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To my dear friend Ken Olivenbaum

who was never right about the weather

but always right about life


ADVANCE PRAISE FOR WHEN THE BRAVES RULED THE DIAMOND:

“Dan Schlossberg puts his Hall of Fame Rolodex and encyclopedic baseball mind to work in profiles and chapters that move briskly and capture the essence of what it takes to be a winner.”

—Steve Borelli, senior editor, USA TODAY Sports Weekly

“Like DiMaggio and Monroe, Ripken and The Streak, Aaron and Home Runs, it's Schlossberg and the Braves, a match and marriage never to be separated. Read it, love it, and enjoy the true passion of the author.”

—Al Clark, Major League umpire, 1976-2001

“When it comes to knowledge of the Braves, there is only one sportswriter to go to and it's Dan Schlossberg. He’s a real Atlanta Braves guru.”

—Jay Smith, president, Sports Travel and Tours

“I've covered or been with an MLB team for more than 40 years and Atlanta's dominance during that 14-year title run was a special time in the game. Dan Schlossberg, as usual, has painted that picture so well in his book. It’s a must-read.”

—Bob Ibach, author, sportscaster, and former Chicago Cubs PR director

“Dan Schlossberg has hit a grand slam! This is a fascinating, informative, and funny look at 14 great Atlanta Braves teams.”

—Doug Lyons, author of 100 Years of Who’s Who in Baseball

“Long-time SCD columnist Dan Schlossberg combines his passion for Braves baseball with his historian expertise to provide a first-class look at the amazing run of Atlanta title teams.”

—Tom Bartsch, editor-in-chief, Sports Collectors Digest


INTRODUCTION

AS A BOY growing up in the New York bedroom suburb of Passaic, New Jersey, I had two passions: trains and baseball.

The electric train set in my basement was my favorite toy before baseball cards began to wean me away. I liked the color and design of the cards, not to mention the fact that I could carry them anywhere, hide them under my bed, and trade them with friends like a real-life general manager trading players.

Even now, after establishing a career as a professional writer and broadcaster, I still like trains and baseball. In fact, I consider the 14-year title streak of the Atlanta Braves not just a pro sports record but a living example of the ultimate express train.

Like the Phoebe Snow and the Orient Express, the Braves launched their streak after careful planning that parlayed mind and muscle into a juggernaut not seen before or since.

In railroad parlance, John Schuerholz, the general manager who arrived after the 1990 season, was the conductor.

Bobby Cox, the field manager for the entire 14-year run, was the engineer.

Leo Mazzone, the outspoken old-school pitching coach Cox discovered in the minors, drove him crazy with his nervous rocking but worked wonders with his charges, turning some into Hall of Famers and others into valuable supporting casts.

Beyond Cox and Mazzone, the only other man who wore a Braves uniform for the entire streak was John Smoltz, elected to the Hall of Fame in 2015. He teamed with Greg Maddux and Tom Glavine, who reached Cooperstown a year earlier, to win a half-dozen Cy Young Awards and more pennants during the ’90s than any other team.

Also on his way to the hallowed Hall is Chipper Jones, whose 1995 rookie season coincided with the only world championship in Atlanta history. Although he could have departed via free agency, as all three pitchers did, Chipper won the hearts of Braves fans by choosing to spend his whole career with the team.

Like Terry Pendleton, another third baseman whose leadership pushed the team to several titles, Chipper won a National League batting crown and Most Valuable Player Award while wearing Braves livery. In fact, Chipper succeeded Terry at the critical position.

This is the story of a baseball express that roared through dozens of cities, stopping only to pick up helpful hands along the way.

It literally polevaulted from last place in 1990 to first place in 1991—and liked the rarefied air so much that it stayed there for 14 consecutive completed seasons.

Both the Braves and the Minnesota Twins, their ’91 World Series opponents, went from worst to first—a feat never accomplished before—but Atlanta became the first team to do it after posting the worst record in both leagues the previous year.

That climb, coupled with the ability to stay at the summit, showed that the pairing of Cox and Schuerholz was a rare baseball marriage with lasting power.

Cox, who managed the Braves from 1978 to 1981 and the Toronto Blue Jays from 1982 to 1985, was hired twice by Ted Turner—once to manage a weak Braves team and again to rebuild the ballclub as general manager in 1985.

Emphasizing pitching, Cox and his scouts signed Glavine, traded for Smoltz, and found exceptional position players such as David Justice and Ron Gant. When he returned to the dugout during the 1990 season, all four were already blossoming.

Because he felt more comfortable in the dugout, Cox gladly gave up the GM’s job to Schuerholz, who jumped across league lines from Kansas City to Atlanta after the 1990 campaign. The two not only knew and respected each other but had even made three trades. Both agreed that the best way to boost the franchise was to bolster a leaky defense.

Before the start of the ’91 season, Schuerholz had signed seven free agents—most of them known for their defense—and traded for fleet centerfielder Otis Nixon, the final piece in his carefully crafted mosaic.

Reversing their 1990 record of 65–97, which left them last in the National League West and 26 games from the front-running Reds, the Braves went 94–68, good enough to beat out the Dodgers by a single game. Their young pitching, buoyed by confidence in their fielders, prevailed against the powerful Pittsburgh Pirates in the playoffs and set the stage for one of the most exciting World Series ever played.

Three games, including the historic seventh, went into extra innings. Four went down to the final pitch. And five were decided by a single run.

For the Braves, that was just the beginning. They won five pennants in the ’90s—more than any other team—and brought Atlanta its only world championship.

They survived slumps, suspensions, strikes, and the never-ending salary spiral. Even a long-overdue switch from the National League West to the National League East didn’t deter them.

This is the story of how the Atlanta Braves became baseball’s most successful ballclub at a time when sustained excellence was unexpected and often unexplained.

It is the story of Antonio Alfonseca, whose hand had six fingers, and Andruw Jones, who kept in shape as a kid by swinging a sledgehammer.

It is the story of Fred McGriff, a towering left-handed slugger whose midseason acquisition ignited an offense on the same night the Braves stadium suffered a serious fire.

It is the story of Chipper Jones, a lanky switch-hitter who spent his entire career in a Braves uniform.

And it is the story of three remarkable pitchers who monopolized the Cy Young Award as they marched toward the Baseball Hall of Fame, along with their manager.

As a lifelong Braves fan who began following the club when Hank Aaron, Eddie Mathews, and Warren Spahn were the mainstays, I was thrilled to witness the inductions of Bobby Cox, Tom Glavine, Greg Maddux, and John Smoltz.

Never have three pitching teammates been so good for so long.

Good pitching stops good hitting but great pitching? With Maddux, Glavine, and Smoltz in their rotation, the Braves rarely lost three games in a row.

History may never see their like again—or a team that finishes in first place for 14 consecutive years.

—DAN SCHLOSSBERG

Fair Lawn, New Jersey


FOREWORD

FINISHING IN FIRST place over a 162-game season is tough enough. But doing it 14 times in a row? That’s impossible, unheard of.

But the Atlanta Braves did it from 1991 through 2005, not counting the incomplete season of 1994 that ended in August because of a players’ strike.

I was lucky enough to be the manager for all of those championship years. Fourteen straight—a pro sports record.

I remember sitting with Jim Leyland, Ned Yost, and a few other guys at the baseball winter meetings when Leyland brought that up. He said that record will never be broken. I’m not so sure, though; I never thought anybody would even come close to Lou Gehrig’s record but look what happened.

There were a few years when players were injured and unavailable. We didn’t know if we could keep the streak alive, to pull it off. We even had 18 rookies one year but still won.

For me, you have to have pitching. We made that our priority all those years. Without it, we couldn’t have come close to winning 14 in a row. We were fortunate to have Paul Snyder as our chief scout. He could always draw somebody out of somewhere. So a lot of credit goes to our farm system.

I was a coach for the Yankees when Ted Turner hired me to manage the Braves in 1978. Working for Ted was fun—he was definitely out there.

He was right in the middle of forming his big empire. He bought the wrestling federation but needed more programming for WTBS (later SuperStation TBS, seen in all fifty states). So he bought the Braves for $10 million.
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I had a blast with Ted. I loved him to death and miss him at the winter meetings. Along with Brad Corbett and George Steinbrenner, he made the meetings lively. You never knew where they were coming from but you knew something was definitely going to happen.

Ted was a laugh-a-minute. Unfortunately, so was our team. We did not have a lot of talent so Ted let me go after four years. He brought me back four years later as general manager.

I spent most of that time looking for pitching. We signed Tom Glavine, Steve Avery, Pete Smith, and a bunch of others and traded for a Double-A righthander named John Smoltz.

But I was a field guy from day one. I wanted to get back down there. In the middle of the 1990 season, with the team going nowhere, I did—but quickly found I couldn’t be manager and general manager at the same time. It was totally impossible.

After the season, we got the perfect guy (for the GM job) when we hired John Schuerholz away from Kansas City. He and Paul Snyder, our scouting director, were instrumental in just about everything we did.

Even before the 1991 season started, I liked our club. We had signed Rafael Belliard, Sid Bream, and Terry Pendleton as free agents and picked up Otis Nixon at the end of spring training. That made our team; people who don’t talk about defense on winning clubs are missing the boat. In order to have great pitching, you’ve got to have great defense. We just didn’t; before we added those guys, our defense was horrendous, not good at all.

Pendleton was the perfect pick as the leader of that team. He was full of energy. We won the division by one game that year and Terry was instrumental in a lot of our wins. He had been at the top of our target list. We had tracked his fly balls in St. Louis, where the ballpark is pretty big, and realized they would have been home runs in Atlanta.

Terry not only won the batting crown but also the Most Valuable Player award that year.

The ’91 season was one of the most exciting of my career. The city was energized, the stadium was packed every night, and we had several big series when the Dodgers came to town. That was a very special year.

We made it all the way to the seventh game of the World Series with John Smoltz pitching against Jack Morris. We had the bases loaded with one out at one point but didn’t score. One bounce and we win the World Series but we never got that bounce.

We won another pennant in ’92 when Francisco Cabrera pinch-hit a two-run single in the bottom of the ninth inning of Game Seven of the Championship Series against Pittsburgh. He wasn’t very successful at the big league level but the one thing he could do was hit. He was a kid from the islands who swung at just about everything. We liked him as a hitter and I felt great with him up there.

In 1993, our season turned around when we picked up Fred McGriff from San Diego in July. The night he reported, he got to the ballpark a little bit late. He was hitting in our indoor tunnel when a bunch of guys started yelling, “The stadium’s on fire.” And it was. There was a major fire. We started the game about an hour-and-a-half late after they made sure the fire was out. That night, Freddie got hot, too, hitting two home runs. He never cooled off and we came from way behind to beat the Giants for the NL West title on the last day of the season.

We also added Greg Maddux to the team that season. We had enough money to sign one big guy and had to decide between Greg and Barry Bonds—the Cy Young Award winner and Most Valuable Player of the previous year. I don’t know how different things might have been if we picked Barry but I was very pleased with the way things turned out.

When Maddux joined Tom Glavine and John Smoltz, it gave us three Hall of Fame pitchers on the same team. You could go way back in baseball history and not find that anywhere else. They stayed there, they pitched there forever. They loved the setting and liked winning. All three of them were unbelievably great competitors. If I had to choose one, I couldn’t.

Having those three workhorses helped us beat a hard-hitting Cleveland team in the 1995 World Series. We held them to almost nothing, especially when Glavine won the last game, 1–0, and yielded just a bloop single in eight innings. Good pitching will overcome good hitting just about every time.

That 1995 season was the best we ever had, winning the division by 21 games. It was our first year in the National League East, where we should have been from day one. When the league split into three divisions, that fixed the problem. It also created the wild card, giving a postseason spot to the second-place team with the best record. At first I didn’t like it at all but I came to love it. Anything you can do to make it more interesting for a lot of cities and organizations is good.

It was also the year we added Chipper Jones to our lineup. He was one of those rare guys who spent his entire career with one club, like Tony Gwynn and Cal Ripken Jr. You almost never see that these days because of free agency and payrolls. Chip was always upfront with our front office people. He didn’t want to go anywhere else. He was the one guy that we found a little bit more money for, even if we were over budget a little bit.

We signed Chipper in five minutes. All he wanted to do was play. That’s what we wanted. Did we EVER get the right guy!

We knew he had big-time power from both sides of the plate. Managers would always turn him around to make him hit right-handed but it didn’t matter to me. We knew he had a chance to be an All-Star caliber player when we signed him.

There were many times when he carried the club, especially near the end of the 1999 season when he was a one-man show against the New York Mets. He finished with 45 home runs, a record for a National League switch-hitter.

A few years later, Andruw Jones hit 51 home runs, a club record. He had unbelievable power. He took a lot of the plate away from the pitcher and he got up on the plate a little bit more that year. Andruw was one of the best ballplayers I ever saw. He was a great centerfielder who could throw and run. He even had his own streak with 10 consecutive Gold Gloves. I never saw Willie Mays play that much but I always mention Andruw whenever anybody talks about Willie. That’s pretty good company.
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Except for manager Bobby Cox and pitching coach Leo Mazzone, the Braves roster changed substantially between 1998 and 2005. But the team continued to win.

Photo courtesy of the Braves Museum and Hall of Fame.

Javy Lopez was another slugger who helped us. He used to hit the ball a lot to right field but then started pulling the ball more. He got a little closer to the plate and wound up with 43 home runs, a record for a catcher.

We had so many different types of teams during our streak. We had slugging teams, speed teams, and really young teams but always had pitching. It was fun managing teams stacked with base-stealers: Otis Nixon, Deion Sanders, and later on Rafael Furcal. We had some pop in the lineup but I liked to turn the runners loose. And Ron Gant, whose second 30–30 year coincided with that worst-to-first season in ’91, added a great combination of speed plus power.

I’m not only proud of every team I ever managed but proud of the fans and the organization. We only won five pennants and one World Series but I thought we played as well in the World Series we lost as we did in the one we won. We always did as well as we could.

In 1996, after we won the first two games in the Bronx, we had the Yankees on the ropes. But we ran into some buzzsaw pitchers in Andy Pettitte and David Cone.

Three years later, after we almost swept the Mets in the playoffs, the Yankees swept us.

We won more pennants during the ’90s than any other team but had to overcome lots of obstacles. Any time we had a problem in the clubhouse, I tried to get on it immediately. You can’t let it grow—that’s for sure. You don’t have to like everybody to have him on the team but you can’t forget that we’re a team.

When somebody gets hurt, the players have to pick each other up. There’s nothing else you can do unless you can make a trade—and that’s almost impossible during the season.

We always had a pretty good bench. I always liked the guys who could actually play defense, too, instead of some cloggers who could hit but needed pinch-runners.

And finally, no manager can win without the right people around him. That starts in the front office, with the general manager and player development people, but also includes the coaches.
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The Atlanta Braves won more games and more pennants during the ’90s than any other team.

Photo by the author.

Leo Mazzone was with me for the entire 14-year run. I met Leo when he was in our farm system and liked him a lot. His throwing program proved to be workable for all our pitchers, starters and relievers, and the record bears that out. The Braves led the league in earned run average in almost every year of the 14-year streak.

Maybe the most amazing thing that occurred was the ability of John Smoltz to go from starter to closer to starter again. Nothing was impossible with John. If he set his mind to do something, he was going to do it. He’s a scratch golfer, he could play basketball with anybody, and I would have loved to see what he could do as a quarterback. He was one of the most gifted athletes in the history of the game. What he did was not easy: saving 100 games over two seasons but still winning 213 overall.

It also made my life easier, since he was the only player to wear an Atlanta Braves uniform for the entire duration of the streak. The only other people who did that were Leo Mazzone and me.

My friend Dan Schlossberg, the author of this book, also witnessed the streak. A former AP sportswriter, he has managed to follow the team closely from his home outside New York and I always enjoyed our talks and interviews. His love of baseball in general and the Braves in particular is apparent in the pages that follow.

—BOBBY COX

Adairsville, Georgia

Editor’s Note: Hall of Famer Bobby Cox won four Manager of the Year awards, five pennants, and one World Championship during a career that stretched from 1978 to 2010. Only three other managers won more games.
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PEOPLE


1

THE CONDUCTOR: JOHN SCHUERHOLZ

LESS THAN A handful of baseball general managers have won world championships in both leagues. But only one has guided a team to 14 consecutive division titles.

John Schuerholz, whose world titles came 10 years apart, won first with the Kansas City Royals and then with the Atlanta Braves. It was only at the second stop, however, that he established and cultivated a reputation as a creative genius.

A one-time Baltimore school teacher who took a pay cut to work for the Orioles, Schuerholz found his Atlanta tenure roughly equivalent to playing a game of whack-a-mole that lasted 15 years (the 1994 season, stopped by a player strike, was never completed).

When sudden injury struck, he had to fill the void. When salary arbitration forced him to spend too much on one player, he had to shave salary by shedding another. When a player suddenly slowed because of age or injury, he had to reach into his farm system.

He changed players only when he had to. During their title run, the Braves never used more than 47 players (2000 and 2001) and employed as few as 31 (1994), 33 (1993), and 34 (2003). Never did they use the same basic lineup in consecutive seasons.

At first base alone, the cast of characters included Sid Bream, Brian Hunter, Fred McGriff, Andres Galarraga, and even Julio Franco, an ancient bastion of fitness plucked from the Mexican League when nobody was watching.

“What the Braves have done without overwhelming economic advantage over their competitors is one of the most remarkable achievements in the history of professional sports,” said broadcaster Bob Costas after Atlanta’s streak finally ended. “And it’s all been achieved without histrionics. When they’ve lost, there’s been no excuse-making, no radical reassessments, knee-jerk housecleanings, or crazed personnel changes.”

Schuerholz had a knack for finding good players in strange places, once trading a dozen bags of bats and balls to the independent Minneapolis Loons for Kerry Ligtenberg, an unknown commodity who morphed into a solid big league reliever.

A skilled negotiator, Schuerholz not only could hold the company line when negotiating player salaries but fleece an opposing team in trade talks by dangling prospects that were more like suspects. Rivals liked and respected him but also feared his superior intellect.

“Unless you’ve been inside and worked with him,” said longtime Braves scouting director Paul Snyder of Schuerholz, “there’s no way you can appreciate the man’s baseball intelligence.”

During his tenure as Atlanta general manager, Schuerholz had a well-established persona as a polished executive who dressed well, spoke well, and could ante up anecdotes about world-famous cellist Pablo Casals.

According to him, Casals practiced six hours a day even as he approached his 100th birthday. Asked why, the cellist said, “Maybe I can get better.”

That philosophy guided Schuerholz throughout his career.

Before he left Kansas City to take the Atlanta job, Ted Turner was the owner, Stan Kasten was team president, and Bobby Cox was both manager and general manager. Then Kasten met Schuerholz in New York late in the 1990 season when both were working on the same committee for Major League Baseball.

“When Stan and I began talking,” Schuerholz said, “he asked me to recommend potential general managers because he intended to keep Bobby in the dugout. I thought that was a wise thing to do based upon my admiration and high regard for Bobby.


It Started in Milwaukee

Bill Bartholomay has more longevity with the Braves than any other executive. He became chairman of the Milwaukee Braves in 1962 and convinced the board of directors to relocate to Atlanta four years later.

A former director and shareholder with the Chicago White Sox, Bartholomay was chairman of the Atlanta Braves board of directors from 1966 to 2003, when he became chairman emeritus and chairman of the team’s executive committee.

He served as a member of the Major League Baseball Executive Council and its financial and legislative committees. He has also chaired MLB’s equal opportunity and ownership committees.

A director, trustee, or officer of numerous civic and business organizations, Bartholomay was inducted into the Braves Hall of Fame at Turner Field in 2002.



“Fast forward a couple of weeks and Stan offered me the job. He asked me again how I felt about Bobby managing the team and I said, ‘I don’t think I could consider this job without Bobby Cox in the dugout.’ That’s how highly I regarded the man. We started off on that basis and had a great 17-year partnership.”

Most outsiders thought Schuerholz would never leave Kansas City, where he had worked in the front office for 23 seasons, but ownership changes with the Royals created unexpected tensions for the executive. But a different set of problems awaited his arrival in Atlanta.

“I had to somehow get rid of the losing mentality the organization suffered from,” he said. “I had to defeat and eradicate apathy. Before I took the job, I analyzed the team’s strengths, assets, and deficiencies. The decision I reached was made after analyzing all the things I’d found to be good, not so good, and even downright disappointing about the Braves.

“I knew we had a manager who was absolutely in lockstep with me and with the kind of team we wanted to create. But I wanted to create the same kind of administrative organization. That was my vision—to create a world championship organization, top to bottom.”

Even the concessions needed to be improved. Hot dogs were not supposed to be gray and cold.

“Some of my friends thought I was crazy to come to Atlanta,” said Schuerholz, remembering the massive overhaul required both on and off the field. “But I knew Bobby and Paul Snyder had put together a robust minor league system and brought some good young arms to the Braves. I also noticed that when those young pitchers would make a good pitch, balls would go through legs, balls were thrown into the stands, and there were a lot more bad hops than good hops.

“The first thing I did was to improve the infield itself. I had heard from a number of general managers that it was far from a major league caliber playing surface. I hired Ed Mangan to be chief groundskeeper and then went out and signed three free agent infielders: Terry Pendleton, a third baseman who won a batting title and an MVP award in his first year with us; Rafael Belliard, who couldn’t hit much but caught everything at shortstop; and Sid Bream, who never let anything get by at first base.”

The Pendleton signing drew the ire of Furman Bisher, sports editor of the Atlanta Journal. He suggested in print that Schuerholz should be drawn and quartered, among other unpleasant things.

“He was our first and harshest critic when we signed Terry,” Schuerholz said years later. “He finally began to cut me some slack after about 13 straight division titles.”

The outspoken Bisher, a proud man who hated to admit defeat, eventually apologized for lambasting the general manager in print. He wrote, “You must keep this in mind: never sell Schuerholz short. Never.”

Along with catcher Mike Heath and relief pitcher Juan Berenguer, also signed as free agents, the Braves had many new faces on the first day of 1991 spring training. But the biggest new face belonged to the new GM.

“Nobody knew John Schuerholz very well,” said broadcaster Pete Van Wieren, “and nobody knew (assistant GM) Dean Taylor very well. We were all tiptoeing—John was too. Everybody was waiting to see how other people responded to certain situations. Bobby was careful what he said because he didn’t want to upset Schuerholz and John was careful what he said because he didn’t want to upset Bobby.”
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Articulate, affable, and conservative, John Schuerholz was also a shrewd general manager who often guessed right in making player transactions.

AP Photo/Rogelio Solis

It didn’t take long for the players, coaches, and manager to stop walking on eggshells. For his part, Schuerholz was still reshaping his roster.

“We shared our spring training complex in West Palm Beach with the Montreal Expos,” he said. “When they decided Otis Nixon wasn’t going to be in their plans, we made a deal for him. We gave them a minor league catcher named Jimmy Kremers and put Otis in center field. So our defense got dramatically better from the time I took the job until we left Florida.”

The revived defense made a huge difference in the morale and performance of Atlanta pitchers.

According to Schuerholz, “With more confidence in the men behind them, our pitchers gave us a chance to win every night. Although we were nine-and-a-half games back at the All-Star break, we played well down the stretch and finished with 94 wins—good enough to win the National League West by one game.”

The first team in baseball history to finish first after posting the worst record in the majors the previous season, the Braves quickly erased the memory of seven straight losing seasons and attendance of under a million per year.

The streak was on, though neither Schuerholz nor anyone else realized it at the time. “We never dreamed it would happen this quickly,” he said during the euphoria of the obligatory champagne party, “but since it has, it’s my job to make sure we stay on top.”

Invariably polished, professional, and reserved, Schuerholz finally succumbed to the party atmosphere he created. As the Atlanta team plane winged its way toward Minnesota for the 1991 World Series, he actually danced in the aisle with rap-loving reliever Marvin Freeman.

The general manager preferred the street corner harmony of doo wop music but also found golf a great stress reliever. An annual team spring training outing quickly picked up the initials of “SWT,” short for Schuerholz Wins Tournament.

“When the outcome of the SWT event no longer lived up to its initials,” he said, “someone must have had real good job security because my team started losing. It went the way of all good ideas. But it was always a fun time. It was all about fostering close personal relationships with the people you work with every day, you grind with every day, and you’re shoulder-to-shoulder with every day.”

Schuerholz gave his blessing to golf-loving pitchers Greg Maddux, Tom Glavine, and John Smoltz, who seemed to spend every free minute either on the links or planning their next visit. “Any time you can foster a bonding of relationships and personalities, and get them to spend more time with each other, the better it gets,” he said.

Although Maddux did not arrive in Atlanta until 1993, Glavine and Smoltz were mainstays of the pitching staff that allowed the Braves to become the first team in National League history to vault from last place one year to first place the next. In fact, had Minnesota not ended a scoreless tie with a tenth-inning run in the seventh game of the World Series, the Braves might have become world champions.

John Schuerholz, the creator of that cast, sat on the edge of his seat as five of the games—including the 1–0 finale—were decided by one run.

“It was the most exciting World Series I’ve ever been involved in,” he said. “Obviously, I’d rather win than play well and lose. But I remind people that we were the outdoor world champions that year. Unfortunately, four of those games were played inside the Metrodome.”

With the decibel levels and a sea of white handkerchiefs on their side, the Twins made history repeat: in 1987, against the favored St. Louis Cardinals, the home team also won all of its games—making Minnesota’s home-field advantage tip the scales in its favor.

Unlike the ’91 Braves, the Twins wouldn’t make a return appearance. But Game Seven starter Jack Morris would; he signed with the Toronto Blue Jays as a free agent and came back to face the Braves again when the Jays won the American League pennant in 1992.

In the meantime, Atlanta’s arms kept the team on top in the National League.

Thanks primarily to the prowess of their pitchers, the Braves duplicated their 1991 margin by finishing first by a single game in two more seasons: 1993 and 2000. Those races were just as nerve-wracking—not only for players and fans but for the GM who put those clubs together.

“The ’93 race was incredibly stimulating,” Schuerholz admitted. “It was our last year in the National League West. We made up substantial ground on San Francisco before finally winning on the last day of the season. The two biggest factors were signing Greg Maddux as a free agent and trading for Fred McGriff in July. Looking back, it’s fair to say that Maddux and Pendleton were my best free agent acquisitions and McGriff was the most significant player obtained in a trade.”

After debating whether to sign Maddux or Barry Bonds, who both hit free agency after the 1992 season, the pitcher won out.

“Greg was the most intelligent pitcher I’ve ever been around,” Schuerholz wrote in his book Built to Win. “He would find a way to succeed. Greg went about pitching as if it were a chess match, crafting sequences of pitches and locations tailored for each hitter to set up an out pitch. Greg could hit the target more consistently than any pitcher I had ever seen.”

He cited one game where Maddux beat the Yankees by fanning 11, walking none, and throwing fewer than 100 pitches. Ironically, Maddux had spurned a sweeter offer from the Yankees because he preferred to stay in the National League, felt more comfortable relocating to the South than the Northeast, and thought he could earn a World Series ring sooner in Atlanta. Three years later, he did.

Maddux was already an Atlanta mainstay in mid-July when Schuerholz sent three minor leaguers to San Diego for McGriff, who homered in his first game and never stopped hitting. “He was a great hitter, a wonderful asset, and a beautiful man,” the GM said of the first baseman. “I am proud and honored to have been the general manager who was able to acquire a guy of that caliber, not only as a player but as a human being, and to have him wear our uniform and represent our organization in such fine fashion.”

Led by McGriff and Maddux, who both started their Braves careers in 1993, Atlanta won 104 games, one more than the Giants, in the last true pennant race. Just three years after the Braves became the only team in the majors to miss the million mark in attendance, the once-moribund ballclub drew 3,884,720.


Slick Dealer

Other general managers were wary of trading with John Schuerholz. “John is one of my idols but he’s shrewd,” said Walt Jocketty, who served as GM in St. Louis before moving to Cincinnati. “I’ve watched how he’s operated over the years and no general manager has had the success that he’s had. But you’ve got to be a little cautious going into a deal with him because you know he’s had so many great deals. The thing I like about him is that he’s right up front. A lot of guys talk and try to do different things but I prefer to deal straight, right up front. That’s the way John operates.”



San Francisco drew well also but their fans weren’t happy at the sudden end to their season. After Giants fans complained that their team should have proceeded into postseason play, baseball introduced the three-division format that included the wildcard (which the Giants would have won had it existed in 1993).

Even with the new alignment, which moved them from the NL West to the NL East, the Braves made a habit of playing deep into October, winning more pennants during the ’90s than any other team. Their best year was 1995, when Chipper Jones was a rookie. They won their first NL East title easily, finishing with a 21-game margin, and went on to beat the Colorado Rockies in the Division Series, the Cincinnati Reds in the Championship Series, and the Cleveland Indians in the World Series.

“It was a very complementary team, a team that was well-balanced, and a team that had the pitching, offense, and defense that were always a hallmark of Bobby’s teams,” Schuerholz said. “The players came through when we had to win games and win series. They were relentless and consistent in coming up big at the right time.”


“Team of the ’90s”

According to Ron Gant, who played for both bad and good Atlanta teams, “The Braves were definitely the Team of the ’90s. Most people in baseball will tell you that one of the hardest things to do is put together a winning ballclub and see that success continue for a long period of time. Look at teams like the Marlins and other teams that have won the World Series and are then dismantled in the next year or two. For me, the Braves were definitely the Team of the ’90s.”



Jones, drafted and signed as a shortstop when Cox was still general manager of the Braves, was supposed to make his major league debut in 1994 but tore up his knee during spring training. “He was a big, strong, athletic guy who had put up big numbers in the minor leagues, just bursting through the roof,” said Schuerholz of Jones. “Bobby believed Chipper could play anywhere. He had good hands, a strong arm, and was a smart player who knew how to play hitters well. As he continued to grow and get bigger, we felt he was going to be a power hitter. We never thought he’d hit 45 home runs in a season but he was a hard worker who was determined and knowledgeable. He was a thinker who had good mechanics from both sides of the plate.”

Though still in the minors for the first three years of Atlanta’s title streak, Jones wasted little time in becoming the face of the franchise, as Dale Murphy was before him. Like Tony Gwynn and Cal Ripken Jr., Jones wound up playing his entire career with one team.

“That happened because Chipper wanted it to happen,” Schuerholz said in retrospect. “It’s a two-way street. You’ve got to have a player who cares so much to remain in the organization that signed him. He has to tell his representatives, ‘I want to remain a Brave for my career. Get the best deal you can make but get it done.’”

Chipper, McGriff, and rookie Andruw Jones gave the Braves three solid sluggers that carried them into the 1996 World Series, which the Yankees won after losing the first two games at home. Though determined to return in ’97, Atlanta encountered the enormous strike zone of portly umpire Eric Gregg in Game Five of the NL Championship Series.

“McGriff was 6'5" tall and had the wingspan of a giant condor,” Schuerholz said with a grimace. “He had a long bat in his hands but couldn’t reach pitches that were being called strikes.”

Livan Hernandez ended with up with 15 strikeouts, an NLCS record, and a 2–1 win over Maddux. The Marlins, nine games behind Atlanta during the 162-game season, went to the World Series as the first wild-card team to win a pennant.

The Braves wouldn’t return to the Fall Classic until 1999 but Schuerholz never quit trying. “We picked the right players,” he said of his scouts. “The front office people did a great job analyzing them.”

He said baseball ability was the primary consideration but not the only one. “We also considered what a person’s character was, what his makeup was,” said the longtime executive. “We wanted to know his aptitude, his competitive spirit, his personality, and whether he was a team player. We learned that the highest-paid players don’t always guarantee a winning season.”

Having the Three Horsemen of the Hall of Fame on the mound helped the Braves a lot, said Schuerholz, who retained the GM title before becoming president of the team in 2007. Maddux, Glavine, and Smoltz combined for six Cy Young Awards and often helped the Braves lead the league in earned run average.
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ATLANTA, NI 1078 81, 1990-2010;
TORONTO, A.L. 1982-85

WITH A STEADY HAND AND UNWAVERING LOYALTY, MANAGED
TEAMS TO 15 FIRST PLACE FINISHES - 14 IN A 15-YEAR SPAN -

INCLUDING FIVE NATIONAL LEAGUE PENNANTS AND THE 1995
WORLD SERIES TITLE. FOUR-TIME MANAGER OF THE YEAR,
ALSO SERVED STINT AS TEAM GENERAL MANAGER, HELPING
BUILD WINNING ROSTERS. FATHERLY COUNSEL MADE HIM A
CLUBHOUSE FAVORITE, AND EARNED HIM UNIVERSAL RESPECT
ACCLAIMED FOR HIS PASSION AND PRESENCE, HIS TEAMS
POSTED SIX 100-WIN SEASONS EN ROUTE TO 2,504 VICTORIES —
FOURTH-MOST ALL-TIME ~AND A .556 WINNING PERCENTAGE.
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