt said, a way to keep fans emotionally connected to the team even if they couldn’t always afford to come to actual games. (At $44.56, the Red Sox, for the eighth straight season, had baseball’s highest average ticket price; the Chicago Cubs, at $32, were second. At $12 a pop, these hour-long tours of Fenway cost as much as bleacher seats in many of the country’s other ballparks.)

Finally, it was Theo Epstein’s turn. Epstein looked much older than he had on the day in 2002 when he had become, at 28, the youngest general manager in baseball history. His hair had begun to thin, and his face had been shorn of its soft edges. Epstein is a workaholic—he had been in his basement office working early on Saturday, about fifteen hours after the Red Sox had been eliminated—and John Henry, worried about Epstein’s stress level and his workload, had recently begun urging him to take some time off.

Two-thousand five had been an arduous and trying year for Epstein. After the Red Sox won the World Series in 2004, he’d become a local celebrity on par with, and perhaps even above, the team’s players. He’d stopped watching games from his seat about a dozen rows behind home plate because he found it impossible to walk through the stands without being poked at and mobbed. He’d started having his hair cut in the basement of Fenway; not only would he save time but he could also avoid the endless gawking he endured whenever he was spotted on the street. Eating out had become a chore, as had running errands or trying to catch a movie with his girlfriend. While many thirtysomethings would have enjoyed the endless adulation and attention—the gifts of women’s underwear, the marriage proposals—Epstein found it stifling. Over the course of the year, several of his closest colleagues said that he’d seemed sluggish or hesitant for the first time since he began working for the Red Sox. His interactions with the media, once friendly and frequent, became rare and combative. He seemed increasingly affected by fans’ expectations for the team and the harsh glare of the Boston media.

There was also the fact that, although he’d been the architect of the team that had won Boston its first World Series in 86 years, Epstein still had to contend with grumbling from both inside and outside the organization that he had made a series of missteps in the past year. Several of the team’s 15 minority partners had complained about everything from Epstein’s signing of Renteria to a four-year, $40 million contract to the precipitous decline of left-handed reliever Alan Embree, who, after an ineffective half-season, was cut by the Red Sox only to sign with the Yankees. (At one point, one of the team’s partners mistakenly hit “reply all” to send an email in which he groused about Epstein’s personnel decisions and said he didn’t think the Red Sox deserved even to make the playoffs.) Toward the end of the year, as the Sox’s thin pitching staff struggled to stay afloat, even Lucchino had taken to humming Simon & Garfunkel’s “Mrs. Robinson” in Fenway’s corridors, replacing the song’s famous refrain with the words, “Where have you gone, Pedro Martinez? / A nation turns its lonely eyes to you.” Everyone from the team’s executives to its most casual fans now seemed to expect the Sox to win 100 games and play deep into the playoffs every year.

That, Epstein knew, was not going to be possible. And he was dismayed—offended, even—by the fact that the organization, instead of tempering the unrealistic expectations for the team, had been adding more fuel to the fire, always agitating for more coverage in the local media, always promising that the team could and would get bigger, better, stronger. His pride in his accomplishments was being overwhelmed by the resentment he felt at the direction of the club. Part of the perfectionism that led him to study obsessively anything that could affect the team’s on-field performance had also caused him to grow frustrated when other parts of the organization were not functioning in a way that he thought was most effective. His agitation had only increased as the season progressed. Finally, at the October 12 meeting, he spoke up.

“In general, we’ve had a lot of success in player development,” Epstein said, starting off with an unqualified positive. After years of being known as an organization that traded away its best up-and-coming players in dubious—or just plain stupid—deals,* the Red Sox, under Epstein’s leadership, had hoarded draft picks and jealously guarded the team’s minor league prospects. One of the brightest spots of the second half of the 2005 season was the emergence of Jonathan Papelbon, a flame-throwing right-hander whom Epstein envisioned as the type of hard-working, no-nonsense player the Red Sox would be defined by in the years to come. In 2005, Epstein told everyone at the table, the Red Sox had been able to integrate some of the team’s most promising young pitchers into the bullpen. Still, he felt compelled to warn his colleagues of what the future would likely bring: “We’re going to need a lot of patience, because there’s going to be a lot of failure.” He reminded the group that most young hitters will look lost at the plate for their first half-season or so, and most young pitchers will struggle with their confidence and command before settling into a groove.

“It could get rough,” he said. “Right now, there’s a lot of hope [about the team’s young talent]. But remember, the most popular player on the football team is always the backup quarterback. When [second base prospect Dustin] Pedroia gets up here and he hits a buck-fifty, discovers he can’t reach the wall and can’t find his stroke because it’s freezing out—well, that will happen. The rest of the organization really needs to realize this.”

Epstein, who can appear reserved in public, began to speak more quickly. “We sat here in April and talked about building an über-team. That’s dangerous. That’s very dangerous. We need to be aware of the potential that the bubble could burst. Yes, it’s a pro that, on the business side, we continued to grow. But on the con side is the amount of hype as we move toward superpower status. Yes, we won 95 games this year, but this approach isn’t really sustainable over the long run. Sooner or later we might need to take half a step backward in return for a step forward…. I warned about this in April. What if we win 85 games [in 2006]? We’re bringing up some young players that are going to be better in ’07 than they will be next year. And they’ll probably be even better than that in ’08.”

Lucchino, who’d been running the Orioles when Epstein was hired as a summer intern 13 years earlier, jumped in. Epstein and Lucchino had a complicated relationship, one that was undergoing a tense transition from mentor–protégé to peer–peer. After having broached with Lucchino the subject of his contract, which was set to expire at midnight on October 31, back before the season began, Epstein, who made around $350,000 a year—roughly what the lowest-paid players in baseball earned—still didn’t have a deal in place for next season. Unbeknownst to almost everyone in the organization, the two men had each, over the previous year, become convinced the other was trying to undermine him. “Theo is talking about a slightly different approach that would need to be reflected in the PR of the organization as a whole,” Lucchino said. “But frankly, I’m not sure how you would project that.”

Epstein had some ideas. Though he’d never say it publicly, Epstein wished Lucchino would cool some of his public pronouncements: labeling the Yankees the Evil Empire, for instance, or, as he did two years ago, taking swipes at the players union just as the Red Sox were on the verge of completing a trade for Alex Rodriguez, who was at the time the Texas Rangers shortstop and the American League’s reigning MVP. And he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry at the efforts of Charles Steinberg, the team’s executive vice president of public affairs and Lucchino’s right-hand man. (Steinberg had actually hired Epstein while with the Orioles and had followed Lucchino to San Diego and then to Boston.) Steinberg frequently bragged about the fact that the Red Sox had been prominently featured in the Boston media every single day of 2004. He was especially proud of the fact that the team had waited until Christmas Eve to announce that catcher Jason Varitek had been signed to a four-year, $40 million contract and was being named the team’s third captain since 1923, a move that guaranteed plenty of coverage on Christmas, normally a slow news day in the baseball world. That kind of continuous press was, Steinberg often said, a great accomplishment. Epstein disagreed. It was just this approach, he thought, that increased the pressure on a team already operating under intense scrutiny. After all, every seat in Fenway Park had been sold out for several years running. What was one more front-page story going to accomplish?

“It’s a subtle thing,” Epstein said that day. “We can’t always make ourselves out to be a superpower. For our part, on the baseball operations side, we know that’s not an effective strategy in the long haul.” Epstein only had to look a couple of hundred miles to the south to realize this: The Yankees, after building a dynasty in the 1990s by developing their own stars, had spent the first years of the new millennium trading away their farm system and signing high-priced free agents whose peak performances were likely in the past. “That has to be reinforced on the public level,” he said. “We may be reaching a saturation point. We keep asking for more, more, more. But there will be a point where we don’t do more [one year] because we need to do things for the long run.”

Epstein took pleasure in talking about, and planning for, the days when the team’s emerging talent took center stage, but he worried that the transition to the team’s up-and-coming stars would be hindered by the too-bright glare of unrealistic expectations. The previous year had been a good reminder of how an overabundance of media could become suffocating.

“Somehow, we still get involved in these weekly soap operas,” Epstein told the table. “A lot of it’s because the veteran players who have a forum because they always have a mic in their face become blowhards. Certain people have too much influence—the older, louder veteran players. They need to get a little more professional about presenting themselves…. That’s one element of becoming an über-organization. We build the brand so big that it becomes hard to manage.” Epstein was trying to remain calm, but he was clearly distressed by much of what he was describing.

Soon, as happens with many conversations involving the Red Sox, this one evolved into a discussion of money. The Red Sox had been very successful, but were constrained by baseball’s revenue-sharing system and had to compete in their division with the Yankees, the richest team in the sport. One of the team’s financial advisors warned that a single 85-win season could cost the organization as much as $20 to $30 million in lost ticket and advertising revenue. Lucchino raised the haunting legacies of teams like Baltimore, Colorado, Cleveland, and Toronto, all clubs that had enviable runs of high attendance followed by years of mediocre on-field performances and prolonged periods of fan apathy.

“We have the long-term solution to that problem,” Epstein repeated. “We can be both a large revenue club [that can afford to sign high-priced free agents] and have a strong farm system. But it’s probably not going to be a seamless transition. This year we had a great year. We will probably be worse next year.”

An old Red Sox hand who worked in Fenway Park operations spoke up. “We’ll just tell [the fans] different, we’ll just tell them we’ll be better.”

Finally, Epstein lost his cool. “No!” he barked. “No!” Struggling to control himself, he said, “We can’t just tell them we’ll be better. That’s the whole point! That’s what I’m trying to say!” Epstein, already flustered, let the topic drop, and Lucchino steered the conversation toward other issues before breaking for lunch.

Later that afternoon, Epstein paced among the cubicles outside of his basement office. “What a joke: ‘Just tell them we’ll be better,’ ” he said to no one in particular. “Two more weeks. Two more weeks and I might be a free man.”

 

And so he was. Epstein’s season-long frustration, coupled with some last-minute leaks regarding his contract negotiations, resulted in the biggest bombshell to hit Red Sox Nation since Henry and Werner had bought the team four years earlier. On October 31, the same day the Globe reported Epstein would be signing a three-year deal worth $4.5 million, Epstein announced his resignation. An apparently irreparable break in his relationship with Lucchino, compounded by his frustration over what he felt was not-so-subtle backstabbing by his old boss Charles Steinberg, convinced him to walk away from one of the most lucrative general manager contracts in all of baseball.*

Over the next several months, the Red Sox were roiled by the kind of drama and controversy fans had associated with the Yawkey era. John Henry, in an emotional press conference, said Epstein’s departure had forced him to question whether he was fit to be the principal owner of the Red Sox. Larry Lucchino was accused of being everything from an egomaniacal cowboy to an insecure bully. The normally loquacious Steinberg all but disappeared from view. Suddenly there was, Boston reporters agreed, a level of dysfunction not seen since the waning days of the Dan Duquette–John Harrington era.

The John Henry era was supposed to be about finally realizing the squandered potential of a team that had been so miserably mismanaged for so much of its existence. Within three years, the Sox seemed to have accomplished everything they could have ever hoped to achieve. One year later, it looked like it was all falling apart.

*Try, for instance, telling your average Red Sox fan that former owner Harry Frazee didn’t sell Babe Ruth to the Yankees to finance the Broadway production of No, No, Nanette. It’s true that Frazee sold Ruth—in 1919. It’s also true that he produced No, No, Nanette on Broadway—in 1925. By that time, Frazee was already two years removed from his ownership of the team. Still, the myth, and the attendant outrage, endures.

*Before the 2004 Red Sox, none of the 25 Major League Baseball teams that had fallen behind 3-0 even forced a seventh game, and in the four major North American sports leagues, only two out of 239 teams had won a seven-game series after losing the first three games: the National Hockey League’s New York Islanders in 1975 and Toronto Maple Leafs in 1942.

*Right before the trade deadline in 1990, the Red Sox traded minor leaguer Jeff Bagwell, who had just been named the Eastern League MVP, to the Houston Astros for relief pitcher Larry Andersen. (Houston originally requested minor leaguer Scott Cooper, but the Red Sox offered Bagwell instead.) Andersen pitched in a total of 15 games for Boston. In his seven-season career, Cooper hit a total of 33 home runs and averaged .265. Bagwell, meanwhile, was the 1991 National League Rookie of the Year, the 1994 N.L. MVP, hit 449 home runs through the 2005 season, and is a likely first-ballot Hall of Famer.

*Most baseball general managers, despite often working seven days a week close to year-round, make under $1 million annually. The game’s best-paid GMs are Atlanta’s John Schuerholz, whose Braves have won 14 consecutive division titles, at $1.6 million per year; the Yankees’ Brian Cashman, who signed a three-year deal for around $5.5 million after the 2005 season; Detroit’s Dave Dombrowski, who was reported to have earned $2 million in 2005 while serving as the Tigers GM and club president; and Oakland’s Billy Beane, who makes over $1 million annually and whose contract includes an ownership stake in the A’s. When the Red Sox tried to hire Beane after the 2002 season, they offered him $13 million over five years.
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Chapter 1

From the Beaneaters

to the Babe




IF IT’S TRUE THAT BASEBALL, along with jazz, is one of the great indigenous American art forms, then certainly the story of baseball in Boston has been, for most of its history, one of America’s most compelling tragedies. As John Cheever famously said, “All literary men are Red Sox fans—to be a Yankee fan in literate society is to endanger your life.” The Yankees play on the biggest stage, they’ve fielded the biggest superstars, and, of course, they’ve won the most championships. But it’s the Red Sox who truly represent the trials, tribulations, and triumphs of man as he struggles to transcend the limits of his essential nature.

The saga of the Red Sox has it all, a rich intertwining of biblical leitmotivs and uniquely American morality tales. There’s the myth of the Original Sin—the supposedly greed-driven sale of Babe Ruth to the Yankees in 1919—which drove the team from the Garden of Eden, or, in the Red Sox’s case, its standing as the best team in baseball. There’s a mirroring of the country’s conflicted relationship with money and power, and an eerily perfect reflection of the damaging effects of the nation’s racist past. There are the cautionary tales about the dangers of hero worship, the always ambiguous relationship between the press and both its subjects and the public, and the specter of political corruption and nefarious back-room dealings. Finally, there’s the Moses-like trip to the Promised Land, a trip that can only be completed when the father figure is banished and an outsider comes in to lead the tribe on the final, triumphant leg of its journey. Since the start of the new century, the Red Sox have been the most enthralling story in all of sports. To truly understand why that is, one needs to go back more than a hundred years, almost to the beginnings of baseball in America.

 

The history of professional baseball in Boston can be traced to 1871, when manager Harry Wright and several players from the Cincinnati Red Stockings, baseball’s first professional team, joined up with a new semipro National Association team in Boston that, in time, also came to be known as the Red Stockings. In 1876, the disbanding of the National Association led to the birth of the first true professional baseball league, named the National League. The Boston team—usually called the Beaneaters*—was far and away baseball’s dominant force, and over the next 25 years the team won eight pennants, including three straight from 1891 to 1893.

At the time, Boston was known for having some of the most rabid fans in the country. The city’s white immigrant neighborhoods passionately embraced the city’s rugged ballplayers, many of whom came from the same backgrounds as their fans. The Beaneaters’ most ardent supporters were known collectively as the Royal Rooters, and they, along with many of the city’s sportswriters and the similarly working-class players themselves, gathered every evening in Michael “Nuf Ced” McGreevey’s Roxbury saloon, Third Base. (It was so named because McGreevey said it was the last stop on the way home. McGreevy’s own nickname came from his signature exhortations, invoked whenever he felt a debate had reached its natural conclusion.) Politicians and city leaders also assembled at Third Base, including ardent baseball fan John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, the future mayor of Boston and grandfather of John F. Kennedy. When they weren’t debating this or that strategy decision or drinking rounds of toasts to the city’s best hitters, the Rooters would sympathize with the plight of the Beaneaters, who played for Boston’s famously parsimonious owner, Arthur Soden. Soden, in addition to forcing his players to pay for their own uniforms, charged fans an outrageous 50 cents for admission at a time when many of the other parks around the country charged only a quarter. Soon, Soden would have competition for the hearts—and dollars—of the Royal Rooters.

In 1901, Byron “Ban” Johnson renamed his amateur baseball league the American League and took aim at the National League, telling owners he didn’t intend to honor their reserve clause, which essentially tied a player to the same team for the duration of his career.* Johnson had already started teams in Cleveland and in Chicago’s South Side, and had moved others to Baltimore, Washington, and Philadelphia. On January 28, 1901, Johnson announced he intended to open an American League club in Boston, which came to be known as both the Boston Americans and the Boston Somersets. The Somersets signed some of baseball’s biggest names, including hard-nosed third baseman Jimmy Collins and Denton True “Cy” Young, already renowned as the best pitcher ever to grace a baseball diamond.

In 1903, the Boston team, by now more generally known as the Pilgrims, inaugurated what remains the greatest rivalry in sports. That year, on May 7, the American League team from Boston met the American League team from New York, then called the Highlanders, for the first time. Even before a pitch was thrown, the two teams had reason to dislike each other. The cities themselves already had a natural rivalry: New York had been steadily eclipsing Boston as the country’s seat of culture and business for decades. What’s more, the Highlanders were born from the ashes of Boston’s National League team’s former rivals, the old Baltimore Orioles.* Boston won two out of the first three games, which, in what would become commonplace in Boston–New York contests, featured plenty of offensive fireworks, a bench-clearing argument, and a pitcher being knocked nearly unconscious after being run over while covering first base.

For the rest of the 1903 season, the New York Highlanders, to say nothing of the other American League teams, were no match for the Pilgrims, who ran away with the pennant. That fall, after the National League’s owners finally resigned themselves to the fact that the American League was around to stay, the American and National Leagues brokered a peace, and Boston’s owners and the owners of Pittsburgh’s pennant-winning National League team agreed to meet for a best-of-nine-games world championship series, which Boston won, 5-3.

A year later, in 1904, General Charles Taylor, already a legendary newspaperman and the owner and publisher of The Boston Globe, bought the Pilgrims for around $150,000. Taylor gave the team to his ne’er-do-well son, John I. Taylor, so the boy would have something to occupy his time. John Taylor’s tumultuous reign as owner of the team was, for the most part, a disaster. Still, Taylor did leave an indelible mark on the team’s history. In 1907, Taylor decided his players would start wearing red socks and trim, and beginning with the 1908 season, the Pilgrims became known as the Red Sox. Taylor was also responsible for building what has become associated with the Red Sox above all else: Fenway Park. Taylor broke ground in the winter of 1911, and by 1912, the Sox had a new home.†

At the time, Fenway bore only a passing resemblance to the park nestled in Boston’s Kenmore Square area today. There was only a single-deck grandstand, with wooden bleachers in left and way out in right and center fields. The left- and right-field fences were just over 300 feet away from home plate—in those days, at the height of the dead ball era, batters rarely hit balls out of the park—and the center-field fence was 390 feet away. There was a 10-foot embankment built out in left; that way, overflow spectators could be seated in the outfield and still see the action. It wouldn’t be for another two decades that the Fenway spectators know today would take shape.

Fenway’s first years saw the appearance of another of the Sox’s most enduring icons, a loud-mouthed young player with questionable work habits named George Herman “Babe” Ruth. The 19-year-old Ruth was acquired from Baltimore in the middle of the 1914 season, and for the first several years of his career, he was used almost exclusively as a left-handed starting pitcher. Within days of his arrival on the club, he rubbed some of the Red Sox veterans the wrong way. “He had never been anywhere, didn’t know anything about manners or how to behave among people,” said Sox outfielder Harry Hooper. “[He was] just a big, overgrown ape.” Referring to Ruth’s transformation into the best baseball player in the history of the game, Hooper said, “If somebody had predicted that back on the Boston Red Sox in 1914, he would have been thrown in a lunatic asylum.”

Ruth was clearly a talented pitcher, and for a while, seemed destined to go down as one of the game’s better southpaw hurlers. That changed with America’s involvement in World War I. Suddenly, teams had barely enough players to suit up a full team, and the 23-year-old Ruth began taking turns in the field. Nineteen-eighteen marked Ruth’s emergence as an offensive talent, as he batted .300 and smacked 11 home runs in an era when players frequently led the league with fewer than 10.

Red Sox owner Harry Frazee, meanwhile, was engaged in a feud with American League president Ban Johnson that would eventually help drive both men from baseball. Frazee had purchased the Red Sox for $400,000 in 1917, and began squabbling with Johnson over power and control almost immediately. The feud deepened when Frazee fought Johnson’s plans to stop play during the war. In 1918, Johnson threatened to terminate the Red Sox’s membership in the league due to gambling in Fenway’s stands, despite the fact that Boston’s gambling problem was no worse than any other city’s. In 1919, when Frazee sold pitcher Carl Mays to the Yankees, Johnson attempted to void the deal. Frazee responded by calling the league president’s actions “a joke.”

In 1919, as the Red Sox returned to mediocrity due to an abundance of aging players, virtually the only exciting thing about the team was the unprecedented emergence of Ruth, who clouted 29 home runs that year, setting an all-time record. All the while, the already burly slugger continued to pack on more weight. When the season ended, Ruth, less than one year after threatening to walk out on the team during negotiations for a three-year deal, once again announced his intention to walk out unless his salary was doubled to $20,000 a year. Soon, other Boston players began grumbling as well.

While facing Ruth’s threats, Frazee was also preparing for what he feared could be a lengthy—and costly—battle with Ban Johnson. Looking to shore up his cash reserves and tired of Ruth’s behavior, on December 26, 1919, Frazee sold Ruth to the New York Yankees for $100,000, at the time the most lucrative deal in the history of the game. Frazee, knowing he’d be criticized for selling one of Boston’s most popular players, released a statement as soon as the deal hit the papers. Ruth, Frazee wrote, “had become impossible and the Boston club could no longer put up with his eccentricities.” He was “one of the most inconsiderate men that ever wore a baseball uniform” and was “taking on weight tremendously” and “doesn’t care to keep himself in shape.” Fair-minded parties, Frazee concluded, “will agree with me that Ruth could not remain in Boston under existing conditions.” There was an outcry, to be sure, but Boston’s regard for Ruth was by no means unanimous. In any case, the Yankees didn’t seem to be much of a threat; in the seven years since they’d changed their name from the Highlanders, they’d averaged a fifth-place finish, while the Sox had won three championships.

Harry Frazee held on to the Red Sox until 1923, and his remaining years with the team were notable mostly for his colorful squabbles with Johnson. But at the time that Frazee sold Ruth, he did not, contrary to what’s become accepted as fact, face serious financial difficulties, nor did he need the money he got from the sale to finance No, No, Nanette. Frazee’s mistake—and the cause of the fossilization of his legacy as the man responsible for the media-constructed Curse of the Bambino—had everything to do with his failure to ally himself more strongly with the local press. Many of Boston’s sportswriters were already friendly with Ban Johnson, and Frazee, in taking away some of the perks (like free booze and food) the writers had grown used to receiving at Fenway, gave the city’s scribes further reason to line up against him. There was also the lingering suspicion that Frazee was Jewish (he wasn’t), a definite black mark in early-twentieth-century, heavily Irish-Catholic Boston. This wouldn’t be the first time the members of Boston’s sporting press would take it upon themselves to decide the proper way to run the Red Sox.* That had been going on since the days when the Royal Rooters and the city’s sportswriters took on Arthur Soden.

After Ruth’s sale to the Yankees, the Babe, of course, went on to hit 665 more home runs, cementing his place as the sport’s most famous player of all time. The Red Sox, meanwhile, were about to begin an epically barren stretch. After winning more World Series than any other team in its first two decades, the Red Sox and their fans would soon learn what it was like to truly suffer.

*In the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, team names, or nicknames, were not as important or as immutable as they are today.

*At the time, baseball players had almost no control over where they played. Once a contract expired, the rights to that player were retained by the team that had initially signed him. If the player didn’t want to re-up for what his club was offering him, he could choose to sit out and not play; he did not, however, have the right to sign with another team. Teams, of course, had the right to trade players—they could even trade or sell the rights to players they no longer had under contract but still controlled.

*The Orioles were reborn as an American League team when the St. Louis Browns moved to Baltimore after the 1953 season.

†The Red Sox beat the Highlanders, 7–6, in Fenway’s major league opener.

*So deeply rooted was the press’s antipathy toward Frazee that they continued to slander him in death. As Glenn Stout and Richard Johnson write in Red Sox Century, “Paul Shannon’s obituary of Frazee in the [Boston] Post is most notorious for its inaccuracies, and he again raised questions over Frazee’s religion…. The [New York] Times made a particularly egregious error, reporting that Frazee died nearly broke.” The Times corrected its obituary shortly thereafter, but the first, inaccurate one was usually used for reference.








Chapter 2

Tom Yawkey’s Team,

Ted Williams’s Town




IN 1923, Bob Quinn, a Ban Johnson ally, led a consortium that bought the Red Sox for $1.15 million. By the end of the decade, the Red Sox had become the biggest joke in baseball, and Fenway, devoid of fans and sorely in need of upkeep, took on the appearance of a haunted house. In 1932, the Red Sox finished the year at 43-111, drawing fewer than 200,000 fans. The Yankees, meanwhile, were well on their way to building a reputation as one of the twentieth century’s greatest dynasties. In 1932, powered by Ruth and Lou Gehrig’s combined 75 home runs (the entire Red Sox team had only 53), the Bronx Bombers went 107-47, swept the Cubs in the World Series, and drew almost a million fans, tops in the league.

During the nine full seasons in which he owned the Red Sox, Quinn led the team to a 483-897 record, one of the worst stretches in baseball history.* Before the 1933 season, despondent and desperate to sell, Quinn finally found a suitable buyer. New York millionaire Tom Yawkey had been casting about to buy a baseball club, and, when one of Yawkey’s confidants, former Philadelphia A’s star Eddie Collins, introduced Quinn and Yawkey, the two men struck a deal. In February 1933, just days after his thirtieth birthday, Yawkey bought the Red Sox and Fenway Park for $1.2 million.* Since Yawkey had no experience running a baseball organization, he named Collins the team’s vice president and general manager.

Yawkey was born Thomas Austin in 1903. His mother, Augusta Yawkey, was an heir to the Yawkey lumber and mining fortune; his father, also named Thomas Austin, was an insurance executive. The elder Thomas Austin died of pneumonia when his son was less than a year old, and the young Tom Austin was brought into the household of Augusta’s brother Bill Yawkey, who had used some of his share of the family fortune to purchase the Detroit Tigers. When Tom was 15, his mother died, and he was formally adopted by Bill Yawkey; when Bill died a year later, Tom, who had by then changed his last name, had an inheritance that was estimated at around $20 million. Growing up, Yawkey constantly tried to prove himself on the athletic fields, where he often fell just short. By the time he reached his twenties, Tom Yawkey had grown into a young man who both jealously guarded his privacy and desperately wanted to make his mark in the world. In 1924, he met a young dancer, Elise Sparrow; the two married a year later.

Yawkey wasted little time before making it clear that he intended to use his money to make the Red Sox relevant—and victorious—once again. When a fire wiped out Fenway’s new left-field bleachers in 1934, Yawkey took the opportunity to give the park a major renovation, adding new grandstands and a second deck and covering the 37-foot wooden wall that rose over left field with sheet metal. In 1935, desperate to land the league’s best player, Yawkey purchased Washington Senators shortstop Joe Cronin, who became the Red Sox player-manager. Cronin, a slick-fielding, two-time All-Star, was, to be sure, a good ballplayer, but he was far from the most powerful or talented player in the game. For the next quarter century, Cronin, for better and worse, would come to define Red Sox baseball in his various stints as a player, manager, and member of the team’s front office. For years, he selfishly insisted on forcing other, better players out of position so he could remain at shortstop. In 1939, a year in which he made 32 errors in the field, Cronin told Yawkey to sell a highly touted shortstop prospect in the Sox’s farm system named Pee Wee Reese. Yawkey did. Reese, of course, would play on 10 All-Star teams and seven pennant winners as a member of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

Yawkey, meanwhile, was growing estranged from his wife, Elise, and slowly succumbing to the drinking that would mark much of his life. He has been described during this time as an isolated, pathetic figure. Still, desperate to prove his mettle on the playing fields, he’d pay the team’s batboys to throw him batting practice so he could try to smack a ball over Fenway’s left field wall. (He never did.) During games he’d sit sullenly in his private suite next to Fenway’s press box, drinking alone or with Eddie Collins; afterward, he’d retire to his room at the Ritz, where he took his meals by himself. By the mid-1930s he’d met Jean Hiller, a young divorcée who sometimes modeled clothes for Elise Yawkey at exclusive New York stores. By 1944, both Tom and Elise were having affairs. The couple divorced, and Yawkey married the 35-year-old Jean Hiller on Christmas Day.

 

If Tom Yawkey is the man who has had the single biggest impact on the Boston Red Sox, Ted Williams is the player with whom the team will likely always be most intimately connected. To this day, a red 9, signifying the number Williams wore throughout his career, is all that’s needed to identify the Splendid Splinter in much of New England.

The lithe, left-handed hitting Williams joined the team in 1939, when he was 20 years old. An indifferent fielder possessing a cantankerous personality, Williams would, for the next two decades, prove himself to be one of the best hitters the game has ever known. In his first season in the bigs, Williams hit .327 and led the league with 145 runs batted in; the next year, at age 21, he hit .344. Forty-five years later, while attending the Red Sox’s spring training, he told The New Yorker’s Roger Angell the reason for his success. “I didn’t get laid for the first time until the All-Star Game break of my second year in the majors,” Williams said. “I was thinking about hitting.”* Whether or not he was having sex, Williams continued to put up eye-popping numbers. In 1942, at age 23, he hit .356 with 36 home runs; by that point, he’d already hit 127 home runs. Williams lost the next three years to World War II, during which he served as a pilot in the Navy Air Corps. When he returned to the Red Sox in 1946, he picked up right where he had left off, hitting .342 with 38 home runs. Williams also lost much of the 1952 and 1953 seasons to the Korean War, where, as a Marine fighter pilot, he flew some of his missions as a wingman to John Glenn.† He is the only person in the last 75 years to hit above .400—he hit .406 in 1941—and, at .482, he has the highest career on base percentage in history.‡

It is one of the tragedies of Ted Williams’s tenure with the Red Sox that he was rarely surrounded with the talent needed to make his team a winner. For most of his career, the Sox languished somewhere in the middle of the American League. During the Red Sox’s best four-year run of Williams’s career, from 1946 to 1949, lousy managing did in the team.

Take 1946, Williams’s first year back after the war. He was typically dominant, with an on base percentage of almost .500 and a slugging percentage of .667.* The Sox cut a swath through the league, and won the pennant handily. Despite being the heavy favorite in that year’s World Series, they were defeated in seven games by the St. Louis Cardinals. In typical Red Sox fashion, shortstop Johnny Pesky was later blamed for the loss; he is said to have hesitated for a split-second before throwing a relay to home plate in the deciding game of the series. Historical accounts of the game differ; many observers felt Pesky wouldn’t have been able to nail the Cardinals’ Enos Slaughter even if he’d come up throwing and had a rifle for a right arm. What’s unquestionable is that a staggering number of bone-headed moves by manager Joe Cronin preceded that throw. Cronin didn’t take advantage of favorable pitching matchups, didn’t sacrifice hitters in order to move runners into scoring positions, and left crucial role players on the bench. Pesky’s throw should have been unnecessary because the Red Sox should have already won the championship.

Nineteen forty-eight and 1949 offered more heartbreaking defeats. In ’48, the Sox lost a one-game playoff with the Cleveland Indians, and in ’49, Boston blew the final two games of the season against the Yankees, handing their rivals the pennant. (The Yankees went on to win their first of five straight World Series that year.) For the last decade of Williams’s career, while the Yankees were busy winning eight pennants and five World Series titles, the Red Sox never finished better than third.

In 1959, at age 40, Williams played most of the year with a pinched nerve in his neck. It was the only year in his career during which he hit below .300. After insisting on a pay cut from $125,000 to $90,000, he came back to play one more season in Boston, and at age 41, batted .316 with 29 home runs. For his last game, fewer than 11,000 fans showed up at Fenway. Williams, who wanted to keep his retirement low-key, nevertheless agreed to say a few words before the game. He began by complaining about the city’s sportswriters, who had increasingly turned their attention from the Sox’s moribund record to Williams himself, often in the form of printed taunts and heckles. “Despite the fact of the disagreeable things that have been said about me,” he said, pointing to Fenway’s press box, “by the Knights of the Keyboard out there, baseball has been the most wonderful thing in my life. If I were starting over again and someone asked me where is the one place I would like to play, I would want it to be Boston, with the greatest owner in baseball and the greatest fans in America. Thank you.”

In the last at-bat of his career, Williams hit a home run. The few fans that did show up screamed and stomped for a curtain call, a tip of the cap, some acknowledgment from the man who embodied baseball for Boston. John Updike famously chronicled the scene for The New Yorker in his article, “Hub Fans Bid Kid Adieu.” “Our noise for some seconds passed beyond excitement into a kind of immense open anguish, a wailing, a cry to be saved,” Updike wrote. “But immortality is nontransferable. The papers said that the other players, and even the umpires on the field, begged him to come out and acknowledge us in some way, but he never had and did not now. Gods do not answer letters.”

 

When Ted Williams called Tom Yawkey “the greatest owner in baseball,” it was partially the hyperbolic musings of an employee acknowledging his boss, but it was also a sincere tribute. For Williams, Yawkey was, for the most part, a positive force. Yawkey always paid his stars well, and frequently treated them more like members of his family than a workforce.

By 1961, however, it was clear to any impartial observer that, far from being a great owner, Tom Yawkey often exhibited a destructive force on both the Red Sox and on baseball. He larded his organization with sycophants and drinking buddies and blowhard ex-players like Eddie Collins and Joe Cronin, who together would make virtually every baseball-related decision affecting the team from 1933 through the late 1950s.

Over the years, the bigotry of many of the team’s employees—including, some historians and baseball scholars have argued, that of Yawkey himself—meant the Red Sox lost out on some of baseball’s brightest talents. In the mid-1940s, though Boston was still a de facto segregated city, a city councilman, Isadore Muchnick, threatened to revoke the Red Sox’s permit to play baseball on Sunday unless they auditioned black ballplayers. And so, on April 14, 1945, an ally of Muchnick’s brought three Negro League stars, Jackie Robinson, Marv Williams, and Sam Jethroe, for a tryout at Fenway. For two days, the three players weren’t allowed entrance to the field; the delay, ostensibly, was because of Franklin Roosevelt’s death on April 12. Finally, on April 16, they were permitted to take part in a brief workout. It was the first time Robinson would perform for a major league club.

The Red Sox, however, would not take advantage of their opportunity. While the Negro League stars were going through their paces, a voice from Fenway’s stands shouted, “Get those niggers off the field.” At least one newspaper reporter who attended the tryout thought it was Tom Yawkey who shouted the racial epithet, although nothing has been established conclusively. Whatever the case, the Brooklyn Dodgers signed Robinson later that year. The Sox also had the first chance to sign another future Hall of Famer, the transcendent outfielder Willie Mays. In 1948, the 17-year-old Mays joined the Negro League’s Black Barons, a team that shared an Alabama field with the Birmingham Barons, a minor league Red Sox affiliate. Because of the playing field arrangement, the Sox got first crack at Birmingham players, but the team passed on Mays. More than half a century later, Mays still sounded surprised he didn’t end up patrolling the Fenway Park outfield with Ted Williams. “There’s no telling what I would have been able to do in Boston. To be honest, I really thought I was going [there],” Mays told Howard Bryant for Shut Out, his 2002 book about the intersection of race and baseball in Boston. “But for that Yawkey. Everyone knew he was racist. He didn’t want me.”

By 1959, 12 years after Robinson broke baseball’s color barrier, the Red Sox were the only team in baseball to remain segregated. When a reporter asked general manager Pinky Higgins why none of the Red Sox’s black minor leaguers were being given a chance to make it with the club, Higgins responded by calling the writer a “nigger lover.” But even the Red Sox had to succumb to the inevitable, and a few months later, the Sox brought up infielder Elijah “Pumpsie” Green and pitcher Earl Wilson. (Ted Williams, in his second-to-last season, made it a point to warm up with Green before every game as a signal to his teammates and Red Sox fans alike to accept the new player.) The Red Sox would have many black superstars in the decades to come, from Luis Tiant to Jim Rice to Ellis Burks to Mo Vaughn, but it would take almost 40 years for the team to finally shed its reputation as an organization in which it was difficult for minorities to thrive. As recently as 2004, Barry Bonds said he would never consider playing for the Red Sox. “Boston is too racist for me,” Bonds, who is Willie Mays’s grandson, said. “That’s been going on ever since my dad [Bobby Bonds] was playing baseball [in the 1960s and 1970s]…. It ain’t changing.”*

*In those nine seasons, the Red Sox compiled a .350 winning percentage over 1380 games. From 1998 to 2005, in the hapless Tampa Bay Devil Rays’ first eight years in baseball, the team amassed a record of 518-775, for a .401 winning percentage over its first 1293 games.

*One of Yawkey’s other main business interests during the years he owned the Red Sox was the Sunset Lodge, a South Carolina whorehouse he ran until authorities closed it down in 1969. A one-time patron recently described the Sunset as “the Wal-Mart of fast, fast relief.”

*Williams similarly ascribed the problems today’s young players have to too much sex. “They’re fucking their brains out,” he told Angell. “They’re just kids but they’re all married, and the ones that aren’t have got somebody living in with them, so it’s like they’re married. They’re just thinking of that one thing.”

†Williams averaged 32 home runs during his first 12 complete seasons of play, spanning 1939 to 1955, and he finished his career with 521 home runs. If you assume he would have at least reached that average during the years he lost to his military service—and, since those were what should have been Williams’s peak years as a hitter, he likely would have been even more prolific—Williams would have hit 667 home runs in his career, placing him fourth on today’s all-time list behind Hank Aaron, Babe Ruth, and Barry Bonds. As it is, he’s tied for 15th.

‡Batting average is computed by dividing a player’s number of hits by his number of at-bats. (Walks, instances where a batter was hit by a pitch, and times when a batter sacrifices himself in order to move a base runner up a base, do not count as at-bats.) On base percentage is obtained by adding up a batter’s hits with his walks and the times he was hit by a pitch and dividing that by his at-bats plus his walks, the times he was hit by a pitch, and his sacrifices. So, for instance, a batter who comes up to plate ten times and gets two hits, is walked twice, and has one sacrifice would have a batting average of .285 (two hits divided by seven at-bats) and an on base percentage, or OBP, of .400 (two hits plus two walks, for a total of four, divided by seven at-bats plus two walks and one sacrifice, for a total of ten).

*Slugging percentage is the average number of bases per at-bat, and is derived by adding the number of singles with two times the number of doubles (because each double is worth two bases), three times the number of triples, and four times the number of home runs. That number is then divided by the total number of at-bats. A .667 slugging percentage means that a player averages about two-thirds of a base every time he comes to bat and reaches base due to a hit, as opposed to a walk, an error, or being hit by a pitch. In 2005, the American League’s highest slugging percentage belonged to Alex Rodriguez, at .610; Derek Lee led the National League at .662. At .634, Williams has the second-highest career slugging percentage in history, behind Babe Ruth’s .690.

*Bonds has a reputation for inflammatory racial rhetoric. In Game of Shadows, a 2006 book that offers extensive documentation of Bonds’s steroid use, Bonds is quoted as saying in 1998 that Major League Baseball officials were not investigating Mark McGwire’s increased muscle mass “because he’s a white boy.”








Chapter 3

The Impossible Dream

and the Sixth Game




BY THE 1960s, Tom Yawkey had become largely uninterested in the Red Sox and periodically considered selling the team. Many players still liked to play for the Sox—besides paying well, Yawkey, unlike Yankees management, didn’t expect much in return. The city was more divorced from the Red Sox than it had been since the team’s lowly days in the 1920s, before Yawkey came on board. Young left fielder Carl Yastrzemski—who soon came to be known by the nickname “Yaz”—was an exciting player to watch, and Fenway’s sparse crowds certainly cheered for the new left-handed slugger who seemed destined to take Williams’s spot as the team leader. Still, the Red Sox, the once-proud franchise that helped inaugurate the American League, were not only bad, they were boring.

Only Yawkey’s complete disengagement from the team allowed this to change. In 1965, Dick O’Connell replaced Pinky Higgins as the team’s general manager. He was, perhaps, the first man to actually deserve the job. At the end of the 1966 season, O’Connell hired minor league manager Dick Williams to run the club. The baseball establishment wasn’t impressed, and the Sox opened the 1967 season as 100–1 longshots to win the pennant. On Opening Day, only 8,324 fans showed up at Fenway.

That was arguably the last boring day of the season. By the end of April, the Sox were flirting with first place, with right fielder Tony Conigliaro and hurler Jim Lonborg complementing Yaz. On June 15, Conigliaro—known now by the heartthrob nickname Tony C.*—won a game with an 11th-inning, two-run blast over Fenway’s left field wall. The next day, a Boston Globe headline, referring to a song from the hit musical Man of La Mancha, wrote of the Sox’s “Impossible Dream” of winning the American League pennant.

For the next three-and-a-half months, Dick Williams’s Red Sox made baseball relevant in Boston once again. The team was full of young, charming, good-looking players, and the Sox appealed to the city’s college students and old-time fans alike. After a 10-game winning streak in July, almost twice as many fans as had come to Opening Day were waiting for the team when they returned to Boston’s Logan Airport. Yawkey, suddenly interested in the team again,† started showing up at Fenway. After treading water for the first two weeks of September, the Red Sox surged in the last half of the month, powered by the clutch hitting of Yastrzemski, who batted .523 during the season’s final two weeks, with five home runs and 16 runs batted in. Entering the season’s final weekend, the Minnesota Twins, Detroit Tigers, Chicago White Sox, and Red Sox were all within two games of each other. The Red Sox and the Twins had a two-game series at Fenway, and the Twins, at 91-69, were a game ahead of the 90-70 Sox. A single Twins win would end the year for Boston. On the last day of the season, backed by a 4-for-4 effort by Yaz, Lonborg capped his 22-9, 246-strikeout, Cy Young–winning season with a win over the Twins, putting the Red Sox into first place. A couple of hours later, when the Tigers fell to the California Angels, it was official: the Red Sox had won the pennant.

In the Series, the Red Sox once again faced the St. Louis Cardinals, who, with Lou Brock and Bob Gibson, were the overwhelming favorites. After Boston lost Game 1, Lonborg, pitching four days after he helped clinch the pennant, threw a complete-game, one-hit shutout as the Sox evened the Series. Lonborg came back on three days’ rest for Game 5, with the Sox now trailing three games to one. He was masterful once again, throwing another complete game, and the Sox won 3–1. Boston evened the Series after winning Game 6, 8–4, and Williams decided to send Lonborg to the hill once again, this time on only two days’ rest, to face Gibson, the Cardinals ace, for the Series’ deciding game. It was the fourth time Lonborg had been asked to save the Red Sox’s season in less than two weeks. He gutted it out through six innings, but left with the Sox on the losing end of a 7–1 score. Tears streamed down Lonborg’s face as he came off the mound.

For Dick Williams and the Red Sox players, losing the World Series was a disappointment, but 1967 was the year the Red Sox helped create magic in Boston. The country was being torn apart by the Vietnam War and the burgeoning youth movement, and the boyish, happy-go-lucky Red Sox, who hadn’t been expected to do much of anything before the season began, seemed to embody both the younger generation’s sense of possibility as well as an older generation’s nostalgia for a simpler, more innocent era. After the Impossible Dream season, the Sox won a fan base that would forge an almost religious connection with the team, awarding them a loyalty whose intensity and durability would prove astonishing.

The Sox wasted no time testing that loyalty. The next seven seasons were a return to the Red Sox’s modus operandi of inefficiency and lost opportunity. Almost every year, the Sox fell short of expectations. Paradoxically, it was during these fallow years that the lure of the Red Sox began to reach a national audience, largely due to the emergence of a young sportswriter who approached the game with a fan’s passion and fervor. Peter Gammons was a Massachusetts native who joined the Globe’s sports staff soon after graduating from the University of North Carolina in 1969. By the mid-1970s, his Sunday “Baseball Notes” columns were known for featuring the most important baseball reporting in the country. Unlike so many Boston writers, Gammons didn’t seem primarily interested in finding ways to tear down the local team. He was critical, to be sure, but his criticism was usually couched in his obvious love of both the game and the Red Sox. Gammons’s wonderfully evocative stories and detailed analyses helped form and then cement the notion of the Red Sox as the quintessentially American team. The New Yorker’s Roger Angell, one of the best-known baseball writers of all time, has said that Gammons is “as important to New England baseball as a Yastrzemski or a [Carlton] Fisk.”

During Gammons’s first years on the beat, the team was slowly remaking itself. In 1972, Fisk, a Vermont native, excelled as the team’s catcher, winning the league’s Rookie of the Year award. In 1975, the Sox again won the pennant, and were matched up against Cincinnati’s “Big Red Machine” in the World Series. The Reds, like the Cardinals in 1967, were perhaps baseball’s most dominant team, and they won the National League West by an astounding 20 games. The Red Sox, meanwhile, were underdogs once again, and most people were surprised they had managed to beat the defending champion Oakland A’s in the American League playoffs. In the Series, the Red Sox’s Cuban maestro, Luis Tiant, won Game 1 with a 6–0 shutout, and he won again in Game 4. As the Series moved back to Boston for its final two games, Cincinnati was leading, three games to two. Game 6 was delayed for three days, as biblical rains drenched the Northeast.

The game, which was finally played on October 21, is still remembered as one of the best ever postseason baseball contests. With Tiant again on the mound and center fielder Fred Lynn hitting an early three-run home run, things looked good for Boston. By the eighth, the Reds had fought back and led, 6–3. In the bottom half of that inning, Boston’s Bernie Carbo hit a pinch-hit, three-run homer, and after the Red Sox left the bases loaded in the ninth, the game went into extra innings. The next two innings featured missed calls and defensive gems, but no scoring. Even the players seemed to realize they were part of something special; as Cincinnati’s Pete Rose stepped into the batter’s box in the 10th inning, he looked back at Fisk as the Red Sox catcher settled into his crouch. “This is some kind of game, isn’t it?” Rose asked rhetorically.

Two innings later, Fisk made Rose’s words seem prescient. In the bottom of the 12th inning, with the score still tied 6–6, Fisk launched a shot toward Fenway’s left field wall. The ball clearly had enough distance to be a game-winning home run; the only question was whether it would go foul, and as Fisk began to move down the line toward first base, he jumped up and down, waving his arms as if he could will the ball to stay fair. As the ball arced out of the park, it glanced off of the foul pole.* The Red Sox had won.

After such a heart-stopping contest, it almost seemed fated that the Red Sox would lose the deciding Game 7 as they, of course, did. The 1975 World Series is often referred to as one of baseball’s best. As Gammons wrote, “The Sixth Game was an abridgment of the entire splendid series in which Boston led in all seven games and lost the lead in five of them, in which five games were decided by one run, two were decided in extra innings, and two others in the ninth inning.” Playing in a historic match was little consolation for the Red Sox, or for the people of Boston.

 

On July 9, 1976, Tom Yawkey died of leukemia. At the time of his death, Yawkey was estimated to be worth $57 million, most of which he left to his wife. Julia, his adopted daughter from his first marriage, got just $10,000. Yawkey and the Red Sox organization he had bought 43 years earlier would be forever linked; in time, Yawkey came to be seen as the kind of rich benefactor baseball purists yearned for when they harkened back to the sport’s supposedly gentler past.† In typical Boston fashion, this myth became an accepted reality, and soon obscured Yawkey’s surly alcohol-fueled rants, his unwillingness to break down baseball’s color barrier, his occasional indifference to the Red Sox, and even his threats to move the team out of town. Tom Yawkey, the person most responsible for the Red Sox’s decades of futility, became Tom Yawkey, the gentlemanly, sporting owner more interested in winning than turning a profit. It’s a portrait that remains largely intact to this day.

*On August 18, Conigliaro was hit in the face with a pitch. His cheekbone was shattered, and his left eye and eye socket were severely damaged. Robbed of the 20-15 vision with which he had been blessed, Conigliaro was forced to sit out the remainder of the season and the entire 1968 season.

†Dick Williams, for one, wasn’t so thrilled about Yawkey’s renewed interest in the Red Sox. In his autobiography, Williams wrote, “You’d have thought he was one of the damn players. He was in the clubhouse, around the batting cage, on the field until the last possible minute, chatting and kibitzing and being about as fake as an owner can be…. Where had he been when we got our asses kicked earlier in the season?”

*The famous television footage of Fisk trying to will the ball fair was said to be the result of a cameraman’s being frightened by a rat and therefore failing to track the ball as it came off Fisk’s bat. Before that moment, cameramen were trained to follow the path of the ball; after that, they kept their lenses trained on the players themselves. In 1998, TV Guide ranked that moment as the single greatest in the history of televised sports.

†In 1980, Yawkey became the first owner to be inducted into baseball’s Hall of Fame. His plaque at Cooperstown lauds him as “one of sport’s finest benefactors.”








Chapter 4

The Gerbil, the

Spaceman, the Rocket,

and the Curse




IN MAY 1978, Tom Yawkey’s estate sold the Red Sox for $20.5 million to a partnership consisting of Jean Yawkey; Haywood Sullivan, a Sox executive who was often likened to an adopted son for the childless Yawkeys; and Buddy LeRoux, a former Red Sox trainer. At the time, it was thought to be the largest amount ever paid for a baseball team. Sullivan, LeRoux, and Yawkey would be the team’s three general partners; nine limited partners also bought in, at $500,000 a share.

Although this was the first change in the team’s ownership since the 1930s, 1978 wouldn’t be remembered for the sale of the team. Just as the Impossible Dream season of 1967 had established the Red Sox as the darlings of New England, the events of 1978 helped solidify the Sox’s reputation as an organization that inevitably broke its fans’ hearts. With Sullivan running the show and Don Zimmer managing the team, the Red Sox surged early in the year. The Red Sox’s outfield—Jim Rice, Fred Lynn, and Dwight Evans—seemed destined to go down as one of baseball’s best. Fisk was still manning the plate, and Yaz, at 38, was still a feared hitter. Even the pitching staff, which included Dennis Eckersley, Mike Torrez, Luis Tiant, and Bill “Spaceman” Lee, was strong. By July 20, the Red Sox led their closest pursuers, the Milwaukee Brewers, by nine games, while the Yankees were a staggering 14 games back. A division title seemed all but assured.

Once again, poor management hurt the Red Sox’s chances. Zimmer, who didn’t have a contract beyond the season, kept playing injured starters such as third baseman Butch Hobson* rather than take a chance with the team’s reserves. By September, Boston’s lead over New York was down to six-and-a-half games. It had dwindled to four when the Yankees came to Fenway early in the month for a four-game set. Those four days are still referred to as the Boston Massacre. The Yankees swept the Sox, outscoring the home team by a combined 42–9, including 15–3 and 13–2 spankings in the first two games. In the last game of the series, Zimmer refused to start Bill Lee because the flamboyant pitcher had referred to the manager as a “gerbil,” instead sending Bobby Sprowl to the mound for his second major league appearance. Sprowl didn’t make it through the first inning, and pitched only once more for Boston in his career.

If that had been the end of it, if the Sox had folded and the Yankees had run away with the division, the memories of ’78 would be difficult but not gut-wrenching. Boston battled back, however, winning its final eight games, and at the end of the season the two teams had identical 99-63 records. The Red Sox, just as they had done 30 years earlier against the Cleveland Indians, would play a sudden-death playoff game to decide the division.

The game was at Fenway. By the seventh inning, Red Sox fans were, for the first time in weeks, allowing themselves to think they might actually pull it off: Mike Torrez seemed to be cruising, and the Sox led, 2–0. There were two men on and two men out when Bucky Dent, the Yankees shortstop, came to the plate. In his two years with New York, Dent had not hit above .250, and he had only four home runs on the season. Torrez got him to loft a lazy ball into left field, an easy pop fly. At least it would have been at any other park in baseball; in Boston, it was a Green Monster–aided home run. The Yankees had the lead, 3–2. “We talk about loving Fenway Park so much,” Yastrzemski would say later. “That’s probably the one time I hated Fenway Park.” Still, Boston crawled back, and in the bottom of the ninth, Yaz was at the plate with two outs, a runner on third, and New York leading 5–4. He popped out, and the Yankees went on to win the American League pennant and their second consecutive World Series.

 

In the wake of 1978’s heartache, Haywood Sullivan quickly proved he was a worthy heir to almost every Red Sox general manager who’d come before him. He let Luis Tiant sign with the Yankees and traded Bill Lee to Montreal. In 1980, he sent out Fred Lynn’s and Carlton Fisk’s contracts two days later than was mandated, with the result that Lynn forced a trade to the California Angels and Fisk became a free agent and signed with the White Sox. By the early 1980s, bumper stickers reading “Haywood and Buddy Are Killing the Sox” began to appear on cars around Fenway.

By the mid-1980s, almost in spite of the team’s management and ownership, the Red Sox were exciting again. “Rocket” Roger Clemens, who came up as a rookie in 1984, dominated baseball in 1986, going 24-4, with a 2.48 earned run average* and 238 strikeouts. On April 29, with Fenway Park about one-third full, he set a new major league record, striking out 20 batters in a game against the Seattle Mariners. Clemens won the American League’s Most Valuable Player award that year, and he helped lead the Red Sox to the postseason, where they beat the California Angels in the American League playoffs.

In the World Series, the Sox faced the New York Mets, whose 1986 squad was arguably the decade’s best team. Veterans like catcher Gary Carter and first baseman Keith Hernandez anchored the team, and 24-year-old right fielder Darryl Strawberry and 21-year-old pitching phenom Dwight Gooden provided excitement. The Red Sox won the first two games in New York, beating Gooden in Game 2, giving Boston five more chances to win two games, and the championship. After the Mets clawed back to win Games 3 and 4 in Boston, the Red Sox, behind lefty hurler Bruce Hurst, again beat Gooden in Game 5. They now had two chances to clinch the Series, and Clemens took the mound to start Game 6.

Clemens left after seven innings with a 3–2 lead. Calvin Schiraldi was brought in to finish the job, but he let the Mets back in it. After nine innings, the game was tied, 3–3. In the 10th, outfielder Dave Henderson hit a home run, and a Wade Boggs double followed by a Marty Barrett single scored another run. Going in to the bottom of the 10th, the Red Sox were winning, 5–3.

Schiraldi, in his third inning of work, retired the first two Mets batters, and as champagne was wheeled into Shea Stadium’s visiting clubhouse, the park’s scoreboard congratulated Bruce Hurst for winning the World Series MVP award. A pair of singles put men on first and second, but the Sox still appeared to be safe. Schiraldi brought the next batter, Ray Knight, to an 0-2 count. The Red Sox were one strike away. Knight tapped at Schiraldi’s third offering, and his single drove in a Mets run and left runners on first and third. All was not yet lost. Boston still led, 5–4, and the Red Sox still needed only one more out.

Finally, Sox manager John McNamara brought in Bob Stanley, the Sox veteran, to face Mookie Wilson. Stanley must have cherished the moment. In April, after getting heckled at Fenway, he said, “Those fans who are booing me now will be cheering for me when I record the final out in the World Series.” Now he’d get a chance to prove himself right. With the count 2-1, Wilson fouled off three straight pitches. Catcher Rich Gedman wasn’t able to handle Stanley’s seventh pitch, and another Mets run scored, tying the game at five and moving the Mets’ Ray Knight to second base. Three pitches (and two more foul balls) later, Wilson finally hit the ball fair. It was a slow roller toward first base.
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