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In memory of Richie Ashburn, whose voice meant summer to generations of Philadelphians.





Introduction

An Omen in a Pop-up


I dreamt the past was never past redeeming.

—RICHARD WILBUR, “THE PARDON”



Frank White’s pop-up rose like a giant firefly into the glare and shadows over Veterans Stadium.

The anxious roar that had preceded Tug McGraw’s delivery to the Kansas City Royals’ second baseman faded as soon as the pitch, a tailing fastball, met the bat. By the time the ball reached its lofty apex, on a line above the Philadelphia Phillies’ first-base dugout, 65,839 fans strained in silence.

Philadelphia will never be that quiet again.

It was 11:25 P.M. on October 21, 1980. Game 6 of the World Series was in its ninth inning. There was one out. The Phillies led the game 4—1, the Series 3—2.

“Lord,” read a message on the enormous outfield scoreboard, “this is heaven!”

Phillies fans ignored the electronic optimism. They were, after all, much better acquainted with hell.

As White’s pop-up lingered in the chilly nighttime air, the long, sad existence of this franchise flashed before the spectators’ eyes. The Philadelphia Phillies were more than 97 years old that autumn night. Most of that long life had passed unhappily.

In their first season, 1883, the Phillies won just 17 of 98 games. Things rarely got much better.

They would lose more often than any other team in baseball history. In 1938, they won only 45 games and drew 161,111 fans—and that wasn’t their worst season of the decade in either category. Every year between 1933 and 1945 they were last or next to last. Their 23-game losing streak in 1961 remained an unchallenged record. Budding stars departed as regularly as faded ones arrived. The rickety old stadium they occupied for 51 years once burned down. It also collapsed. Twice. And in 1943, a Phillies owner was banned from baseball for betting—no doubt against his woeful club.

The St. Louis Browns, who long rivaled the Phillies in futility, had moved to Baltimore a quarter-century earlier and become a smashing success. The Chicago Cubs had a second-division tradition too, but thanks largely to their ivy-covered ballpark, they at least possessed a quirky charm. And while the Boston Red Sox certainly had a cursed existence, it was one filled with the kind of memorable moments and great stars Phillies history lacked.

Only the Phillies—among the 16 franchises that comprised the major leagues for the first half of the twentieth century—had yet to win a World Series. Each of their rare good years—1915, 1950, 1976, 1977, 1978, and most memorably of all, 1964—ended with bitter disappointments.

The Philadelphia Phillies were expected to lose, just as the New York Yankees were expected to win. Their fans, in their scarred hearts, understood that. They dealt with it by booing, bellyaching to each other, cursing the night again and again. The infamous collapse of 1964—when Gene Mauch’s team blew a 6½-game lead with 12 to play—had become a shared nightmare, one that permanently diminished an entire city’s expectations. Optimism was impossible after that. Disaster, no matter how late in the season, how late in the game, was inevitable.

Now, craning their necks to follow White’s foul, these fans wondered if that moment were at hand.

Kansas City had loaded the bases with a walk and two singles off a weary, arm-sore McGraw. There wasn’t a person in the stadium, in the city, in all of baseball, who didn’t believe the home team remained capable of blowing this lead, this game, this Series.

Yet what if the Phillies should somehow hold on? How would their fans react?

No frame of reference existed. Their fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers had never experienced such a thing. Only two other Phillies teams had even made it to a World Series, and they had combined for just one victory—65 years earlier. True, the old Philadelphia Athletics, who moved to Kansas City in 1954 and later to Oakland, had enjoyed a few periods of sustained excellence. But Connie Mack ended them abruptly by selling off his stars, and by 1980 the A’s were long forgotten. Mack’s, by the way, was a typical Philadelphia response to success: If things are going well, change them.

None of the Phillies’ few grand moments had occurred at home. Their first pennant, in 1915, was won in Boston; in 1950, it came in Brooklyn; this year, it was in Houston’s Astrodome. Their four National League East titles came in Montreal (1976 and 1980), Chicago (1977), and Pittsburgh (1978).

So it was logical to wonder what kind of chaos might be unleashed at the southern end of Broad Street. Would celebrants dismantle the ballpark as they had Connie Mack Stadium on its final night a decade earlier? Or would they weep quietly, joyfully?

Philadelphia’s baseball interest had intensified in the nine years since the Phillies moved to Veterans Stadium. As the team improved steadily, so did the size and demands of its crowds. Buoyed by Pete Rose’s presence, the team drew a franchise-record 2,775,011 spectators in 1979. By 1980, a poll of National League players named Philadelphia’s fans the noisiest, most supportive, and most hostile in baseball.

That September, shortstop Larry Bowa would call them the worst. In October, he called them the best. And he was right on both occasions.

The home team’s players had worried about an emotional explosion all day. Those people had such an inferiority complex to shed, so much negativity to unravel, that it was easy to envision post—World Series mayhem.

“If it ends with a pop fly,” thought Bowa, “they’re liable to not let the thing come down.”

As if to confirm those fears, a long line of mounted Philadelphia policemen had pranced their horses onto the field in the ninth inning like cavalry troops awaiting a frontier battle. There were helmeted police in the dugouts and in the seating areas. And out beyond the acres of Astroturf, in the two outfield bullpens, dozens of snarling German shepherds, tethered to yet more policemen by leather leashes, were ready to move.

“I thought,” Rose said later, “that we were playing winter ball in Venezuela.”

In the press level, a spacious area that wrapped around the stadium’s midsection from third to first base, sportswriters were wondering how their stories and columns should read if the Phillies triumphed.

The visiting writers had not hidden their disdain for the diffident home team. “They are the miserable millionaires,” Mike Marley of the New York Post wrote. “Their motto is meanness, rudeness and ignorance.”

Mike Lupica of the Philadelphia Daily News, a veteran of the Steinbrenner/Martin/Jackson chaos in the Yankees’ Bronx Zoo, wrote: “The Philadelphia Phillies normally are as much fun as subway crime.... (They) have made the New York Yankees seem like a bunch of Fellowship of Christian Athletes.”

Philadelphia’s own writers had spent much of this season, and the previous one, warring with the club. “Hell’s team,” Daily News beat writer Bill Conlin still would call them ten years later. The media would make sure to temper their celebration stories with a reminder that it couldn’t have happened to a grumpier group of guys.

“Be advised,” wrote columnist Tom Cushman in that afternoon’s Philadelphia Daily News, “that winning the Series will not cause the rest of the nation to forget the boorish behavior of several of the athletes involved.”

“The players seem to hate the fans,” said McGraw, “they seem to hate the press. And then, when they come in the clubhouse, they seem to hate each other.”

Steve Carlton didn’t ever speak to reporters—or to some of his teammates. Several other Phillies—including Bowa, Ron Reed, Bake McBride, Lonnie Smith, and Garry Maddox—spent sizable chunks of the season emulating their star pitcher. McBride occasionally placed a bandage over his mouth to symbolize his “No comment.” The clubhouse was balkanized: Pitchers disliked hitters, veterans couldn’t stand the rookies, and almost all of them were united in their distaste for blustery manager Dallas Green. After games, the Phillies frequently hid from the sportswriters in the lounge or in the training room. Writers criticized them for it, and fans, in turn, booed them for it. Then, of course, the players despised the writers even more for turning the fans against them.

“Philadelphia is the only city,” said Mike Schmidt when the 1980 season had ended and the sting had lessened, “where you can experience the thrill of victory and the agony of reading about it the next day.”

In a way, the Phillies’ persistent losing had allowed for a new kind of sports journalism to flower. By the early 1960s, young Philadelphia writers like Conlin, Larry Merchant, Sandy Grady, and Stan Hochman were perceptive enough, gifted enough, and desperate enough to take readers behind the game. Gone were the days of booster beat writers. These guys identified problems, pointed fingers, demanded change.

“We exposed the Phillies to the kind of daily lash formerly wielded only by drama critics,” Conlin said.

In a year or two, typewriters would vanish from pres boxes, giving way to primitive word processors, but on this night there were still several clacking away when catcher Bob Boone closed in on White’s pop-up.

The ball was far enough up the line that it ought to have been the first baseman’s play. Yet as the Phils catcher neared the dugout, he couldn’t locate Rose.

“C’mon, Pete,” Boone thought to himself, “where are you?”

The ball gathered speed on its descent, and Boone, a look of near-desperation on his handsome face, reluctantly called for it.

“Charlie Hustle, my ass,” he thought.

The catcher held himself back slightly to avoid tumbling down the steps. As, somewhat tentatively, he reached out with his gloved right hand, Rose appeared to his left. The first baseman, a high school dropout, had decided to let the catcher, a Stanford graduate, make the play. Sneaking a glimpse at the steps, Rose pulled up a few feet behind.

Boone, knowing he would have to act quickly to prevent Willie Mays Aikens from tagging up at third, started to turn his head an instant too soon.

Then, just as every Philadelphian feared it might, the ball bounced out of the catcher’s mitt.

“His gold glove,” wrote Washington Post columnist Thomas Boswell, “turned alchemically to lead by the black magic of Phillies history.”

On this night, though, the Phillies had a Merlin of their own.

Rose’s head snapped toward the ball, his hand darting in that direction like a frog’s tongue toward an unsuspecting fly. The Phillies had never had a player quite like Rose, someone so cocksure of himself that he could joke about the club’s horrific past and get away with it. “Philadelphia? What’s that?” Rose asked agent Reuven Katz in 1979 when the possibility arose that he might become a Phillie. “Ben Franklin and last-place teams?” If this team were ever going to win, Philadelphians sensed, Rose would be the reason.

“He wanted to win so damn bad,” said Reed, “that he infected everyone around him.”

His arrival as a free agent in 1979 had bolstered a group of talented but insecure, eccentric, and temperamental stars, players weighed down by their own hang-ups as much as by the club’s past.

“That team needed a leader,” Rose said. “When I got there, they were all jealous of each other.”

Mike Schmidt crippled his great natural gifts with endless introspection. Greg Luzinski and Maddox despised Green. With his constant needling and bitching, Bowa could provoke Mother Teresa to physical assault. Reed was unusually sour. Carlton exercised by pounding his left fist into a barrel of brown rice, studied wine and Eastern religions, and didn’t tolerate distractions. And most of them practiced a studied cool, a strutting “nothing-can-bother-me” attitude that drove the wildly emotional Green crazy.

“That ‘macho cool’ crap,” the manager called it.

Three years in a row, 1976—78, outstanding Phillies teams had won the NL East easily, only to justify their fans’ pessimism by self-destructing in the play-offs. Rose was supposed to be the antidote. Hell, he didn’t care about being cool. Just the way he looked belied coolness—a salad-bowl haircut, garish clothes, a perpetual sneer. He didn’t strut, he sprinted. And there was nothing studied about him at all. One ex-teammate in Cincinnati remarked that nothing in the world traveled quite so fast as a thought moving from Rose’s mind to his lips.

In time, he helped convince the Phillies they really were good enough to win it all. He stood apart from them, as if he were a hired consultant, and advised them on the path to baseball fulfillment. He told them why they had failed in the past. He preached focus and was the first player in the clubhouse every day. Maybe most importantly, he told Schmidt how much opposing pitchers feared him, and the third baseman responded with the best seasons of his career.

“When I got there, Mike felt like he was the best player in the league maybe three or four days a week,” said Rose. “Afterward, he knew he was the best seven days.”

And when many of them declared war on the local press, Rose continued as their garrulous, ungrammatical spokesman.

Now, as the dropped ball neared the turf, Rose extended his right hand behind him for balance. Palms out, bowed forward at the waist as if he were a tap dancer performing an act-ending flourish, he snatched the ball almost before Boone knew he had dropped it. Flicking his glove back powerfully toward his body, he turned menacingly toward the base runners, bounced the ball once on the turf for punctuation, and returned it, with a pointed underhanded flip, to McGraw.

The crowd, many of whom would be among the 1½ million lining Broad Street for the next day’s victory parade, took an instant to comprehend what they had just seen. The deafening bellow that followed shook the stadium. People wept, laughed, and hugged whomever happened to be next to them. Several of the police horses reared back nervously, startled by the burst of noise. The dogs, one of which had snapped at McGraw’s glove when the reliever stood to warm up an inning earlier, barked and strained at the ends of their leashes.

The symbolism was too perfect. Rose had slapped down bad fortune with a quick jab from his gloved hand. One out remained, but the game and the legacy of failure were over. The Phillies were going to win their first world championship.

“We couldn’t lose now if fucking Babe Ruth came up,” Bowa thought to himself as Willie Wilson came to the plate. “Now how the hell am I going to get back to the dugout?”
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It might have been one of the most spiritual moments in sports history. Rose’s catch—and the Phillies championship that followed minutes later—was faith fulfilled, the unthinkable realized. An entire city had been redeemed.

No baseball fans anywhere had waited longer. None had more reason to celebrate. Fervent followers of other teams merely prayed for a championship but in Philadelphia, they prayed for the miracle they knew would be necessary before the gods at last allowed them relief.

With Rose, like John the Baptist preparing the way, salvation had come at last.

There are Philadelphians who swear the noise didn’t stop for 24 hours. From the moment McGraw followed Rose’s catch by striking out Wilson until work crews swept Broad Street clear of the victory parade’s litter the following night, the old city quivered with a raucous excitement.

That night in South Philadelphia, they did the Mummer’s strut. In Kensington, they swung from the Market Street El’s lofty girders. In North Philadelphia, celebrants skipped along the roofs of parked cars as they made their way down Broad Street. Any World Series victory provokes an outburst of joy and civic pride, but it’s hard to imagine anyone ever savored a championship more than Philadelphia’s baseball fans in 1980.

Brooklyn exploded in 1955, but the Dodgers were perennial contenders and the wait was nowhere near the Phillies’ 97 years. What would it have meant to Kansas City had the Royals won? That a 12-year wait was over? What if the Yankees had triumphed? Whoopee! What’s that, No. 23?

The Philadelphia Flyers’ 1974 Stanley Cup, which also touched off a great downtown celebration, couldn’t compare. That National Hockey League franchise had been just seven years old, and the majority of Philadelphians, not raised with hockey, still thought icing belonged on a cake.

But every row house in the city held a story about suffering with the Phillies, about the unused 1964 World Series tickets kept in a cigar box, about the losing streak in 1961, about the way people snickered when they revealed their baseball allegiance.

“My dad lived and died with the Phillies, literally. He was listening to a game when he had a heart attack,” said Jim Galloway, a Philadelphian who moved to southern California in the early 1970s. “I loved them, too. When I came out here, I’d go to Dodgers games with a Phillies hat on. These fans usually don’t say much to anyone, but people would laugh at me. I was in line at a concession stand one time, and this guy walks past and shouts, ‘1964!’

“I thought about him, and about my dad, the night they finally won the Series.”

These fans now cheered themselves as much as the Phillies. They had heard the Philadelphia jokes for so long that, perhaps to protect themselves from the sting, they had joined in, developing a negative attitude about their hometown that shocked outsiders. Everyone knew W C. Fields’s epitaph (“On the whole, I’d rather be in Philadelphia.”) mocked the city. But people forgot that Fields was a Philadelphian. You can’t make fun of my city, the thinking went, because I’m going to beat you to it.

“I know how the city feels,” McGraw said. “It’s like a man shows up out of nowhere and he tells you, ‘Here, I’ve got a magic carpet, and I’m going to give you a ride on it. C’mon, get on, and we’ll soar away’.

“And the people get on and right away that man yanks that carpet right out from under them. And this keeps happening, and pretty soon the people are afraid to believe, they’re afraid to get on that magic carpet ride.”

Once the nation’s capital, the continent’s first great city, America’s manufacturing center, Philadelphia, since the 1950s, had become an increasingly insignificant point between Washington and New York. The fact that its baseball team, in the words of one fan at Veterans Stadium the night they finally won, “either sucked or choked” didn’t help.

“I don’t think the Phillies have ever known what the voice of the crowd was saying,” wrote Philadelphia Daily News columnist Larry McMullen, “not when it cheered, not when it wailed and moaned. In all of the team’s history, its players, these outsiders, haven’t been the sufferers.... All they’ve ever been is carriers.”

That first taste of victory never was sweeter.

Someday the Cubs or the Red Sox will win another championship, touching the hearts of their much-pained fans. But there will be someone to remind them that, even though it was many years ago, this had happened before.

On the night of October 21, 1980, dancing Phillies fans recognized that nothing matched the first time. Who, after all, talks of their second sexual encounter?

[image: e9781461709718_i0004.jpg]


As happens with any championship team after a few decades, a kind of gauzy mythology begins to shroud the reality.

The 1980 Phillies, according to their legend, were a group of talented, underachieving individuals herded together by Green’s constant prodding. The manager, and on at least one occasion, the general manager, bitched and bellowed—in public and behind closed clubhouse doors—until the Phillies finally united in September, finally bought into Green’s “We Not I” philosophy that had made them snicker in spring training.

Green’s obscenity-laden August tirade in Pittsburgh and general manager Paul Owens’s locker-room challenge in San Francisco a few weeks later get much of the credit for the Phillies late-season surge. It was said that those tongue-lashings forced the players to reexamine themselves and, Voila!, the season was saved.

But something much more complex drove the 1980 Phillies to a world championship. It combined ample doses of anger, fate, and talent, but there was still something else. Questions about just what it was remain unresolved.

It could have been either Green or the players themselves who rallied the team. If the manager’s outburst really pulled them together, then why did the players decide they needed to meet in Chicago the following day? Reed insists that the August 11 session in Wrigley Field’s cramped visitors locker room was no confirmation of Green’s lecture. Some Phillies, he said, actually derided it.

“We said, ‘The hell with Dallas, the hell with the coaching staff,’” recalled Reed. “‘Let’s win it for ourselves.’”

Was it “We Not I” that finally kicked in? Or “Us vs. Them”?

Their play-off failures and clubhouse chaos, as well as their battles with fans and the media, had built up quite a storehouse of ill will. Then, in August, when a repeat of the Phillies’ 1979 flop seemed likely, all the naysayers in the stands and in the press box revived.

“There was this undercurrent of suspicion surrounding our team,” McGraw said. “We were labeled spoiled, overpaid underachievers. We didn’t have the guts and so forth. So whenever we’d win a big game, you’d hear guys say, ‘Take that overpaid crap and stick it up your ass.”’

And how can the chaotic events of September 29 be explained?

On that Monday night at Veterans Stadium, the start of the season’s final week, the Phillies were at their dysfunctional worst, still much closer to team turmoil than team togetherness.

Green benched three regulars and, after his team rallied for a 6—5 win in 15 innings, suggested he had players who didn’t want the Phillies to win. Bowa ripped the manager on his pregame radio show. Later that night, the shortstop obscenely maligned the fans. Maddox angrily confronted a writer, and a night later he removed himself from the lineup.

Why, when Green ran out during the introductions before Game 1 of the National League Championship Series, did Phillies players react as if Josef Mengele had come to join them?

Watching it on film remains difficult. Bowa and Maddox turn away from the manager, and Boone extends a hand with all the enthusiasm of a root-canal patient opening wide.

If they were so tightly knit in September, why were so many continuing to act in their own self-interests midway through the NLCS?

For example, after splitting the first two play-off games at home, Green told his players that wives would not be permitted to accompany them to Houston. That was a break with postseason traditions, but the manager believed the Phils’ recent play-off flops demanded such changes.

The edict wasn’t easy for the wives to accept—and, consequently, wasn’t easy for the players to swallow. Baseball spouses like to think of themselves as essential appendages of the players. Talk to them about their husbands and you’ll hear them, in all sincerity, say things like, “We were traded to L.A. that year.” The wives had attended most home games, as well as many on the road, and were as caught up as anyone in the Phillies’ end-of-season drama.

So, with their husbands’ approval, Donna Schmidt, Sheena Bowa, Jean Luzinski, Sue Boone, and others went anyway.

Finally, how can the scene in the Phillies post—World Series locker room be explained?

The club’s first world championship was only an hour old. Champagne still dripped from Green’s thickly curled hair. You might have expected the vociferous manager, fueled by beer, champagne, and adrenaline, to prattle on endlessly about how his team had overcome its history.

In similar situations, once the formal interviews are done, managers tend to reflect on pivotal moments from the long season and enumerate the contributions of each player. They’ll gaze misty-eyed into the distant past and speak hopefully of the future. But when Green was asked about his plans for 1981, it was rather jarring to hear his response.

“I don’t want to put up with another year like this one,” he said.

That wasn’t just irony. He meant it.

And at that very moment, Carlton, the winning pitcher in Game 6, sat alone in the trainer’s room. He ought to have been slapping and hugging his teammates, gasping for air beneath a Niagara Falls of champagne. After all, when Carlton came to Philadelphia in 1972, his first Phillies team won only 32 games without him. He had been their rock. What player could possibly appreciate this championship more?

Instead, Carlton sipped champagne by himself. Not the Great Western brand his teammates drank either. That apparently wasn’t good enough for his delicate palate. He clutched a magnum of the good stuff.

At one point, rookie reliever Dickie Noles entered the room, hugged Carlton and started to spray him with champagne. The great pitcher held up a big hand and shook his head negatively. Noles pulled back the bottle and retreated.

Take away the significant elements of its history and its fans, and the story of the 1980 Phillies is, until the last possible moment, not a warm one. It will never translate into one of those sappy TV sports movies. Its heroes were too conflicted. Its themes too discordant.

“This,” recalled Jayson Stark, who covered the team for the Philadelphia Inquirer, “was not the Good Ship Phillies.”
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If any single event unified the 1980 Phillies, allowed them to transcend their petty feuds, crystallized for them everything that had been going on outside their Veterans Stadium bunker, it was the march down Broad Street the morning after the World Series ended.

As they stood atop those flatbed trailers, rolling slowly through the smiling masses, the Phillies underwent some sort of spiritual awakening. Broad Street had become their road to Damascus. At that moment, for a first time, they understood that it didn’t matter why they won, or how. Only that they did.

It was then that they realized the suffering their fans had experienced in the last century, the happiness they felt now.

“I don’t think I could ever see a more awesome sight in sports,” said Rose on the victory march from Center City to JFK Stadium. “Just seeing the same expression on a million faces.”

Fans tossed flowers. “And not those plastic flowers,” said Owens, “real fresh flowers. Roses.” The petals stuck to the GM’s face, held there by tears.

“I had imagined the parade would be relaxing,” said Boone. “Instead it was this monstrous emotional high, probably the greatest moment of my life.”

Ten years later, when the 1980 Phillies gathered for their first reunion, players and team officials wondered how the passing decade might have altered the team’s psyche.

Would Schmidt still be as emotionally distant? Green so belligerent? Bowa so annoyingly hyperactive? And what would they talk about? Game 5 of the NLCS? Game 6 of the Series?

“You know, there was only one thing that every one of those guys brought up,” said Owens of that 1990 event. “The parade. Everyone mentioned how much it had affected them.”

Well, maybe not everyone.

As the Phillies moved down sunny Broad Street that October day, Ron Reed was sitting alone in Philadelphia International Airport, waiting for a plane to take him home.
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Even if you were a Philadelphian who never set foot in the Phillies clubhouse, never read one of the city’s four daily newspapers, and didn’t go to the parade, that 1980 season—especially its last 3½ weeks—had to take your breath away.

“No one,” said Boone, “who lived through it will ever forget.”

All the moments that made it unforgettable rest there now in the city’s collective memory like signposts to the promised land. Mention 1980 to a Philadelphian and it still triggers a chill.

The three-run comeback in the bottom of the 15th inning to beat the Cubs on September 29. Schmidt’s long game-winning homer in the opener of the final series at Montreal. His longer one in the tenth inning a day later to give the Phillies the NL East title.

The near-ceaseless thrills of their unmatched NLCS with Houston: The disputed triple play. A runaway Rose decking Bruce Bochy. Manny Trillo’s relay throws. The stunning eighth-inning rally against rally-proof Nolan Ryan. Maddox’s winning hit and last-out catch in Game 5.

Then the welcome relief of the World Series: McBride’s Game 1 home run. Dickie Noles knocking George Brett on his hemorrhoids in Game 4. The historic Boone—Rose hookup in Game 6. McGraw’s strikeout of Willie Wilson. Schmidt’s uncharacteristic leap into the reliever’s arms.

All that and much more was crammed into just 23 days. Now, as Philadelphians wait without much hope for a second championship, that brief shining moment seems like it lasted an eternity.

At its delicious conclusion, no one wanted the 1980 season to end. So it’s hard to recall that eight months earlier, in Clearwater, no one was certain it would begin.

Once the threatening labor problems were set aside and, on a cool Friday evening in South Philadelphia, the Phillies season started, the excitement didn’t build gradually. Only the frustrations did.

The Phillies, except for Carlton, ran hot and cold for more than four months. Their lack of consistency was no surprise. They endured a midseason drug scandal when they nearly overdosed on bitterness. Rose’s highly publicized divorce didn’t help. There were injuries. And, punctuating everything, like windswept whitecaps on an already roiled sea, was the constant newsprint war between Green and his players.

“Every day,” said Schmidt, “you would walk into the clubhouse and wonder what was waiting for you today. Who said who was a gutless jerk? Who said who was lazy? Or who was selfish? It was a soap opera, a yearlong soap opera. But man, did it have a glorious end.”

Nineteen eighty began, as all seasons do, with questions. Was 1979 an aberration? Or the beginning of the end of the most interesting and successful period in the ballclub’s history? Would the Phillies survive a full season of Green? Would Green survive a full season of the Phillies? Was Luzinski done? Would the physically fragile rotation stay healthy?

But the one question that loomed largest when the Phillies reported to training camp that spring concerned baseball’s labor situation.

As the Players Association became more emboldened, the owners more stubborn, and the economic issues more muddled, baseball’s labor strife appeared nearly intractable that spring. The sport had endured a strike in 1972 and a lockout in 1976. The landmark Andy Messersmith case, which established free agency after a century of the reserve clause’s sanctioned slavery, was just four years old in 1980.

Salaries skyrocketed and the owners, suddenly under siege, searched for a way to emasculate the revolutionary free-agency system.

The dispute dominated spring training. The Phillies may have been affected more than most teams. Boone, as the National League’s player representative, was a major figure in the negotiations. The talk distracted him.

“There was a question-and-answer session every day, and I really think it took away from my preparations at training camp,” said Boone, who never found his offense that year.

Finally, on April 1, with no compromise in sight, the players voted to end spring training. They would start the regular season on time, but they set a strike deadline of May 22.

The Phillies, for once, hung together. They worked out for the last week-and-a-half under Green. But pessimistic Philadelphians knew what to expect next in the macabre script guiding this team’s destiny: The Phils would race out to an enormous early season lead. Then, just as they became uncatchable and their fans felt safe to rejoice, a strike would end the season.

Fortunately, an agreement came at the eleventh hour on May 22. It was a weak and incomplete settlement, one directly responsible for the strike that came the following season, but 1980 was no longer threatened.

Still the Phillies stuttered and muttered. Until, when it was very nearly too late, they saved their season, saved their fans’ sanity, saved themselves from themselves.

“I think the 1980 season was a matter of timing,” said Carlton, years later, when he was talking again and a lot of people began to wish he’d stop. “Everything came together at the end.”





Chapter 1

R Long, Lamentable Legacy of Losing


Since 1915 I have been cheering for the Philadelphia Phillies, and if that doesn’t take character, what does? In such circumstances it is traditional to say, ‘I supported them in good years and bad.’ There were no good years. I cheered in bad and worse.

JAMES MICHENER, NEW YORK TIMES, 1978



Philadelphia, being the birthplace of America and the Constitution, liked to fancy itself the City of Firsts. And once the Phillies arrived, locals pointed out, many lasts.

Examining the franchise’s history is akin to reading the Book of Job. The calamities are endless. The degradation unspeakable. It’s easy to see why generations of Philadelphians never followed the examples of Chicago or Boston baseball fans in believing that their team was cursed.

Cursed would have been an improvement. This franchise was doomed.

Banned owners. Broke owners. Phantom owners. A racist manager. A manager who quit one game into a season. A manager whose team quit 150 games into a season. A great pitcher who died of typhoid. A great hitter who tumbled into Niagara Falls. The worst collapse in baseball history—in both the pennant race and stadium divisions.

So dismal is the Phillies story that it actually helped change baseball forever. If Curt Flood had been traded anywhere else in 1969, the economic earthquake his challenge of the reserve clause touched off might have been delayed for years.

“Philadelphia has as long a baseball tradition as any city in America,” said Phillies outfielder Harry Anderson in the 1950s. “But for a long time now, it’s been a baseball graveyard.”

Let’s say you were a Philadelphian born in the first decade of the twentieth century. You loved baseball, preferred the National League, and by 1917 had become a Phillies fan. Well, by 1948, assuming you hadn’t been hospitalized or switched allegiances, you would still be waiting. Waiting not just for a World Series, not just for a pennant, not even for a near miss. Thirty-one years after you gave your heart to the Phillies, you would not yet have experienced a single winning season!

Through American participation in two world wars, through the Great Depression, through the integration of the game, through the home-run revolution and Babe Ruth, the Philadelphia Phillies never once finished over .500. In those three-plus decades, they could manage as many as 70 wins just twice, averaging nearly 95 losses a year in an era of 154-game seasons.

“You can’t imagine how it was,” said longtime Philadelphia sportswriter Mayer Brandschain. “Most people just gave up on the Phillies. If they liked baseball, they followed the Athletics. There was no point in cheering for the Phillies, because you knew that at the end of the season things would be the same. They would be in seventh or eighth place. Sixth in a good year.”

Consider 1930, simultaneously one of their most memorable and embarrassing seasons. That year’s team, with Chuck Klein and Lefty O’Doul, set dozens of club records that still stand. Its team batting average was .315. O’Doul batted .383. Klein hit .386 with 40 home runs and a mind-boggling 170 RBIs. He and O’Doul combined to score 280 runs. Those two plus Pinky Whitney each topped the 200-hit mark.

And where did that Phillies juggernaut finish?

Last.

Fifty games under .500.

Forty games behind the first-place Cardinals.

[image: e9781461709718_i0007.jpg]


It should come as no surprise that the Phillies were left on Philadelphia’s doorstep.

In 1883, the National League team in Worcester, Massachusetts, folded. The young league, concerned about competition from the new American Association, decided it had to get back into the Philadelphia market.

The city had a baseball tradition going back to 1833 and had been a charter member of the NL in 1876. But the National League expelled the Athletics at the end of that first year when they couldn’t come up with enough cash to fund an end-of-season road trip.

The old Athletics’ fiscal fate was an appropriate omen. If there is a theme that runs through the story of the Phillies in the twentieth century, it is—more than a lack of talent—a lack of money. With the 38-year exception of the Carpenter family and their DuPont fortune, the Phillies were run by underfunded, unstable ownership. Between 1903 and 1943, they had ten different owners and won only a single pennant.

The first owner was Al Reach, a one-time Athletics star who had started the sporting goods company that bore his name. He and Philadelphia lawyer John Rogers purchased the bankrupt Worcester Brown Stockings and moved them to Philadelphia. All they really bought was the name. The team’s players had all gone elsewhere. Reach called them the Phillies, and that is his legacy.

“It tells you who we are and where we’re from,” explained Reach.

One hundred seventeen years later, the Philadelphia Phillies remain the oldest one-name, one-city franchise in baseball. Through the years, unsuccessful efforts were made to call them the Live Wires and the Blue Jays. Their fans have called them much worse. Reach’s original nickname, uninspiring as it may have been, proved to be a winner even if his teams did not.
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