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			“The magnate must be a strong man among strong men, else other club owners in the league will combine in their own interests against him and his interest, and by collusion force him out of the game.”

			—A. G. SPALDING,           

			Chicago National League owner, 1890

			“The great trouble with baseball today is that most of the players are in the game for the money that’s in it—not for the love of it, the excitement of it, the thrill of it.”

			—TY COBB, 1925          

			“Baseball was made for kids, and grown-ups only screw it up.”

			—BOB FELLER, pitcher       

			“You go through The Sporting News for the last one hundred years, and you will find two things are always true. You never have enough pitching, and nobody ever made money.”

			—DONALD FEHR, executive director,      

			Major League Baseball Players Association

			“Gentlemen, we have the only legal monopoly in the country and we’re fucking it up.”

			—TED TURNER, owner, Atlanta Braves     
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			BEFORE IT WAS ever a business it was a game.

			It came out of the 1840s, when teams from New York first crossed the Hudson River to Elysian Fields, laid out a diamond, agreed upon the rules, and played a game they called “base,” later lengthened to “baseball.”

			It grew in the 1850s and 1860s, but it remained a gentleman’s sport. Teams rode to their games in decorated carriages, singing their team songs. In country greens and city parks, thousands of young men played. It became too popular to remain amateur for long, in the young entrepreneurial nation.

			In 1871, the first league was formed of teams who played for pay. It was called the National Association of Professional Baseball Players, and it was a slapdash thing. Over its five-year life, teams came and went with dizzying rapidity—twenty-five of them in all. So did players. The best ones, called “revolvers,” jumped around between teams for the best offer.

			But if it wasn’t a stable business, it was well on its way to becoming the national pastime.

			“Like everything else American it came with a rush,” wrote John Montgomery Ward, a star player of the day. “The game is suited to the national temperament. It requires strength, courage and skill; it is full of dash and excitement and though a most difficult game in which to excel, it is yet extremely simple in its first principles and easily understood by everyone.”

			The changing landscape of the country had much to do with baseball’s hold on America. As people moved from rural farms into urban tenements during the emerging Industrial Revolution, the game kept a nation in touch with its roots. Baseball was played on vast swatches of green in the middle of dreary, gray cities. Baseball celebrated the rugged individual within a team game. It came to be called the National Pastime, not just because it was played and watched by so many people but because it so resembled the national character.

			Albert Goodwill Spalding tried to export baseball to other countries. The owner of a team and of a sporting-goods empire, he saw vast worldwide sales of bats and balls. In 1888, he even sponsored a globe-trotting tour of exhibition games that visited Hawaii, Australia, Ceylon, Egypt, Italy, France, England, and Ireland. In one far-flung locale after another, America’s top players were watched with profound indifference. The game took root only in America.

			Like the pioneering country still being settled, this game valued both brute strength and daring ingenuity. It also countenanced a certain amount of cheating. Baseball was beautiful but tough, a sport not unlike the Chicago of Nelson Algren: “…where the bulls and the foxes live well and the lambs wind up head-down from the hook.”

			So too would baseball mirror the period’s epic struggles in commerce. Robber barons were coming to the fore and business was not polite. Disputes between labor and management were solved not by federal mediators but by Pinkerton thugs. Baseball would have its own early bare-knuckle fights for control of the game and business. Then the owners would seize it for a hundred years.

			In the same spring when Sitting Bull swept Custer at the Little Big Horn, the National League of Professional Baseball Clubs was created. The year was 1876, and the enterprise was better known as the National League. It ushered in a new way of doing business in baseball: a central office in New York and an aim to curb the chaos that afflicted the previous league.

			By 1879, its eight teams had developed a compact. At season’s end, each would “reserve” five players, making them off-limits to any other team. The players were not told about this agreement. They’d simply discover that they couldn’t catch on with any but their own team.

			Thus the “reserve clause” was born, and the original was only a modest version. When another “major league,” the American Association, began in the early 1880s, the compact was extended to them and the annual “reserve list” grew to eleven players. It was on its way to encompassing every player.

			The first recorded owner’s wail over salaries came in 1881. “Professional baseball is on the wane,” declared Albert Spalding, owner of Chicago’s National League team. “Salaries must come down or the interest of the public must be increased in some way. If one or the other does not happen, bankruptcy stares every team in the face.”

			The first recorded salary cap came in 1889. The owners set top pay at $2,500, with a tiered pay scale ranging downward from there. The lowest classified players would have to sweep up the ballpark or take tickets.

			The Brotherhood of Professional Base Ball Players, a union formed in 1885, rebelled against the pay scale and the cap. It formed the Players National League, to begin play in 1890.

			“There was a time when the League [that is, the original National League] stood for integrity and fair dealing; today it stands for dollars and cents,” said John Montgomery Ward, the star player and union president. “Players have been bought, sold and exchanged as though they were sheep instead of American citizens.”

			Noble words, but the Players League lasted just one season. When the American Association went out of business too, the National League had the majors all to itself. It would until the turn of the century.

			Then a man named Byron Bancroft Johnson, who was running a minor league in the Midwest, decided to capitalize on National League players’ discontent with their $2,500 salary cap. He unleashed the owners in his Western League to sign the major-leaguers, and they attracted more than a hundred, including star second baseman Napoleon Lajoie. Then they moved the franchises into bigger cities and renamed themselves the American League.

			They were soon outdrawing the National League. The new Boston Pilgrims, for instance, paid $4,000 to star third baseman Jimmy Collins to defect from the rival Boston Beaneaters. The Pilgrims picked up several other prominent National Leaguers, including Cy Young, from St. Louis. With the legendary pitcher winning thirty-three games, the new team attracted 527,000 fans in 1901, more than double the Beaneaters’ draw.

			At a “peace meeting” in 1903, the two leagues agreed on an end to raiding, a common reserve system, and a single ruling National Commission. It would consist of the president of each league, plus a third member to be agreed upon by them.

			

			—

			
				Baseball boomed in the early 1900s. From 1901 to 1909, the combined leagues more than doubled their attendance to 7.2 million. That growth closely tracked the rise of urban America. In 1900, 40 percent of the country’s population lived in cities; by 1910, 46 percent. In 1920, it would reach 50 percent. Increasingly, the centerpiece of those cities was their major league ballparks. Filled by 30,000 and more cheering fans, they created a sense of community for the newcomers—whether from abroad or from the countryside. From 1909 to 1913 alone, six classics came on line: Philadelphia’s Shibe Park, Pittsburgh’s Forbes Field, Chicago’s Comiskey Park, Boston’s Fenway Park, and New York’s Polo Grounds and Ebbets Field.

			These great houses brought people together, in an age when cities had been splintered by industrialization and immigration. They created heroes for the waves of new immigrants, whose hopes and identities were wrapped up in players like Honus Wagner (for the Germans), Stan Coveleski (for the Poles), and Ping Bodie, born Francesco Stephano Pezzolo (for the Italians). Earlier, when Irish immigrants dominated baseball, stars like Mike “King” Kelly performed the same function.

			As baseball grew into a bigger commercial enterprise, money dominated headlines and the public consciousness. When pitcher Rube Marquard was a dud for the Giants, after being bought for a princely sum, he became known as “the eleven-thousand-dollar lemon.” A man named David Fultz, who had organized a new union called the Players Fraternity, spent much of his time disputing stories about overpaid players. Some of them didn’t even make $1,000, he pointed out.

			Baseball’s growth and profitability ultimately drew backers for a new league in 1914. It was called the Federal League, and it was the best thing to happen to the players since the days of the “revolvers.” The average salary, $3,800 in 1913, rose to $7,300 in 1915. Stars used the rival league’s threat to ratchet up their pay. Ty Cobb nearly doubled his salary, to $20,000. Tris Speaker got an unheard-of two-year contract that totaled $36,000. The owner of the Philadelphia Athletics, Connie Mack, unwilling to meet such prices, sold off much of his pennant-winning 1914 team, including the famous “hundred-thousand-dollar infield” (for such was the sum his star infielders fetched).

			The players finally had some leverage and the leagues grudgingly recognized the Players Fraternity. Fultz was able to win a few modest gains, like getting the teams to start paying for players’ uniforms and giving ten-year veterans the right to an unconditional release. (Players were previously in the position of Mordecai “Three Finger” Brown, a top pitcher for the Cubs for years, whom they sold to a minor league team when they had no more use for him.)

			Yet the Federal League, for all its vigorous bidding, still could land only a handful of established players. The Federal owners sued the established leagues in 1915, charging they’d blocked the newcomers from the player market, restraining free trade and violating antitrust laws. They endeavored to get the case before a Chicago judge they thought would lend a sympathetic ear.

			

			—

			Kenesaw Mountain Landis had been named for a promontory outside of Atlanta. His father, a Union Army surgeon, had been tending to wounded troops during Sherman’s assault on that city when he himself was shot. For some reason, he wanted to remind himself of it through his son, who was born just after the war.

			Young Landis grew up in Ohio and Indiana. After dropping out of high school, he drifted through a series of jobs, including one as a court reporter. He liked what he saw in that setting and went to a Chicago law school, despite his previous lack of education. Then he hung out his shingle in that prosperous city.

			He was appointed a federal judge at age thirty-nine, thanks less to a brilliant legal career than to political connections—he had managed a failed congressional campaign. The unsuccessful candidate was offered a judgeship by President Teddy Roosevelt He turned it down but recommended Landis in his stead. That was in 1905. By 1907, Landis had made a name for himself as a Rooseveltian trust-buster. He found Standard Oil guilty of violating the Sherman Antitrust Act and fined the company a whopping $29.2 million. Landis was overruled on appeal—a frequent occurrence in his judicial career—but he won renown.

			He became even better known for a zealous brand of courtroom patriotism during World War I. Landis issued a summons for Kaiser Wilhelm II to answer for the sinking of the Lusitania. He found prominent socialist Victor Berger guilty of “impeding the war effort” and gave him the maximum punishment; and he would later observe: “It was my great disappointment to give Berger only twenty years in Leavenworth. I believe the law should have enabled me to have had him lined up against a wall and shot.”

			The Supreme Court reversed the decision, agreeing with Berger’s lawyers that Landis’s remarks about German-Americans (“their hearts are reeking with disloyalty”) betrayed a prejudicial mind-set.

			With his penchant for playing to the gallery, Landis was an utterly unpredictable jurist. The Federal League thought, however, that they had found in him an authentic trust-buster. What they got, rather, was a baseball devotee. Landis was that rare Chicagoan, a fan of both the Cubs and the White Sox. He interrupted the trial at one point to declare, “Both sides must understand that any blows at the thing called baseball would be regarded by this court as a blow to a national institution.”

			The trial concluded, but eleven months later Landis still hadn’t made a ruling. He was hoping the parties would settle out of court, and he put the Federal League up against it. Unable to gain the sweeping court victory they needed, the Federal League settled for a modest cash settlement and quietly went out of business.

			It had produced only three things of lasting importance. One was Wrigley Field, which was built for the Federal League’s Chicago team. Another was the end of the Players Fraternity, spelling the end of any meaningful players’ union for fifty years. The third was the coming of Kenesaw Mountain Landis.

			In 1920, when baseball was under a dark shadow, the owners returned to their favorite judge. Eight White Sox players had played ball with gamblers out to fix the 1919 World Series. No matter that the players’ reason was that they were embittered at owner Charles Comiskey, who, like other club operators, had screwed salaries back down after the folding of the Federal League. No matter, either, that the accused were actually acquitted in court of throwing the Series. The “Black Sox” scandal had raised serious doubts about baseball being on the level.

			The worst part was that baseball had no leader to restore its good name. Its governing three-man National Commission was a warren of politics. The two leagues were at one another’s throats again. It was decided that only an outsider of impeccable integrity could do the job.

			A delegation of owners was appointed to approach Judge Landis. They were to meet him in his chambers one day but found, when they arrived, that he was still hearing a case. As they filed into the back of his courtroom, he scowled and intoned, “Unless that noise ceases, I shall have to clear the court.”

			Landis took the job, on the condition that he have absolute authority to act in “the best interests” of baseball. His first action was to banish all eight of the “Black Sox.” “Baseball is something more than a game to an American boy; it is his training field for life work,” he told one writer. “Destroy his faith in its squareness and honesty and you have destroyed something more; you have planted suspicion of all things in his heart.”

			Landis looked like God, or at least his cousin, with a jutting jaw, a high forehead, shaggy white hair, and a stern countenance. Operating out of a Chicago office with one word—BASEBALL—written on its door, he acted like God as well. In his first decade in office, Landis would banish eleven more players for gambling-related offenses and even go after the great Babe Ruth.

			Landis forbade the Yankees star to go on any more postseason barnstorming tours. This was a lucrative venture for Ruth, who did it anyway and suggested that Landis could “go jump in a lake.” Replied Landis: “It seems I’ll have to show somebody who’s running this game.” He suspended Ruth for the first forty games of the 1922 season.

			Under Landis, the morals of baseball were purified—and the business of baseball was ossified. The deeply conservative Landis had the same answer for anything new: no.

			That’s what he said when the Cincinnati Reds’ president, Larry MacPhail, proposed installing lights at Crosley Field. “Not in my lifetime or yours will you ever see a baseball game played at night in the majors,” thundered Landis.

			That, again, is what he said when a beer company wanted to advertise on World Series radio broadcasts. Landis was slow even to secure revenues for baseball’s broadcast rights—all the way into the mid-1930s—and when he did he was still more preoccupied with the moral than the financial implications. (Landis also had approval of World Series announcers and he turned down Dizzy Dean, citing his diction as “unfit for a national broadcaster.”)

			Landis said no frequently and vehemently to a man named Branch Rickey, when he came up with something called the “farm system.” Rickey’s St. Louis Cardinals came to own or control dozens of minor league teams and thereby avoided having to buy minor-leaguers’ contracts. It was a brilliant idea, since a low-budget team like the Cardinals couldn’t compete otherwise for minor league talent with a rich team like the Yankees. By developing and controlling their own players, they could.

			Landis thought locally owned and operated minor league teams were an essential part of America’s fabric. He railed against the farm system as “chain-store baseball” and threatened to punish Rickey vigorously if he caught him stepping over the line on the rules. This he did when he discovered that the Cardinals controlled entire leagues of minor league teams. Landis declared 163 Cardinals farmhands free agents in a two-year span.

			Landis was no doubt right in his reading of Rickey, who had a remarkable ability to be at once pious and devious, but his frame of reference was askew. The minor league system he was trying to preserve was an anachronism in an urbanizing America. His actions did, however, enable him to portray himself as the champion of the players without actually ruffling anyone’s feathers but the Cardinals’. On the subject of the reserve clause, he was at his most conservative. When a young Turk named Bill Veeck wrote him a letter saying that the reserve system was “morally and legally indefensible,” Landis condescendingly replied, “Somebody once said a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, and your letter proves him to be a wizard.”

			

			—

			The reserve system—and everything else about how baseball operated—had been upheld by the Supreme Court during Landis’s second year in office. Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote that baseball was exempt from antitrust laws on the grounds that “exhibitions of baseball are purely state affairs.”

			This was a piece of fiction, one that would grow sillier with each passing year. But it undergirded everything about the way baseball operated. The players were bound to one team for life—or at least for as long as it suited the team. The baseball owners answered to no one but Judge Landis. The business of baseball could operate just as archaically as it wanted. It was the only game in town.

			It meant that Philadelphia Athletics slugger Jimmie Foxx could win the batting Triple Crown in 1933 and still have to fight a salary cut. (His owner, Connie Mack, wanted to reduce him from $16,670 to $12,000. He had, after all, slumped from fifty-eight homers to forty-eight.) Lou Gehrig, when he did the same in 1934, suffered similarly: he had to battle to stay at $23,000.

			Baseball, in fairness, was struggling through the Great Depression like every other industry. Its attendance slipped back to levels of twenty-five years earlier. The St. Louis Browns drew only 81,000 fans all year in 1935. But even later, in better times, star players could get shafted. Ralph Kiner’s salary was cut by 25 percent after he’d just led the National League in homers for a seventh straight season. “We finished last with you,” Branch Rickey announced. “We could’ve finished last without you.”

			Interestingly, when it came to salary disputes, popular sympathy was almost always with the owners. Fans and writers saw it as a privilege for a man to play ball for a living. When Joe DiMaggio held out in 1938, after his first big season, for $40,000, the press scalded him for not accepting the proffered $25,000. The writers agreed with the Yankees’ owner, Colonel Jacob Ruppert: “Why, $25,000 is enough to make him financially independent for the rest of his life.”

			

			—

			Conditions were still ripe for an occasional run at organizing the players. In 1946, a Boston lawyer named Robert Murphy started a union he called the American Baseball Guild. He was appalled that even in the mid-forties some players made as little as $3,500. He thought it disgraceful that the great Jimmie Foxx was now penniless in retirement.

			Murphy planned to make Pittsburgh his launching-off point. It was a good union town and the team seemed to be receptive to unionization. The guild had to be approved by two-thirds of the players to be certified as their bargaining agent. The vote was to be held before a mid-season game, and feelings ran high. Just beforehand, veteran pitcher Rip Sewell gave a fiery antiunion speech and owner William Benswanger reminded everyone that he’d “never hurt” them. (Taking no chances, however, he had a replacement team ready to take the field.)

			The Guild drew twenty of thirty-six votes, just shy of two-thirds. The union never got back on track, and Murphy disappeared, but he did have an effect. Mindful that Murphy had come close with the Pirates, and fearful of raids from a new Mexican League, the owners handed the players a sop. They pledged to create a pension, set a minimum salary of $5,500 and a maximum pay cut of 25 percent, and pay spring training expenses of $25 a week. The stipend would forever be known as “Murphy money.” (One player got a little something extra: Rip Sewell was presented with a gold watch by Commissioner Happy Chandler.)

			Establishing a union beachhead wasn’t hard only on account of management opposition. A lot of the players themselves resisted. As a group, they tended to think more like Judge Landis than John L. Lewis. They were heartland conservatives who chewed tobacco and hated Communists. They’d gotten to the majors on their individual initiative and talent. Such people didn’t embrace group political action.

			Mostly they wanted to play ball. It was a privilege to be there, and a precarious one. There were only sixteen teams and 400 major league jobs, with 8,000 minor-leaguers clamoring for them. The major league life was good, if not the pay: Pullman sleepers, Porterhouse steaks, clubhouse camaraderie, and a shot at glory.

			The scale of the business and the preoccupations of the players were such that it still seemed an age of innocence. During the 1952 World Series, one inning ended with Jackie Robinson, the second baseman, catching a pop-up in front of Gil Hodges, the first baseman. General Manager Buzzie Bavasi glanced into the dugout between innings and saw Robinson and Hodges having a heated argument. He didn’t like it and told Hodges so in his office the next day, when he made his daily stop in the office.

			“This is the World Series,” said Bavasi. “You shouldn’t be carrying on like that. What was it about, anyway?”

			“Well, I don’t like to catch pop-ups,” Hodges began. That was true; he was a converted catcher who never had gotten comfortable under a plummeting ball. “And I had a deal with Jackie. I paid him five dollars for any pop-up he caught in my territory. Well, he caught that ball and then he said the rate was ten dollars for the Series.”

			The dispute had been resolved, he assured Bavasi. “We settled on seven-fifty.”

			Forty years later, Bavasi laughed as hard as he did that day.

			“You didn’t have the money then,” he said. “That was the fun of the game.”

			

			—

			In 1951, the average salary was $13,000, and even above-average players took second jobs. That winter, Robin Roberts, a twenty-one-game winner for the Phillies, sold cardboard boxes in the off-season. The Yankees’ Yogi Berra and Phil Rizzuto sold men’s clothing at a store in Newark. The Dodgers’ Carl Furillo was a hardhat and teammate Jackie Robinson worked in an appliance store.

			In the time-honored tradition, players groused about salaries, but nobody had outsized notions of what they should be. One season in the late forties, Bill Veeck left twenty-five blank contracts on his desk and told each of his Cleveland Indians to fill in an amount. He fought with a player over just one: Ken Keltner had cut his own pay by $5,000.

			The top of the pay scale was $100,000 (first reached by Hank Greenberg in 1947), and players—as surely as owners—had to feel worthy of accepting it. “I don’t deserve it,” said Al Kaline, reminding Detroit general manager Jim Campbell he’d only hit .278. “Give me the same thing as last year, $93,000. Then I’ll have a good year and make you really pay me.”

			Decades later, that story is still told with horror at the players’ union. But it was a stance that reflected the values of the time and relationships with management. Many players had warm relationships with their owners, who, in the words of one baseball man, “would do anything for them but pay well.”

			When Phillies infielder Eddie Waitkus was shot by a deranged woman in 1949, owner Bob Carpenter paid for his winter-long rehabilitation in Florida, sending along the team’s trainer. When Brooks Robinson lost a bundle in a sporting-goods business, Orioles owner Jerry Hoffberger bailed him out. General managers spent half their time getting players out of scrapes, though sometimes they wondered why. The Dodgers once provided counsel to a pitcher facing a paternity suit. When the plaintiff entered the courtroom, the player eyed her up and down and declared to his lawyer, “Boy, I’d like to bang her again.”

			The favors weren’t all in one direction. Late in the 1947 season, Yankees players held a pregame ceremony to give team president Larry MacPhail a sterling silver set. All their names were inscribed on the tray with the message: “To Larry MacPhail, greatest executive in baseball, whose zealous efforts were a major factor in our nineteen-game streak and the winning of the American League pennant. From his Yankees, 1947.”

			MacPhail wept unashamedly.

			Branch Rickey bought all the Dodgers players Studebakers after the 1946 season, when they improved vastly and only lost the pennant by a whisker. The players, in return, chipped in to buy Rickey a boat. They even made jokes about their futile trips into his office—known as “the cave of the winds”—from which they emerged, if they were lucky, with meager raises.

			The players could take comfort in one thing: although they didn’t make much money, neither did the owners. The Cubs, for instance, could meet their payroll out of concessions revenues (“I used to say the players were playing for peanuts,” said Cubs business manager E. R. “Salty” Saltwell); but they also had the cheapest seats in baseball—one dollar for the bleachers until the mid-seventies—and held back 17,000 of them for walk-up sale each game.

			“Mr. [Phil] Wrigley never took a penny out of the ball club, never took a dividend,” said Saltwell. “He didn’t care much about profits; he just didn’t care to subsidize losses.”

			

			—

			That fairly characterized the prevailing attitude in baseball. Some teams were operated as a family business—the Senators by the Griffiths, the Giants by the Stonehams, the Athletics by Connie Mack. But more were owned by wealthy individuals—self-styled “sportsmen.” There was money involved, but it was a hobby, akin to horseracing. (Indeed, Pirates owner and real estate baron John Galbreath owned a horse named Roberto as well as a ballplayer of the same name, and the two meant about the same thing to him.) Phil Wrigley himself pretty much summed it up in the early fifties when he said, “Baseball is too much of a business to be a sport and too much of a sport to be a business.”

			That truism was so solace to aggrieved players so, around mid-century, two of them mounted challenges to the system. Danny Gardella, a Giants outfielder, had jumped to the short-lived Mexican League in 1946 and been blacklisted from U.S. baseball. He sued, challenged the reserve clause, and won a round in court, when a federal appeals panel ruled that his case merited trial. Baseball immediately settled out of court. Then George Toolson, a Yankees farmhand, sued baseball over the reserve system. It blocked his movement to another organization, he complained, where he might make the majors. The Supreme Court rejected his appeal in 1953, ruling it was up to Congress to overturn baseball’s antitrust exemption.

			Other players were frustrated over the pension, the initial funding of which was agreed to for only five years. Commissioner Happy Chandler had earmarked 80 percent of World Series radio and TV revenue for the pension during that period. But that generous formula was believed to have been an important cause of his firing and players feared the owners would pull the plug on retirement benefits altogether. When Allie Reynolds and Ralph Kiner, representing the players, tried to press the issue in a meeting at the 1953 All-Star Game, they were rudely rebuffed. They “got a luncheon from the magnates,” as The Sporting News reported, but no satisfaction.

			Reynolds, the Yankees pitcher, turned to a New York labor lawyer named J. Norman Lewis. He was an unthreatening sort, normally given to representing the management side, yet he was still anathema to the owners, who barred him from attending their meeting with Reynolds and Kiner that summer.

			The owners did invite player representatives to attend their winter meetings in Atlanta that December, but with one caveat: no Norman Lewis. Now the players were frosted. They set up their own meeting in Atlanta to discuss the pension issue. The Major League Baseball Players Association, as they called themselves, had existed previously but had been limited to such issues as the state of clubhouse bathrooms. This was clearly a new turn.

			Yankees co-owner Del Webb called Reynolds on the carpet.

			“What are you attempting to do, start a union?” he demanded.

			“That’s the farthest thing from my mind,” Reynolds explained. He made the point that the players just needed an organization so they could address the pension issue. That got the owners’ attention. They set up a joint player-owner committee to decide on a funding formula, and in 1954 they came up with one. Sixty percent of the broadcast revenues from the World Series and All-Star Game would go to the pension.

			“We were just infants, but we broke the ice,” Kiner later recalled.

			The fledgling players’ group accomplished little else. Norman Lewis was eventually allowed at the table, and got the minimum salary nudged up to $6,000 in the mid-1950s. But his grander ideas—among them, getting the owners to commit 20 percent of their revenues to player salaries—got nowhere. And his lack of time for the players, compared to more lucrative clients, eventually led to discontent. In 1959, the players decided to nudge him aside and hire new counsel.

			His name was Robert C. Cannon, and he was a municipal judge in Milwaukee. Perhaps key to his choice was the fact that he was the son of one Raymond J. Cannon, a militant players’ advocate during the twenties and thirties. A Wisconsin congressman, Ray Cannon had tried to organize a players’ union in the 1920s, attempted to mount a congressional investigation into the baseball business, and sought to win Shoeless Joe Jackson the back pay the Black Sox player claimed he was owed. Cannon struck out every time, but firmly established himself as a thorn in the side of organized baseball.

			There would be no such militance from the son. His retainer was paid by the owners; he aspired to be commissioner; and the things he espoused the owners couldn’t have said better themselves. “The thinking of the average major league ballplayer,” he said at one congressional hearing, was: “we have it so good we don’t know what to ask for next.”

			The player reps were often hand-picked by management. The general managers were invited to the annual meetings of the Players Association, where Judge Cannon held forth on the Good of the Game. The players were more toothless than ever. The owners sat back, pleased. They were the masters of all they surveyed, the Lords of the Realm.

		

	
		
			$ 2 $

			WHEN PLAYERS MULLED the future of the Players Association in 1965, they weren’t trying to start a revolution. They were merely coming to a belated conclusion. Without a permanent office and full-time director, the association would never amount to much. And they were coming to an important juncture.

			The current pension plan was going to expire in March 1967. Some players—most notably pitcher Robin Roberts—were concerned. Since 1954 the plan had been funded by the 60–40 formula: 60 percent of the World Series and All-Star Game broadcast revenue. The players’ share now amounted to $1.6 million a year.

			Roberts sensed that TV revenues were about to expand dramatically. (“I can see a day when the pension contribution is $15 million a year,” he told incredulous peers.) But he worried the players wouldn’t get their fair share. ABC had paid $5.7 million to begin their Game of the Week coverage in 1965. The players hadn’t gotten anything out of that. Their TV money was only tied to the All-Star Game and Series. Roberts was a respected figure, both as the longtime ace of the Phillies and the longtime player rep of the National League. He was neither, now—playing out his career elsewhere and relinquishing any formal role in the Players Association.

			But he asked Bob Friend, his successor as NL player rep, if he could attend a meeting of the representatives in Houston in late 1965. There he presented his analysis on the TV-pension interplay and made the case for hiring a full-time director.

			“Things are getting more complicated,” said Roberts. “There’s going to be a lot of money involved, and without a negotiator we won’t get our share. I think we need someone full-time to do two things: work on the next pension contract and do more with group licensing.”

			(A man named Frank Scott did some work for the Association developing licensing programs. But he was also a commercial agent for several Yankees players and channeled most of his energies toward them. Roberts thought the players’ merchandising outlets should be expanded beyond just baseball cards.)

			He had a receptive audience. For one thing, the pension remained an enormously important issue. For another, the players were uneasy at changes they saw in baseball. They’d been comfortable enough in a stable environment, but by the mid-1960s, they’d seen the Braves move twice, the Yankees bought by CBS, and signs of more change to come. How could they keep relying on benign paternalism?

			“The nature of ownership groups was changing dramatically,” recalled Jim Bunning, the Phillies’ pitcher and player rep. “We wanted to make sure we knew where we were going even if management didn’t.”

			A search committee was formed to find a director: Bunning, Roberts, Bob Friend, and Harvey Kuenn. These were no rabble-rousers. Bunning would later become a Republican congressman. Roberts was a stout defender of the reserve clause, declaring at one congressional hearing, “I feel definitely that what is good for the owners is good enough for us players.” Friend decried player militance, believing it would ruin the game for kids. As he once put it, “Stan Musial picketing a ballpark would look great, wouldn’t it?”

			The Pirates pitcher was close to Judge Cannon and to Pittsburgh owner John Galbreath. Galbreath lent the players a sympathetic ear. He was active in pension matters and saw merit in the players’ having full-time professional representation. Of course, he saw that professional being Judge Cannon.

			So, too, did the players at first. They’d worked with him for six years as legal counsel and they saw his cozy relations with the owners as a plus. Most of them bought his mind-set lock, stock, and barrel. Its principal assumption was that the owners’ continuing benevolence was to be courted. “You were trained to think, ‘Oh, you don’t want to raise your voice about any issue; they might take the pension plan away,’ ” recalled Tim McCarver. “It was almost like the pension plan was a gift from the owners. If we stirred the waters too much the pension plan would go down the tubes.”

			The players’ fealty to Cannon increased when he secured a generous $150,000-a-year commitment from the owners to fund a Players Association director and office. The search committee looked at other candidates, but the executive council’s vote was overwhelming: Bob Cannon was their man.

			The judge’s hold on the job started slipping only when it came down to specific employment terms. The players wanted the office in New York; Cannon wanted to stay in Milwaukee. The players offered $50,000 a year; Cannon wanted them to also match his judge’s pension. The players offered a compromise office site in Chicago and some compensation adjustment. Cannon refused. Peeved, the players withdrew the offer.

			They would have to consider their second-choice candidate: someone named Marvin Miller.

			

			—

			Marvin Julian Miller grew up in Depression Brooklyn, the son of a struggling ladies-garment salesman and a schoolteacher. Like any son of Flatbush, he rooted for the Dodgers. And like many an ambitious son of immigrants, he worked his way through school.

			Miller graduated from high school at age fifteen, and from New York University, with a B.A. in economics, at nineteen. The young Miller, newly married, took a succession of jobs. For a while he was a caseworker with the New York City Welfare Department. There he joined his first union—the State, County and Municipal Workers of America—and sat on his local’s grievance committee.

			World War II broke out, but Miller was disqualified from military service for medical reasons. (His shoulder had been irreparably damaged at birth. He couldn’t raise his arm above his shoulder and he carried it at an awkward angle, away from his body.) Instead he joined the National War Labor Board. It was a federal agency created to arbitrate labor disputes and ensure vital factory production wasn’t interrupted by strikes or lockouts.

			Miller started out as an economist, became a hearings officer, and was soon adjudicating a wide variety of disputes. He was also soon enraptured. Some of America’s top labor-relations men served on the board, including George Taylor, its chairman and a pioneer arbitrator. Miller found labor relations intellectually fascinating and morally compelling. He wanted to be a player in this arena—on the workingman’s side, of course.

			Yet when the War Labor Board dissolved in 1945, with the war’s end, Miller was at loose ends. He bounced around for the next few years between unimportant jobs at the Labor Department’s Conciliation Service, the International Association of Machinists, and the United Automobile Workers. By 1950, Marvin Miller was thirty-two years old, had two small children, and had never held a job for more than three years. He was, by his own admission, “meandering.”

			Then came a call from a friend named Otis Brubaker. They had worked together at the War Labor Board; now Brubaker was research chief at the United Steelworkers of America. He had an opening for a staff economist. Was Miller interested?

			Was he ever.

			The Steelworkers’ union was the apex of organized labor. Its size and importance mirrored postwar America’s industrial might. It had 1.25 million members in 3,000 locals in forty-two states. Its settlements set the pace for wages and benefits throughout U.S. industry. Its strikes, which came with regularity, sent ripples throughout the domestic economy.

			Marvin Miller was but a functionary in the big union bureaucracy—a mere “technician,” in the parlance of the United Steelworkers. He had a sporty pencil mustache and a sharp pencil, and pored through government statistics, studying industry trends and learning his cost-of-living stats cold. Miller, dragging on cigarette after cigarette, stockpiled ammunition for bargaining. Quietly and industriously he made a minor name for himself. That would become important as the Steelworkers moved into the Age of the Technician.

			That age was born with the ascension to union president of a man named David J. McDonald. He was big on wine, women, and limousines—all three at the same time, if possible. He had a flying wedge of bodyguards, a $21,000-a-year-suite in a Washington hotel, and an entourage of toadies.

			But he had one saving virtue: an ensemble of brilliant technicians to whom he delegated virtually everything. Chief among them was Arthur Goldberg, the Steelworkers’ brilliant general counsel. As McDonald shed progressively more leadership functions, Goldberg took them over. He was known as the union’s “shadow president.”

			In the aftermath of what was history’s longest steel strike, in 1959, Goldberg was restive. The 116-day siege had enabled customers to discover European competitors who had rebuilt their mills after the war. With their lower prices, they locked up some major customers with long-term contracts. U.S. steel output lagged behind prestrike levels. So did steel jobs.

			Goldberg felt he had to find some vehicle for reconciliation: a means of studying and settling issues before contracts ended in deadline crises and strikes. He proposed setting up a joint study group, the innocuously named Human Relations Research Committee.

			The logical choice to head up the union side was Otis Brubaker: this was a research committee and he was the research director. But Brubaker had a reputation for being abrasive and doctrinaire, so Goldberg looked elsewhere. It must be someone who could keep up with the economic arguments without getting into loud arguments. There was, he felt, just such a man toiling in obscurity. And so Goldberg reached past Brubaker into the backwaters of the research department and plucked out his choice: Marvin Miller.

			With Miller at the helm, the Human Relations Committee promptly threw itself into a maze of thorny “work rules” issues: seniority, interplant transfers, crew sizes, and more. The committee soon evolved into more than a study group. It became an important off-peak negotiating force unto itself. “That,” says Miller’s friend and fellow technician Ben Fisher, “is what put Marvin in the big time.”

			Soon Goldberg tapped Miller to carry out another of his ideas. It was called the Kaiser Steel Long-Range Sharing Plan, a bold experiment in running that California steel producer. The plan was to be overseen by a tripartite committee composed of three top arbitrators, three Kaiser Steel members, and three Steelworkers members. But Miller was the primary architect. He huddled with company engineers to develop improvements in productivity. Then he developed a formula for sharing the increased profits with employees.

			It worked. The plan went into effect in 1963, and Kaiser soon had the most productive steel mill in the country, and with the best-paid workforce. It was another feather in Miller’s cap. As a result, when Goldberg left to become JFK’s secretary of labor, Miller was named chief economist and assistant to the president. He was now in the front ranks of the technicians.

			But McDonald’s elite cadre of technicians was to become controversial. When the union’s secretary-treasurer, I. W. Abel, challenged McDonald for president in 1964, he mounted not only the usual attack on the high-living president but went after his aides too. Decisions must be put “back in the hands of elected representatives of the membership,” he declared. “We’ll take it away from this palace guard that have surrounded the ‘crown prince’ and have been making decisions as to what’s good, bad or indifferent.”

			Abel blamed Miller’s Human Relations Committee for the Steelworkers’ slim wage increases of the early sixties. It had gained labor peace, he charged, at a stiff price for the workers. Abel also capitalized on grumblings about the Kaiser plan, charging that the company’s chairman, Edgar Kaiser, backed McDonald’s reelection as a means of continuing their “cozy little deals.”

			McDonald’s years as a “tuxedo unionist,” as his foes called him, and his reliance on Miller and the others had caught up with him. Regardless of the dubious merit of some of Abel’s charges, they stuck. In April 1965, Abel was the new president of the United Steelworkers of America.

			

			—

			Abel’s boosters jockeyed for top jobs; rumors raged about who was in and who was out. McDonald’s general counsel was soon out, and Miller feared he was right behind him. Yes, Abel had told him his job was secure, but an Abel man named Larry Spitz was angling hard to become the ranking house intellectual. Others tried to talk Miller out of his funk. Ben Fisher, another top technician, had him over to his house and argued long into the night.

			“This is premature, Marvin,” he said. “Sure Spitz has a good relationship with Abel. But he can’t hold a candle to you and Abe is going to see that. You’re going to rule the roost.”

			But privately Fisher understood that Miller wasn’t suited to these circumstances. “Marvin is not basically a politician,” he reflected years later. “He’s relatively orthodox and relatively absolute in his view of the world. His relationship with Abel was good, but you couldn’t just think of Marvin and Abe. It was a palace-politics situation and you had to look at where you fit in.”

			Miller was so clearly in limbo, he started getting outside job offers. The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace made one approach. The think tank wanted him to head a study on how labor negotiating skills could be applied to diplomacy. He took a pass. John Dunlop, a fellow Kaiser Committee member and distinguished Harvard professor, approached him about a visiting professorship there. Miller, forty-eight years old and in midlife crisis, was tempted.

			Then came another offer via another Kaiser Committee member. In December, Miller was at a Kaiser meeting in San Francisco. As he rode the hotel elevator down to the conference room, George Taylor got on. Miller knew him from way back at the War Labor Board. But Taylor had been much more since then: labor adviser to every president from Hoover to Johnson, author of a New York State law on public employees’ strike rights, dean at the Wharton School of Business, and now a Kaiser Committee member.

			For Miller, he was a giant in U.S. labor relations. Now, as they rode down together, he popped the most important question of Miller’s life.

			“Do you know Robin Roberts?” he asked.

			Miller thought—the pitcher?

			“Not personally,” he said, “but I certainly know who he is.”

			Taylor barely knew him better. The pitcher had called him out of the blue the previous week, telling him he wanted to get someone to head the Players Association. Roberts said he knew of Taylor’s reputation in labor and asked for recommendations.

			“The first person I thought of was you,” said Taylor. “Interested?”

			“I don’t know,” said Miller, who really didn’t. But he had to admit that it was at least mildly intriguing. “I’ll certainly talk to him.”

			Within an hour, Taylor had arranged for Miller to meet with Roberts and the search committee. Miller had taken the first step leaving America’s most powerful labor organization for its most impotent one.

			Two weeks later, shortly before Christmas, Miller met in Cleveland with three of the four players on the search committee: Roberts, Bunning, and Kuenn. He’d had a chance to think it over and now he was genuinely interested. That wasn’t reciprocated, for the most part, by the players. Kuenn was cool toward trade unions and their employees. Bunning was touting his own candidate, a lawyer who’d once represented him in a suit. The absent Bob Friend was, of course, for Cannon. Only Roberts was enthusiastic about Miller, growing more impressed with him as the interview went on.

			At the players’ Executive Council meeting, soon thereafter, Roberts championed Miller. “We need a negotiator,” he emphasized, reiterating the importance of the pension. “This is the guy who can handle our negotiations.”

			It did no good, of course, and it was Roberts’s duty to call Miller with the bad news: he’d lost. A few days later, however, he was delighted to call again. Cannon was suddenly out; would he stand for election again? Miller was not so delighted. He was miffed at the inside politics that had handed Cannon the job. He didn’t care to go through anything like that again. But Roberts kept after him, calling him for several days. Friend, who had come around on Miller, even called to apologize and ask him to reconsider. Finally, Miller relented.

			“If the players elect me,” he told Friend, “I’ll accept the job.”

			

			—

			Even with the field down to a sole candidate—himself—Miller had a difficult path to the job. When the Executive Council met again, in Miami, some players wanted no part of an organized-labor operative. The most emphatic was Cubs pitcher Larry Jackson, who repeatedly hammered at the word “union,” making it sound as tainted as an unearned run. There was no place in baseball for unions, said Jackson, who summed up his position concisely: “Let’s consider anybody but Marvin Miller.”

			Miller ultimately won, since there was really nobody else to consider, but he still had to be ratified by all the players. The owners, belatedly sensing trouble, swung into action. A group of them held a threatening meeting with player leaders.

			Roberts had tried to assure baseball’s leaders that this wasn’t a hostile action. He’d invited Commissioner Spike Eckert to the players’ election meeting so that it would be understood, as he later explained, “this was on the up-and-up.” (Eckert’s aide, Lee MacPhail, did attend.)

			But now the owners were sending a message: the players weren’t ready for democracy. Certainly the Lords didn’t like the results of this particular election. They wanted it rescinded or there could be trouble. “Maybe we should just cancel the pension and pay you that money up front,” mused Walter O’Malley, the Dodgers owner.

			M. Donald Grant of the Mets spoke up on behalf of his owner, the blue blood Joan Whitney Payson. She didn’t want to get involved with any of these awful little union people. “We’re sportsmen,” he said. “We’re not in this for the money.”

			“Like hell,” growled Calvin Griffith, the Senators’ owner. “This is my livelihood.”

			The long and the short of it was this, recalled Bunning: “Now we were convinced that we’d hired the right person.”

			They would have to contend with the owners’ minions, however, who went forth through the clubhouses, whispering warnings against Miller: “Goons…strikes…labor boss.”

			There was no escaping it. Miller was, indeed, a Jewish, intellectual, left-leaning trade unionist. Moreover, he had a jarringly “outsider” appearance. A Sports Illustrated profile—a friendly one, at that—described the Miller look this way: suits of “shimmering blue” and slicked-back hair that “gives him the look of the slippery ‘mouthpiece,’ so essential to 1930s gangster films.” The mustache made Robin Roberts so nervous, he suggested Miller shave it. “It’s probably not the best thing for your image,” he said.

			The ratification was to be held during spring training. Miller would tour the Cactus and Grapefruit Leagues, meet with each team’s players, and then be subject to a vote. Miller knew he was in trouble as soon as he walked into his first camp—the California Angels’—and was renounced by the team’s player rep, catcher Buck Rodgers.

			Rodgers, who had fallen under the influence of players still loyal to Judge Cannon, was part of the stop-Miller effort. He was behind a petition circulating among players that read: “Our feeling is that [the players’ association director] should have a legal background that the owners can respect…. We have progressed a great deal in the past few years and we think this relationship between the owners and the players should continue.”

			Everywhere he went in the Cactus League, Miller was bushwhacked. Team managers conducted the meetings, peppered him with insinuating questions (“How can the players be sure you’re not a Communist?” asked the Indians’ Birdie Tebbetts), and conducted the vote. Miller came out of the West with a 102–17 vote against him.

			Yet he was not doomed. Despite the disastrous Cactus League swing and despite many players’ deep conservative leanings, he was speaking to a shared restiveness afoot.

			This was the spring of the joint Sandy Koufax-Don Drysdale holdout. The two were baseball’s best pitchers in 1965: Koufax at 26–8 with a 2.04 ERA and 382 strikeouts, Drysdale at 23–12, with a 2.77 ERA. They were both Dodgers and they both felt they deserved to make $100,000. (Koufax had earned $85,000 in 1965, Drysdale $80,000.) When the Dodgers steadfastly refused, the two joined forces, hired a Hollywood agent, and shot the moon: demanding a three-year $1 million package deal for the two of them. Dodgertown opened for spring training and Koufax and Drysdale stayed in California.

			The Dodgers were outraged—both at the price and at the very idea of a joint holdout. “Baseball is an old-fashioned game with old-fashioned traditions,” harrumphed owner Walter O’Malley. “If we allowed this [joint] entry business to take hold, it would lead to practices not possible to tolerate.”

			The agent, Bill Hayes, made noises about getting Drysdale a movie contract. He lined up an exhibition tour in Japan for the two pitchers. He floated the notion they’d jointly shop their services to another big-league team. Drysdale and Koufax even called up O’Malley, asking whether he’d mind their talking to California Angels owner Gene Autry.

			“You want to go see Gene?” O’Malley said. “Fine, go ahead. Of course, we have rules in baseball that prohibit you from doing such a thing.”

			That, of course, expressed perfectly the limit to their gambit. They had nowhere else to go. Koufax ultimately settled for $125,000, Drysdale for $115,000. It was only a fraction of what they’d first demanded, but it topped what they’d have gotten if they had bargained individually. The two stars had shown colleagues what was possible by exercising a little leverage. Marvin Miller was about to show them a whole lot more.

			

			—

			
				He would first have to survive more assaults by the owners’ henchmen, who preceded him into each Florida camp. In the Yankees’ Fort Lauderdale clubhouse, Joe Reichler of the commissioner’s office sidled up to pitcher Jim Bouton to issue a solemn warning: “Be very, very, very careful about this guy Miller.”

			So when it came time for Miller’s first meeting with the Yankees, recalls Bouton, “We were all expecting to see someone with a cigar out of the corner of his mouth, a real knuckle-dragging ‘deze and doze’ guy. Instead, in walks this quiet, mild, exceedingly understated man.”

			He told the Yankees, as he had the other nineteen teams, what might be possible with a strong union: a higher minimum salary, improved working conditions, and better benefits.

			The owners are lying again, Bouton thought. Marvin Miller’s my guy.

			The tide had begun to turn. The player reps in Florida were a tougher lot and wouldn’t roll over for the Lords. They, not management, would run the meetings. They wouldn’t necessarily push Miller’s candidacy, but neither would they collaborate in undermining it. Most of all, the difference was Miller himself, who’d gotten his sea legs and had started to gain players’ confidence.

			Robin Roberts was running wind sprints before the game at West Palm Beach one day, when Eddie Mathews trotted out to see him.

			“I owe you an apology,” said the Braves third baseman, who’d uttered some pungent anti-Miller quotes. “Marvin Miller was just in our clubhouse, and he’s certainly someone different than I thought.”

			“Don’t apologize,” said Roberts. “Just vote for him.”

			Mathews—and scores of other players—did so. Miller swept the late precincts in Florida to win ratification, 489–136. He was executive director. But of what? Miller headed a union with only a $5,400 bank account and a battered filing cabinet to its name. And yet the Major League Baseball Players Association had some things going for it. One was the very nature of the sport. Football players, Miller always figured, would have been tougher to organize. The players had shorter careers and lesser investment in the issues. The authority of the coach (read: management) was unquestioned. As Howard Slusher, a football player-agent, would later put it, “A football player believes in rules and regulations and order. From the day they put on pads, they listen to commands.”

			The players were also stratified by position. The elite ones—particularly the quarterbacks—were pampered by management. Thus, in any dispute, the marquee players were as likely to side with owners as fellow players. In 1974, when the NFL players staged a forty-two-day training-camp strike, rookies and free agents blithely crossed the picket lines. The strike was called off and it took three years to negotiate a labor contract.

			Football players came into the pros as publicized All-Americans. Baseball players reached the majors after brutal minor league apprenticeships: long bus rides, rickety ballparks, scant pay, cramped apartments. As pitcher Mike Marshall put it, “We weren’t BMOCs.”

			The experience drew players together and fostered, in many, a permanent cynicism about management. They didn’t act on it, but they had a mind-set a union organizer could work with. They’d already shown some capacity for group-think. Baseball players had a pension plan before other pro athletes did. And they parceled out retirement benefits in an egalitarian spirit: not on the basis of career earnings but years played. The scrubeenies were worth as much as the stars.

			There was all that, but most of all there was Marvin Miller. Long the Big Labor technician, the house intellectual, he could now roll up his sleeves, organize, negotiate, and make his mark in Small Labor. Long frustrated by the Steelworkers’ bulk, he was now utterly free of bureaucracy. He commanded a powerless sloop, compared to the mighty battleship of the Steelworkers—but it was highly maneuverable and it was his. It was also a marvelous laboratory. Starting from scratch, and with such a small membership, he could test his ideas of how a union should be run. “I’ve always been aware of the criticisms about labor unions and bosses,” Miller would later reflect. “I was trying to show that it wasn’t necessarily so.”

			He set about making this a demonstration project: a union as democracy. Miller believed to his bones in an involved rank and file. If there was glory and romance to the labor movement, it was the uprising of the common man. The Steelworkers’ brass didn’t even know its membership. The union had 1.25 million members then in 3,000 locales, in forty-five states and assorted foreign nations. “If you wanted to meet with every member, it would have taken until the year 2000,” says Miller.

			The Major League Baseball Players Association had just 500 members. At the very least, Miller saw each of them during his annual spring training meetings with teams. He saw each team’s player representative at least four times a year at the union’s executive board meetings. He urged other players to attend those meetings. He also urged players to stop by the union office when their teams were in New York. “This is your office; this is your union,” he told them repeatedly.

			

			—

			
				The Lords wouldn’t make it easy. The first thing they did was withdraw the $150,000 they’d promised to fund the Players Association. The reality was: no Judge Cannon, no $150,000. The stated rationale was: My goodness, we’ve discovered it would be illegal for the owners to fund a union. Miller had to wheedle through a $344-a-year deduction from each player’s salary to stake the organization.

			Nor, at first, were the Lords even inclined to negotiate. Miller intercepted Commissioner William Eckert en route to a June 1966 press conference, where he planned to announce the amount of the owners’ next pension contribution. Miller reminded him that was something that had to be bargained.

			When the Lords did deign to negotiate, Miller was astounded at their stance in one early meeting: You talk, we listen. The owners’ representatives—league presidents Joe Cronin, Warren Giles, and some others—set the ground rules at the start: they’d make no proposals, counterproposals, or even comments. While Miller and some player reps tried to carry the action, the Lords’ minions sat across the table, tight-lipped. Finally, one of the players, pitcher Steve Hamilton, exploded.

			“This has been insulting and inconsiderate to waste everyone’s time this way,” he said. “Since you had no intention of negotiating, or even of saying anything, you could have saved everybody’s time by asking that we make a tape and send it to you.”

			It was typical of the owners’ early tactics. It only put Miller on more solid ground and planted the germ of player militance. “I’ll tell you what,” said pitcher Jim Bouton, who observed the union’s early workings. “If they’d have just said, ‘We’ll raise the minimum salary to $10,000, then raise it $1,000 a year for the next twenty years. Then we’ll throw in an annual cost-of-living increase on the meal money.’ If they’d have just done something like that, nobody would have looked to Marvin Miller. But with everything they did, they helped Marvin.”

			Miller and the owners did manage to talk enough, finally, to reach a new three-year pension agreement by year-end 1966. It increased the Lords’ annual funding of retirement benefits from $1.5 million a year to $4.1 million. It also doubled the level of previous monthly pension payments and disability benefits. Yet it was not universally hailed. Bob Feller and Allie Reynolds, two early Players Association stalwarts, bitterly criticized Miller for de-linking the pension and TV revenues when he agreed to accept a flat sum rather than a percentage of World Series and All-Star Game broadcast rights.

			Their brickbats didn’t seriously threaten Miller, but they were a symptom of how shaky his status remained. Plenty of players still questioned what he was doing and what he stood for. Miller fielded one particular question almost as often as a shortstop takes ground balls: “Are we a union?”

			It often had a nasty tone and, for the new man, it was definitely a tricky hop. Miller would answer carefully: “Any group of people working together to advance the interests of the group is, under the terms of labor law, a union.”

			He would hasten to move on to discussing those interests. And he would take pains to use the organization’s proper and more neutral name, the Players Association. “He downplayed the word union when that was an alarming word,” says Tim McCarver. But semantics wasn’t the key to Miller’s winning the players’ hearts and minds. It was action. He listened to them. He educated them. And slowly he radicalized them.

			The player reps had their first big meeting of the new era in the winter of 1967, in Mexico City. As they filed in, Miller handed a pad of paper and pen to each. “List every grievance you’ve got that you’d like to see addressed,” he said. “We’ll pile them up and go through them one by one.”

			Many gripes concerned working conditions: ballpark safety (take the Crosley Field scoreboard—treacherous to crashing outfielders); hotel accommodations (fleabag was too kind a term for some); clubhouse conditions (the wire that powered the Tiger Stadium whirlpool ran through water); and scheduling (doubleheaders after night games were killers).

			Pitcher Milt Pappas even spoke up for the growing ranks of players abandoning crew cuts for the mod look. “There aren’t enough outlets for hair dryers in the clubhouses,” he complained.

			His colleagues roared with laughter.

			Miller himself chuckled, but said, “Now you laugh, but we’re trying to straighten out everything from warning tracks to hair dryers. Everything counts.”

			But if the players were beginning to take their new union seriously, the owners were not. The players had met in Mexico City because the Lords were holding their winter meetings there. Miller was led to believe the two would hold a joint meeting at some point. But then the Lords sent word: Too busy.

			“Let’s go tell them to fuck themselves,” declared Milt Pappas, leading a chorus of angry cries from the player reps. Miller, just as miffed but far more savvy, advised them to stay cool. Their time would come later, when they had more leverage.

			That pattern would hold for a time. Miller wasn’t so much vilified as ignored. The Lords hoped the players would settle back into passivity, and that Miller would settle for what crumbs they dispensed. American League president Joe Cronin even once approached him on a friendly Dutch uncle basis. “I’ve got some advice for you, young man,” he said to Miller, then forty-nine years old. “The players come and go, but the owners stay on forever.”

			

			—

			
				Marvin Miller would later come to be called by some the Great Emancipator. But the key was what he was at first: the Great Educator. He got the players talking, participating, arguing. He gave them a guided tour of the outmoded standard player contract, pointing out some of its more laughable features. There was, for instance, the provision that called for first-class travel but specified trains. It hadn’t been changed since 1945, despite the fact that team train travel had disappeared in the 1950s.

			He gave them a tutorial on pension law. Money contributed for their benefit wasn’t the Lords’, it was theirs. It should be removed from an account that the clubs had commingled with their other funds. It was.

			He got them to help in generating data he would need for his next negotiation: baseball’s first collectively bargained Basic Agreement. It would cover working conditions, severance arrangements, minimum salary, the works. It was particularly for minimum-pay bargaining that he needed the players’ assistance. The minimum in 1967 was $6,000, only $1,000 more than in 1947. (A player did have to be paid $7,000 if he was still on the roster thirty days into the season.) It was outrageous on the face of it.

			Yet Miller needed to know more to intelligently negotiate its increase. How many players were at the minimum? How many just above? What was the average salary? To an economist like Miller, it was basic, necessary data. To the Lords it was a deep, dark secret—virtually a national security matter, if you asked them.

			So Miller asked each player to write his salary on a slip of paper and give it to his team’s player rep. The player reps would collect and send them to Miller. It would all be anonymous but quite accurate.

			Miller quickly disseminated the data to the players. The average salary was $19,000. About 33 percent of all players were at $10,000 or less. More than 40 percent were paid $12,000 or less. Though only 7 percent of players were at the base $6,000, raising the minimum would lift many other players’ salaries as well.

			The information made some of them angry. Ron Fairly, the Dodgers’ player rep, was livid when he turned his team’s numbers in. He’d looked at them and discovered something.

			“Buzzie Bavasi told me that after Koufax, Drysdale, and Wills, I was the highest-paid Dodger,” Fairly told Miller. “He said if I got paid more, I would throw the team’s salary scale out of whack. Do you know where I rank? Eighth!”

			The education of a ballplayer was beginning.

			“The most remarkable thing to me, looking back, is what a patient man Marvin Miller was,” says Tim McCarver. “He realized how disparate his knowledge of negotiating and contracts was from ours. So he educated the player reps and they educated the rest. It was a very slow, methodical process. He never let the cart get before the horse. Everything was building from a base.”

			Yet even as Miller tried to start with small issues, those on the other side of the table felt there
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