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MARGINALIA

Maddon’s handwritten pregame notes to himself, all in purple ink.



TOP OF THE CARD

“C+B+L”: “Courage plus belief equals life.”

“H”: In memory of his father, Joe, whose nickname was Howard.

    “DNPTPTETP”: “Do not permit the pressure to exceed the pleasure.”

STRING OF CAPITAL LETTERS: Each one represents a deceased family member or friend.

“DSB”: “Do simple better.”

“DNBAFF”: “Do not be a fucking fan.”

“PROCESS!”: Stick to the process; don’t worry about results.



SPINE OF CARD

“B PRESENT, NOT PERFECT”

“Z IRREVERENT”: Z honors the late Don Zimmer, who taught Maddon how to manage without being afraid to take chances.



LEFT-HAND SIDE

“POSITIVE/OPTIMISTIC”: A reminder Maddon added to his cards in 2016 about keeping an upbeat attitude at all times.



PRINTED INFORMATION

BATTERS: Right-handed hitters in black, left-handed hitters in blue, switch-hitters in red.

“K” AND “GB”: Percentage of plate appearances in which the hitter strikes out or hits a groundball. High strikeout rates are highlighted in red, medium rates are white, and low rates are shaded blue. For groundball rates, high rates are dark green and low rates are light green.

“MATRIX”: The proprietary number Maddon assigns to each batter to capture how well the batter matches up against the starting pitcher. It follows a similar scale to batting average (.300 is very good, .200 very poor) but bakes every available hitting metric into one number, not just career hits divided by at-bats. The Matrix is color-coordinated. Moving from least favorable for the hitter to most favorable, the colors in the spectrum are blue, light blue, white, pink, and red.

“VLH” AND “VRH”: Batting averages against relief pitchers, based on left-handed or right-handed hitters. Matchups favorable to pitchers are in red. Matchups favorable to hitters are in blue. Neutral matchups are in black.



IN-GAME NOTES

HEAVY BLUE MARKER

LINEUP CHANGES: Maddon puts a line through the names of position players who are removed and pitchers once they enter. Note that the name of Bauer had not been originally listed among Cleveland relievers.



FINE-POINT BLUE MARKER

NUMBERS IN CIRCLES: A circle is placed next to the name of the hitter who made the last out of an inning against the starting pitcher. The number denotes the total pitches by the starter at that point.

NUMBERS INSIDE A TRIANGLE: A triangle refers to the last out against a relief pitcher and his total pitches, with the name of the relief pitcher added.

“PIC” INSIDE A CIRCLE: Runners vulnerable to being picked off.



PENCIL WITH YELLOW HIGHLIGHTER

“B”: Candidates to bunt.

RELIEF PITCHERS WITH ARROWS: Preferred usage through parts of Cleveland lineup.
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Three hours before the most important game for the Chicago Cubs in more than a century, the desk of Joe Maddon in the visiting manager’s office at Progressive Field in Cleveland formed the cluttered tableau of a busy mind. Two opened, half-eaten, oversized bars of Ghirardelli dark chocolate. Eight-by-ten photos of deceased managers Earl Weaver, Chuck Tanner, and Dick Howser. All seven of his color-coded, two-sided, World Series lineup cards, complete with every piece of statistical information he needs in the dugout, not to mention a shorthand homage to deceased family and friends. An iPad Pro with stylus, which he used to design the lineup cards. And his smartphone, which buzzed with a text from one of his hometown buddies back in Hazleton, Pennsylvania.

Game 7 of the 2016 World Series between the Cubs and the Cleveland Indians, the two teams with the longest championship droughts in baseball, was drawing nigh.

Maddon faced two major questions heading into Game 7: How could his hitters possibly dent Cleveland starting pitcher Corey Kluber, the ace who had held the Cubs to one run over 12 innings in his two starts in the series? And what pitching plan could Maddon cook up to get the ball to his closer, Aroldis Chapman, whom he had taxed in the previous two games?

Maddon began this day with his usual daily meditation session. Then, as he does each game day, he mulled over what to do about his lineup over a cup of caffé Americano. He doodled ideas and batting orders on his iPad with his stylus, and when his lineup was ready he sent it, as always, to the recipients on his lineup chain: club president Theo Epstein, general manager Jed Hoyer, assistant general manager Randy Bush, assistant director of research and development Jeremy Greenhouse, first base coach Brandon Hyde, and director of media relations Peter Chase. The distribution of his lineup was done more as a courtesy, less for approval.

About Epstein, Maddon said, “He’s never vetoed anything. He’ll just write back sometimes, ‘Have you thought about this?’ The last two years they’ve given me a lot of freedom to do what I think is right. And it’s been really enjoyable. We include each other in everything, but when it comes down to on the field, in the dugout, the clubhouse, he gives me all kinds of freedom.”

Hyde then texted the lineup to the players, as he always did. If the lineup includes a significant change out of the ordinary—such as a position switch or a day off for one his regulars—Maddon will send a personal text to the player involved to open the door to a conversation.

Maddon is an inveterate lineup tinkerer. He started a different rightfielder in three of the first four World Series games (Chris Coghlan, Jorge Soler, and Jason Heyward). But Maddon did not ruminate long over his Game 7 lineup. He stuck with the same one that he used in Game 6, and why not? His team had thrashed the Indians, 9–3, while cranking out 13 hits. The key change he’d made for that game was to put designated hitter Kyle Schwarber in the number two spot, which moved third baseman Kris Bryant, first baseman Anthony Rizzo, and leftfielder Ben Zobrist down one slot each, to three-through-five. In Games 1 and 2 in Cleveland, with the designated hitter used in the American League park, Schwarber had hit fifth. It was the first time he had seen major league pitching in 201 days after rehabbing torn ligaments in his left knee. Amazingly, within a single series Schwarber had turned himself into a legitimate threat at the plate after missing virtually the entire season.

“Yeah, it changes the whole lineup,” Maddon said in his office before Game 7. “I mean, everybody last night: K.B. didn’t mind hitting third, Rizzo didn’t mind hitting fourth, Zobrist, etc. They all like having [Schwarber] slotted in there. It sets up so different for the other side. It really does.”

Still, the Cubs once again would have to contend with the swirling and spinning pitches of Kluber, who would make his second straight start on short rest. He’d flummoxed them in Game 1 primarily with a two-seam fastball that headed straight for the left-handed batters’ front hip, only to swoop back over the plate just after they dodged out of what they thought was its intended path. Then Kluber had embarrassed them with a cruel game of bait-and-switch curveballs in Game 4. Most of Kluber’s curves tracked the strike zone long enough to entice the Chicago hitters to swing, only to veer into the dirt or off the plate at the last second. You could almost hear his curveballs snicker as they pulled their trickery time and time again. In Game 4, the Cubs swung at 49 percent of Kluber’s pitches that were not in the strike zone, the highest chase rate by any team against the right-hander all year.

Maddon knew if the Cubs took the same reckless approach against Kluber, they would likely ensure a 108th consecutive season for the franchise without a world championship. What concerned him most was that almost everywhere he looked on his color-coded lineup card, Maddon saw youth: Addison Russell, 22; Schwarber, 23; Javier Baez, 23; Bryant, 24; and Willson Contreras, 24. Only one other team in World Series history ever started so many players under age 25 in a Game 7, and that team, the “Impossible Dream” Boston Red Sox of 1967, played at home, and lost, 7–2, to the St. Louis Cardinals. Now Maddon had to hope that a lineup packed with young hitters could show the discipline it had lacked against Kluber twice previously, this time on the road and with the World Series on the line.

“We’re just trying to hit the ball up in the zone, and trying not to chase spin down,” Maddon said. “Those are the two things we’re trying to accomplish. The lefties must be on the [two-seam] comebacker, of course. But we’ve got to find out early where Kluber is at. This is his third game in nine days. So you don’t know if all that is going to be present today. For me the biggest thing is for our youngsters to not chase.

“Zobrist does that. Addison, on a good day…after Addison’s day yesterday I imagine he will not chase spin today. Contreras is in swing mode and Baez is in swing mode. We’ve been trying to get them not to do that. Yesterday, if you watched Baez’s BP…he almost had two hits up the middle. At least he moved the ball. But we’ve got to get them out of swing mode and not chase spin. So, yes, we talked about it: we are not swinging at spin today.

“I just think with these kids, give them another year or two. They can hear it, but the training is still taking place.”

A year or two? The game was just hours away.

As for his pitching plan, Maddon knew he would start with Kyle Hendricks, the low-key, low-velocity control artist, and end with Chapman, the hardest-throwing pitcher on the planet. But how could he bridge the gap between them?

Starter John Lackey was available, but, as Maddon said, the Cleveland lineup, with its heavy dose of left-handed hitters, “is a bad matchup for him.”

Jake Arrieta, who threw 102 pitches only the night before?

“No,” Maddon said. “I mean, he’s like way out” if the game went extra innings. Arrieta was so far out of his thinking that Maddon didn’t even list him on his lineup card among his available relievers.

The key piece to the planned bridge was another starting pitcher, Jon Lester, who had had two days of rest since throwing 90 pitches in his Game 5 win. But Maddon admitted he might need a second bridge just to get to Lester. The left-hander had been dogged for five years by a bad case of the yips throwing to bases. His inability to hold runners—Lester had not even tried a pickoff attempt since July—prompted Maddon to vow that he would not bring him into a game with runners on base, a situation he refers to as a “dirty inning.”

“If Hendricks is not as sharp, he’s coming out and Jonny Lester is coming in to that,” Maddon said. “We need a bridge to Lester. Because I’m not going to bring Jonny into a dirty inning. So you have to bridge him with either [Mike] Montgomery or [Carl] Edwards to get to Jon—give him a chance to warm up.

“And being an American League game, it helps that somewhat. I don’t have to worry about where the pitcher is in the lineup. That’s such an advantage. The more you get a chance to manage in the National League, the more you see the differences more clearly. When you go out there to make a pitching change, there’s nothing to think about but going out there and making a pitching change. So, yes, I’m watching Hendricks with high scrutiny tonight.”

How many innings could he possibly get from Lester?

“I think a good two innings, and then [after that] it would be a matter of how many pitches he throws,” Maddon said. “I have to talk to him about that. He was wanting to pitch yesterday, too.”

Maddon was down to three true relievers he trusted: Chapman, Montgomery, and Edwards. Key relievers Hector Rondon and Pedro Strop, for instance, had not bounced back reliably enough from late-season injuries. There was no need, Maddon said, to talk to them about their reduced role—not under the coldhearted urgency of the World Series, anyway.

“I can’t worry about that right now,” he said. “It would be a disingenuous conversation on my part, just trying to ameliorate something. Ronnie has not been back to where he was. You saw Strop yesterday. Maybe the fastball command is not there. So maybe the intent is proper, but the execution isn’t. All year he’s been good. But to count on him to throw his fastball where he wants to, it’s not always going to work out that way. Beyond that, C.J., Montgomery—all of these guys are in in short spurts—maybe one to three hitters. But I can’t worry about that.

“Travis [Wood] is throwing the ball pretty good, but their lineup is so awkward it doesn’t fit Strop and Rondon’s strength—at all. That’s part of it, too. It’s just a difficult matchup. Whereas Montgomery with the curveball and changeup on righties is good, C.J. with the big old hook on lefties is good and the cutter is good. They play opposites well.

“They’ve been doing it all year, but this whole postseason has been a challenge, bullpen-wise, because of our skills versus their skills.”

Just before game time, Epstein would visit Maddon in his office to review the game plan.

“Hendricks, Lester, and Chapman,” Maddon told him. If all went well, he said, those were the only three pitchers he would use.

“How many innings do you want from Hendricks?” Epstein asked.

“Five,” Maddon said. “I’ll take five good innings.”

Five? Epstein was surprised. It sounded like a curiously low number to him. Hendricks was the 2016 National League ERA champion and carried a run of 15 scoreless postseason innings into his Game 7 start. Epstein was hoping for more than five innings from him. Maddon wanted just five innings from Hendricks because he was counting on Lester and Chapman to take care of the other four. In Maddon’s perfect world, Lester could get through three innings so that Chapman, who worked hard in Games 5 and 6, needed to pitch only one inning.

Maddon picked up his lineup card and studied it. Though it was small enough to fit into his back pocket when folded in half, the card was a veritable encyclopedia of information. Left-handed hitters and pitchers in blue ink, right-handed hitters and pitchers in black, and switch-hitters in red—just the way he always did it.

“Honest to God, if everything is the same color it screws me up,” he said.

Next to every hitter on the front of the card was a number that looked like a batting average, but was Maddon’s propriety number marked “Matrix.” Under Epstein’s leadership, the Cubs spent five years creating finely detailed strategies about how to score and prevent runs. Maddon’s Matrix was the last dash of secret spice added to the recipe. As for every game, Maddon took a trove of information about a hitter—such as what types of pitches he likes, whether he hits well or not against velocity, how hot or cold he is at the moment—and distilled it into one number, the Matrix, that instantly told him how that hitter matched up against the starting pitcher.

“It’s like a regular batting average,” he said. “A .300 number is really good; .200 is bad. Those are color-coded also. So the high numbers are highlighted in red.

“I don’t even know batting averages anymore. I don’t even know how many hits you have against Chapman or whatever. I have no idea. I have no idea what you are against a pitcher. I just know my number, and my number has everything baked into it, man.”

A hitter who is batting .100 in his career against a pitcher, for instance, might have a red .300 Matrix next to his name on Maddon’s card.

“Correct. It happens all the time, and vice versa,” Maddon said.

The color code worked like this, in ascending order of Matrix: the box with the number was highlighted blue for .239 and below, light blue for .240 to .260, white for .261 to .275; pink for .276 to .290; and red for anything above .290.

The highest Matrix on his card for Cleveland against Hendricks belonged to second baseman Jason Kipnis, who had a .270 in a white box to the right of his name. That meant that Kipnis represented the greatest threat in the Indians’ lineup against Hendricks. But it also meant that nobody in the lineup posed either of the two highest levels of threat; there were no pink or red boxes on the Cleveland side of the card.

By contrast, though the Cubs had hardly dented Kluber in the series, the Chicago side of the card included five starters with pink or red Matrix boxes. Leading the way were Rizzo, with a red .308 Matrix, and Schwarber, with a red .307. Heyward followed with a pink .287, then Bryant, with a pink .279, and Zobrist, with a pink .278.

Maddon made an addendum to his Matrix system in 2016: on the back of his card he kept another set of Matrix numbers for hitters when they face the starting pitcher for the third time in a game, a reflection of how modern ball games often pivot on the decision point of when a manager goes to his specialized bullpen.

“Normally my Matrix increases by six one-hundredths,” he said, “So, like it goes from .262 to .268, .270 to .276 the third time through. I incorporated that this year. I heard people talking about that so much I asked [the Cubs’ analysts] if they could incorporate that into my card. The beauty of this system is if I have a thought, the information will be there for the next series, the next day, or when I want it.”

Also on the card were strikeout and groundball percentages for hitters and pitchers. Like the Matrix numbers, these also were color-coded—the same light blue to red system for the strikeout percentages, but light green and green for the gradients of groundball percentages.

“Strikeout percentage is so good, groundball percentage is so good, whether to start a runner or not on a full count,” Maddon said. “If the guy is high strikeout and fly ball, screw it. If you’ve got low-punch, heavy-groundball hitter, the guy’s going. We’ll take our shot. That’s where those numbers are impactful.

“Even with the bullpen. You need a strikeout? I don’t want the ball hit at all. You pretty much know, but this validates percentage point–wise the potential percentage you’re going to strike out against this guy versus this other pitcher.”

On a separate sheet of paper he folded inside his lineup card, Maddon kept information about the other manager’s bullpen usage. He had tallies of appearances, pitches, and innings for each pitcher over the previous five days. That information provided him with clues about whom the other manager trusts or what pitchers may be unavailable because of recent workload.

“It’s just stuff to know,” he said. “When you’re making decisions, it’s nice to know. It makes you more confident making decisions, probably. Anything you want you can put on that card.”

The card included a trove of personal marginalia handwritten by Maddon in purple ink. Toward the bottom of his card, down by the name of his starting pitcher, Hendricks, and running vertically up the left-hand side, he wrote “positive/optimistic.” It was a personal reminder that Maddon added to his cards throughout the 2016 season.

“My mantra to myself was to stay positive and optimistic and to stay in the moment,” he said. “That was my mantra to myself all year.”

In the upper left-hand corner of the card, just to the left of the Cubs logo, Maddon wrote the letter “H.” He has put an “H” on his card going all the way back to his first managing gig, with the 2006 Tampa Bay Devil Rays. The “H” is a remembrance of his father, Joseph Maddon. Why “H”?

“Howard,” Maddon said. “That was his nickname. We called him that because every game we would watch on television Howard Cosell would say something, and two minutes later my dad would say the same thing Cosell said. Me and my brother said, ‘Hey, Howard…’ And it stuck. Everybody called him Howard.”

Running across the top center of the card was a long line of other letters, each of which represented the memory of a friend or family member Maddon has lost. Maddon recited the names in perfect order without looking at the card.

“I think about these people every day,” Maddon said. “I look at the lineup card and I’m able to see Gig, Johnny, Didi, Freda, Peter, Peter, Michael, Michael, Frank, Murtz, Anthony, Mr. Arci, Joe, Milt, Booty, Irene, Irene…That’s on the top of my card. I’m able to write that every day.”

Running down the spine of the card, along the fold in a thin alley between the Cubs’ side and the Indians’ side, was another note he wrote to himself: “B Present. Not Perfect. Z. Irreverent.” The first two key words recalled one of the six key principles he spelled out to his team on the first day of spring training: Know we are not perfect, but can be present. The “Z” stood for Don Zimmer, the late coach who influenced Maddon in Tampa Bay, and the “Irreverent” was an homage to the way Zimmer taught him how to run a game.

Maddon never ran a game by conventional means, never believed in reverence to the conformities of by-the-book baseball. Lord knows, as well as a nervous Cubs fan base who tried to think along with him, that Maddon would stay irreverent that night through the seventh game of the World Series.

In the upper right-hand corner of the card Maddon wrote, “DNBAFF,” an acronym he wrote on all his lineup cards. It stood for “Do Not Be a Fucking Fan,” a reminder that his job in the dugout was to take the emotions out of decisions and to stick to the word he wrote just below it: “Process!” In spring training of 2015, Maddon became good friends with Tom Moore, the 78-year-old assistant coach with the Arizona Cardinals. Moore grew up in Iowa, a Cubs fan. Later that 2015 season, Moore brought his son with him to Wrigley Field and, as guests of Maddon, stood by the batting cage for batting practice.

“He was like crying,” Maddon said, “because he had the chance to take his kid to Wrigley Field. That was impressive. He’s just a real man.”

Moore told Maddon something at their lunch that stuck with him: “In football, you break the other team’s will through the relentless execution of fundamentals.”

Said Maddon, “I love that. I friggin’ love that. ‘The relentless execution of fundamentals.’ ”

Maddon believed the same principle applied to baseball. That’s why he wrote “Process!” on the card. Stick to the process.

The splash of colors, numbers, symbols, and notes made for a Jackson Pollock of a lineup card: a kind of organized chaos that held in suspension both beauty and meaning.

Given the Cubs’ history, Maddon could use all the help he could get in his pocket. Their 108-year wait for another title was the longest championship drought in sports. The last time they did win the World Series, in 1908, occurred in the lifetimes of Mark Twain, Florence Nightingale, Geronimo, Winslow Homer, and Joshua Chamberlain, and in a world when the Ottoman Empire still existed but the 19th Amendment, talking motion pictures, electric traffic lights, and world wars did not. The heritage of the Cubs had grown mythical, only in a Sisyphean kind of way.

This would be the third Game 7 in the history of the franchise. Each of the first two was played at Wrigley Field. Each one saw the Cubs yield nine runs. Each one ended in a painful defeat that ensured those series would stand as preeminent monuments to Cubs infamy, the kind of torment that convinced otherwise perfectly reasonable fans their team was cursed.

In 1945, the Cubs lost Game 7 of the World Series to the Detroit Tigers, 9–3, after falling behind by five runs before they even took a turn at bat. The loss gave perpetual life to an otherwise trivial, bizarre event in the fourth game of that series, when the club prevented local tavern owner Billy Sianis from bringing his pet goat, Murphy, to sit with him at Wrigley Field. An outraged Sianis declared the Cubs would never win again, a decree that came to be known as the Curse of the Billy Goat.

In 2003, the Cubs lost Game 7 of the National League Championship Series to the Florida Marlins, 9–6, after they took a 5–3 lead into the fifth inning. The loss perpetuated the ignominy of the sixth game of that series, when Cubs fan Steve Bartman deflected a foul fly ball that Chicago leftfielder Moises Alou thought he was primed to catch. The Cubs would have been four outs away from the World Series with a 3–0 lead if Alou had caught the ball. Instead, the incident triggered a cascade of events that produced eight runs among the next eight batters, condemning the Cubs to an epic 8–3 defeat.

Those were the sorts of legends and poltergeists that made this Game 7 the biggest, most anticipated game in baseball history. No game ever had more history riding on it. The Cubs and the Indians had waited 176 combined seasons to win another World Series, with the Cleveland drought dating to 1948. It was, by far, the most drought-stricken World Series there ever was, displacing the mere 90 years of combined waiting the Cincinnati Reds and Boston Red Sox brought to the 1975 World Series.

Since each team’s last World Series title, the Cubs and Indians combined had played four games with a chance to win their next one—only to lose all four of them. The Cubs provided one of those failed World Series clinchers (Game 7 in 1945) while the Indians stumbled three times (Game 7 in 1997 and Games 5 and 6 in 2016). This time somebody had to win. And somebody had to remain cursed.

As Maddon sat at his desk, there was no way for anyone to truly imagine just how different the world would be the next morning with a Cubs victory. Cemeteries around Chicagoland would fill with people carrying to the graves of their loved ones white flags with a blue “W”—the symbol of a Cubs’ win—mementos, newspapers, balloons, and assorted other pieces of evidence that the Cubs really did win the World Series.

At All Saints Cemetery in Des Plaines, 18 miles northwest of Wrigley, people would festoon the resting place of famed Cubs announcer Harry Caray with baseballs, beer bottles, and 15 bushels’ worth of green apples, for it was Caray, in one of his 16 unfulfilled seasons broadcasting Cubs games, who said, “Sure as God made green apples, someday the Chicago Cubs are going to be in the World Series.” Also interred at All Saints is Hall of Fame catcher Gabby Harnett, whose 19 seasons for the Cubs tie him with Ernie Banks for the second-longest tenure in franchise history without a World Series title. Only Phil Cavaretta, who spent 20 seasons with the Cubs, invested more time since 1908.

Flowers, rally towels, and notes also would cover the final resting place of Banks at Graceland Cemetery, just a half mile from Wrigley. And five miles from there, at Bohemian National Cemetery, people would flock to the columbarium built in 2009 to resemble the outfield wall at Wrigley. It is an ivy-colored redbrick wall with the same yellow “400” marker as in centerfield and a stained-glass image of the ballpark’s iconic scoreboard. “Cubs Fans Forever, Beyond the Vines,” it says, and from one of four ballpark seats facing the wall you can keep company with the ashes of those placed inside the wall’s 288 niches.

At Wrigley Field, fans would turn the ballpark itself into a memorial. On the brick walls that face Waveland and Sheffield avenues, using chalk in many colors, they would draw their hallelujahs, including tributes and notes to loved ones, whether among the living or deceased, sometimes using ladders to find whatever empty space they could.

The returns from the television ratings would be staggering, the likes of which had never before been seen for a baseball game since satellite, streaming, and multiplatform services vastly expanded viewing options. Game 7 would draw an average audience of 40.035 million viewers, including 49.9 million at its peak, making it the most viewed baseball game in a quarter of a century, since Game 7 of the 2001 World Series. In the last 15 minutes leading to the last out, about 82 percent of the homes in the Chicago market with a television on would be watching the Cubs. More than 10.5 million tweets would be sent out about Game 7, the most ever for any baseball game.

Nowhere, though, would the scope of the catharsis be better understood than at the championship parade, held the day after the morning after. An estimated five million people, almost all of them in Cubs blue, would turn out for the team’s victory parade. It would look as if a seven-mile river of fountain pen ink spilled across America’s third-largest city. The crowd would be estimated to be the largest gathering of humanity ever in the Western hemisphere, and the largest in humankind’s history for any nonreligious event, though to see the rewarded faith on the faces of the supplicants was to believe something very much ecclesiastical was going on here.

No championship ever bound more people than this one. No title was more defined by people pulling together than this one, right down to an impromptu team meeting during a rain delay that ignited the series-winning rally in Game 7. Theo Epstein, once known as the number-crunching wizard who broke the championship curse of the Boston Red Sox, built this team with an emphasis on people who would create the right ethos. The story of the Cubs’ championship would not just be about 2016. It would be timeless. It would also be about the power of human connection—teammates to teammates, teammates to fans, generation to generation. The mass of humanity that would assemble at the parade to celebrate their Cubs gave awe-inspiring testimony to that power.

“We can win again next year, but it’ll never be that again,” Maddon would say. “It can’t. Firsts are hard to beat.”

In January 2015, soon after taking the Cubs job, Maddon made his first appearance at an annual pilgrimage called the Cubs Convention, a publicity event for fans.

“Joe, please take care of the goat,” a fan beseeched Maddon.

Maddon didn’t miss a beat: “Right between the eyes!”

Maddon laughed at the curse as much as his rejoinder. He was the new guy in town who gave no credence to generational talk about superstitions and unexplained oddities. One of his first orders of business was to scoff at this folklore. After all, as his lineup suggested, “DNBAFF.” But sitting in his office before Game 7 of the World Series, Maddon literally surrounded himself with totems that suggested his own belief in the mystical.

The dark chocolate? He carried it with him everywhere he went because he believed it to be good for brain stimulation.

The pictures of Weaver, Tanner, and Howser? Maddon began the postseason with the eight-by-ten of Weaver out of supplication to the God of the Three-Run Homer, given Weaver’s love of the long ball and his hatred for making outs on the bases. Maddon wanted to channel the Hall of Fame manager. He carried the photo with him from Chicago to San Francisco to Chicago to Los Angeles to Chicago to Cleveland and back to Chicago.

Then, before Game 5 of the World Series, with the Cubs trailing the Indians three games to one, Hyde, the first base coach, walked into Maddon’s office and on his desk dropped pictures of Howser and Tanner. Howser’s 1985 Royals were the most recent of only five teams to come back from a three-games-to-one deficit to win the World Series. Tanner’s 1979 Pirates preceded the 1985 Royals, and remained the last team to finish off such a comeback on the road. After the Cubs won Game 5, Earl, Dick, and Chuck all accompanied Joe to Cleveland.

Finally, inside a backpack resting on the floor, was an old, faded, blue Anaheim Angels hat. The hat was nearly flat and showed dirt and grime from years of use. The hat belonged to his father. Joseph Anthony Maddon was a first-generation American of Italian ancestry who ran the family plumbing business in Hazleton that his father, Carmen, began in the 1930s. Beginning in 1975, Joe, his firstborn son who wanted no part of pipes and faucets, spent 31 years with the Angels as a minor league player, instructor, and manager, and as a major league coach. As a minor league player, Maddon once was asked to fill out a standard questionnaire in which one question required prospects to list their heroes. Most prospects just named the major league player they had idolized growing up.

Maddon wrote: “My father, Joe. He’s a plumber. He takes pride in it, so he’s the best there is.”

Maddon first reached the major leagues with the Angels as a coach in 1994. His dad grew partial to a periwinkle blue Angels hat in a style the club began wearing in 1997. The proud father would wear that hat all the time until the day he died, April 15, 2002. Later that same year, the Angels reached Game 7 of the World Series against the San Francisco Giants. Between innings, Joe—then the bench coach for Angels manager Mike Scioscia—would run from the dugout to his locker in the clubhouse to rub his father’s hat for good luck.

In the ninth inning, with the Angels holding a 4–1 lead, Maddon brought the hat back with him to the dugout. He placed it on a shelf in front of him—facing the field so that his father could “see” his son’s team win the World Series.

“I put the hat on that shelf so it was facing out,” Maddon said, “and covered it with my papers because I didn’t want to make it too obvious.”

It was the only time Maddon was in uniform for Game 7 of a World Series—until this night, November 2, 2016. If the night turned out the way Maddon wanted—if his young hitters could resist chasing Kluber’s assortment of devilish pitches, if he could build a bridge of pitchers between Hendricks and Chapman, and if the goat and Bartman really were nothing but meaningless fluke events—then his father’s hat would be with him again to see the last out.

“I’m really not superstitious,” Maddon said. “I’m—how can I say it?—I’m into thoughts. It’s like you channel your thoughts in the right direction, and if you think it has a chance of happening, it has a better chance of happening. If you don’t, it has less of a chance of happening.”

It was approaching 8 p.m. First pitch, as was printed right there atop Maddon’s lineup card, was scheduled for 8:08 p.m. It was time for Game 7. Maddon took his lineup card and rubbed it three times on the picture of Weaver on his desk, then he rubbed it three times on the picture of Howser, and then he rubbed it three times on the picture of Tanner. Only then was he ready to go. He folded the lineup card in half, stuffed it in the back pocket of his uniform pants, and headed to the dugout.

He left his father’s hat in his office. He would be back for it later.
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The secret meeting took place in New York, the better to keep reporters off the scent.

It happened in the apartment of Cubs owner Tom Ricketts the first weekend of October in 2011. The windows offered a spectacular view of Central Park. A playoff game between the Phillies and the Cardinals played on the television, though it was little more than background noise to the conversation between Ricketts and the man he wanted to rebuild his franchise, Theo Epstein.

Ricketts had met Epstein only once before, in passing at a baseball owners meeting. “My first concern,” Ricketts said, “was what kind of person was he.”

Ricketts knew all about Epstein’s reputation. He expected a quant, someone who spoke with religious fervor about the power of numbers. He also expected someone with the air and attitude of a big shot, with an ego emboldened by winning two World Series titles as general manager of the Boston Red Sox, the first of which, at age 30, ended a supposed curse 86 years in the making.

“He was like Cher or Bono: people knew him by just one name—Theo,” he said. “You wonder what kind of ego he had.”

At dinner that night he immediately found Epstein to be different from the person he had expected. He found a humble, 37-year-old man who spoke with more passion about people than about numbers.

“I don’t know what you think I am,” Epstein told Ricketts, “but I’m not what people think I am. It’s not about me. It has to be about the whole organization. To win you have to have a lot of people rowing in the same direction.”

Ricketts would say later that he knew after just 10 minutes that he had found the right person to rebuild the Cubs.

“I was getting a good read on what kind of manager he would be, how he treats people,” Ricketts said. “I’ve been in businesses where you hire really talented people, but they end up mistreating people beneath them. That is very uncomfortable.

“We spent a few hours, we had dinner, watched a little baseball, and it became clear who he was. He was the kind of person who treats people with respect. He was honest and candid about his successes and failures. A lot of people defend themselves so that every decision looks like a tough one. Theo doesn’t get defensive. He gets very honest about it.”

Likewise, Epstein discovered in Ricketts an owner who defied the expectations he brought to the meeting.

“I was really impressed with him personally, being humble and down-to-earth and easy to talk to, all the things you don’t expect from a rich guy,” Epstein said. “I was impressed by his desire to find someone to build a foundation and create a healthy, winning baseball operation, not look for a very quick fix for the 2012 Cubs. He seemed to know what he wanted, which was a modern, robust, thriving, healthy baseball operation, but he didn’t know how to get there, and he had taken a lot of steps to do the search the right way to find the right person.

“We talked baseball and it was clear that he knew what he didn’t know, but that he would also be very supportive and very patient and it seemed like he would be an easy person to get along with. He painted it very much like the blank canvas that it was. He wanted to develop a vision and a strategy.”

The meeting went very well, but one key question remained, a question Ricketts kicked around in his head ever since he announced the firing of Cubs general manager Jim Hendry on August 19: Would Epstein actually leave Boston, his hometown, and with one year remaining on his contract?

The Cubs, in keeping with unwanted form, were a mess. The 2011 team lost 91 games while walking more batters and making more errors than any team in the league. A Cubs fan could shrug at the numbing familiarity of such ineptitude. Since 1945, when the Cubs last played in the World Series, losing seasons outnumbered winning seasons 45–19, with another two at flat even.

A century ago the Cubs were a dynasty. Led by the melodious double-play combination of Joe Tinker, Johnny Evers, and Frank Chance, the Cubs from 1906 through 1910 won four pennants and two World Series, while averaging 106 wins per year. Years of malaise and misadventure followed—so many years that the more optimistic of fans liked to crack, “Anybody can have a bad century.”

Winning seasons happened for the Cubs like freak snowstorms: you never saw them coming, and they ended as quickly as they arrived. Those isolated times of success served only to set up epic, inglorious failure. The 1969 team suffered a 17–26 collapse, highlighted by a black cat scampering in front of their dugout September 9 in New York; it would be the last night the Cubs spent in first place that year. The 1984 team, needing one win to advance to the World Series, lost three straight games to the San Diego Padres in the National League Championship Series. The 2003 team reprised the collapse, losing three straight potential NLCS clinchers to the Florida Marlins, a downfall in which Bartman had an infamous hand.

Over the years, two ancient forces bound Cubs fans. One was Wrigley Field, the former site of a Lutheran seminary, where the Cubs have been playing baseball since 1916. With its bucolic beauty and a coziness as comforting as a grandmother’s hug, Wrigley, especially on a warm day with a cold drink, was the perfect diversion from the other force: the unrequited yearning for a World Series championship.

Ricketts was the third owner to inherit those forces, following P. K. Wrigley, who ran the team from 1932 to his death in 1977, to the Tribune Company, which purchased the team from the Wrigley family in 1981. Ricketts also inherited Hendry, who upon his firing had been with the Cubs for 17 years, the last 10 seasons as general manager. His teams had won division titles in 2003, 2007, and 2008 under managers Dusty Baker and Lou Piniella, high-profile, old-school types who were the dominant personalities of the organization. But little about the organization was sustainable. After getting swept by the Dodgers in the 2008 Division Series, the Cubs in 2009 dropped from 97 wins to 83 wins. During that 2009 decline, Ricketts purchased the team.

Ricketts, the director of TD Ameritrade Holding Corporation, is the son of J. Joseph Ricketts, who established Ameritrade in 1971. The younger Ricketts became, like many fans, an ardent supporter of the Cubs in the magical playoff season of 1984, when he moved from Omaha to attend the University of Chicago. Ricketts would later live with his brother Pete on the corner of Sheffield and Addison, and he would meet his future wife, Cecilia, in the Wrigley Field bleachers. He deeply understood Cubs culture, and what a championship would mean to the fans.

The slide of 2009 begat the slide of 2010, when the Cubs dropped to 75 wins, which begat the slide of 2011, when they sank to 71 wins. On July 22 that season, Ricketts decided to fire Hendry. He informed Hendry of the decision, though he made no announcement at the time. Hendry agreed to keep the firing secret so he could stay on through the August 15 deadline to complete the process of trying to sign his selections from the June draft.

Hendry went out in a blaze of cash. On August 16 the Cubs announced they had signed 18 of their top 20 picks, many of whom were signed for bonus money that exceeded the recommendations of the commissioner’s office, known as “slot” money. There were no penalties associated with “going over slot,” other than incurring the wrath of commissioner Bud Selig. The slotting system was an unofficial strategy by baseball to try to curb spending on draft picks. But, by rule, teams could still flex their financial muscle to convince players to sign, especially the talented players who slid lower in the draft because of demands for an especially high bonus. Drafting players in later rounds and convincing them to sign with first- or second-round money was a popular tactic with higher-revenue teams, including Boston under Epstein. It was a tactic Hendry used on his way out from the Cubs in 2011.

Hendry’s signings included first-round pick and high school infielder Javier Baez, who signed for $2.625 million, and Dillon Maples, a high school pitcher with first-round talent selected in the fourteenth round. (He slipped in the draft because teams considered him a difficult sign because of his scholarship offer to play football at North Carolina.) The Cubs signed Maples for $2.5 million, the largest bonus ever paid to a player drafted lower than the second round.

(Maples would turn out to be the more typical Cubs draft pick. Two days before reporting to a post-draft mini-camp, Maples felt a twinge in his forearm while using the TV remote control. He was diagnosed with a strained ligament in his forearm. The Cubs gave him a rehabilitation throwing program, but Maples did not strictly adhere to it. He developed “Steve Blass Disease,” slang for the sudden, mysterious difficulty throwing strikes, which is named after the former Pittsburgh Pirates pitcher. In five years, none of them out of Class-A ball, Maples hit or walked 151 batters in 182 innings and threw 47 wild pitches.)

Three days after the signings, on August 19, 2011, Ricketts announced the firing of Hendry. Ricketts had no successor in mind yet, he said, but he did have specific ideas about what he was looking for in a top baseball executive.

“When I look at the candidates, I kind of see a couple of criteria,” Ricketts told reporters. “I see, number one, they’ll have to share a commitment to player development, which obviously is the key to consistent success. I think we can look for guys that have a little stronger analytical background than maybe some of the guys we have here. Someone who has worked with some of the new tools—that would be a plus.

“And then someone who’s been in a winning culture and who can bring the lessons of that over and has a track record of success. The sabermetric stuff is important, but it’s just a piece. We’re not running the baseball organization by a computer model.”

Ricketts’s three major criteria—a commitment to player development, an analytical background, and a track record of success—made for an exact definition of Epstein. The media, though, did not immediately pick up on the possibility of Epstein leaving Boston for Chicago. Most of the initial speculation spit out the names of Oakland president Billy Beane, Yankees general manager Brian Cashman, Rays general manager Andrew Friedman, Padres general manager Josh Byrnes, and White Sox assistant general manager Rick Hahn.

Writing for Foxsports.com in mid-September, Jon Paul Morosi captured the popular media sentiment about the possibility of Epstein joining the Cubs:

“There is only one problem with this scenario: Epstein has a contract for 2012—in Boston.

“The Red Sox are on the verge of their seventh playoff berth in Epstein’s nine seasons. The franchise is in the midst of its greatest era, in the baseball and business departments. For what possible reason would Red Sox owner John Henry—who, again, has control over Epstein’s services for one more year—allow him to break the contract and leave?”

By then, Ricketts knew he wanted Epstein. That summer, Ricketts had asked 20 people he knew in baseball—owners, executives, and agents—to recommend the best person for the job. Nineteen of them told him Theo Epstein. What the media and Ricketts didn’t know about Epstein was how much his moorings to Boston and the Red Sox had loosened over the years. They were about to reach the breaking point.

—

Theo Epstein was born December 29, 1973, in New York City one minute after his fraternal twin brother, Paul, to proud parents Leslie and Ilene Epstein. Leslie told the Yale Daily News in 2002 that they decided on the name Theo because the baby was conceived in Holland, they wanted a Dutch name, it was popular at the time, and it had the added benefit of being the name of Vincent Van Gogh’s younger brother. (Theo Van Gogh was a Dutch art dealer who died at 33, six months after Vincent died at 37.)

Writing coursed through the Epstein bloodlines. Epstein’s father is a Rhodes scholar and an accomplished novelist who directed the creative writing program at Boston University. Epstein’s grandfather and great-uncle, Phillip and Julius Epstein, won the 1944 Academy Award for screenwriting for the movie Casablanca, which also won for Best Picture. Phillip Epstein died in 1952. For years his Oscar rested in the den of Theo’s parents. Theo’s sister, Anya, would become a screenwriter.

Theo’s life began on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. He lived there until 1978, when he was 4 years old, when Leslie and Ilene moved the family to Boston, not far from Fenway Park. They arrived just in time to see the Yankees’ Bucky Dent break Boston’s heart with a home run in a one-game tiebreaker. Leslie, Theo, and Paul would attend about a dozen Sox games every season at Fenway, with young Theo keeping score all nine innings. In 1984, as a fourth grader at Brookline Elementary, Epstein read for the first time Bill James’s Baseball Abstract, which explained and analyzed baseball like nothing else before—from an advanced statistical perspective. Even at age 10, Epstein knew the book changed the way he looked at baseball. The idea that one book could so deeply alter his vision of the game astounded him, and forever left him open to new ideas about a game hidebound by tradition.

Books would play an important role in shaping the future general manager. Leslie Epstein made sure that Russian novelists, Charles Dickens, William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, and the other great authors were as much of a part of Theo’s childhood as the Red Sox. An Epstein house rule stipulated that every minute spent watching baseball on television had to be equaled by reading books.

“A doubleheader,” Theo said, “was a lot of reading.”

The reading material, nuanced and evocative, nurtured what would become one of his greatest traits as a general manager: empathy. The seeds were already there. “Maybe,” he said, “it’s part of being a twin. I’m a twin. My mom’s a twin. My grandfather’s a twin.” He remembered what his parents would tell him about how he would drive himself crazy as a young child with thoughts of mortality. That someone he loved could die seemed so heavy and unfair to him.

Cubs manager Joe Maddon, after working with him for two years, did not hesitate to define what stood out most about Epstein.

“One word: empathy,” Maddon said. “He’s brilliant, he’s sabermetrically inclined, he’s old school, he understands old-school scouting techniques, he understands the game, but of all the guys I’ve met, he’s more empathetic than all of them. He understands people. And he feels what they feel.

“When you have a conversation with him, it isn’t sterile. There’s feel. Feel is a part of his method. I don’t know whether he does it intentionally or not. I just think that’s who he is.

“What sets him apart from all the really good guys I’ve worked with is he’s more empathetic than all of them. We get involved in [analytics], but we never get involved in that where other stuff doesn’t matter. I might even be the cold one and he comes in with the warm and fuzzy to me, which normally never happens from the GM. That’s my conclusion.”

One day, when Epstein was about 10 years old, a man who ran a summer camp came to the house. He asked Theo to make a pick among three theoretical bunks with 15 kids: one with individualists who all did their own thing, one with team players who spent every moment together, and one with a mix of all types. It was a setup to steer a child toward being around kids of all kinds, except Theo quickly took the second option.

“It sounded fun for me,” he said. “I always liked being with people I like and respect and seeing other people enjoy good times. I’m competitive, too, and that’s why baseball’s worked out for me: working shoulder to shoulder with people.”

Epstein was 12 years old when Leslie took him and Paul to Game 3 of the 1986 World Series at Fenway Park between the Red Sox and the New York Mets. New York drubbed Boston, 7–1. But six days later the twins watched on television at home as the Red Sox held a 5–3 lead in the bottom of the 10th inning of Game 6 in New York. There were two outs and nobody on base. One more out and the Red Sox would be World Series champions for the first time since 1918. Theo and Paul climbed to the top of the living room couch, ready to leap off in celebration upon the final out. It never came. The Mets rallied on three singles, a wild pitch, and an error to win, 6–5. Theo and Paul climbed down and writhed in pain on the floor. Fully indoctrinated at age 13, Theo Epstein understood the visceral pleasure and pain of what it meant to be a Red Sox fan. Welcome to the club.

Epstein attended Brookline High School, where he played soccer and baseball, contributing as a part-time player and third base coach, before he went on to Yale, where he covered sports for the Yale Daily News. As a freshman at Yale in 1992, Epstein applied for an internship with the Baltimore Orioles, a team owned by a Yale graduate, Eli Jacobs, with a president who was a graduate of Yale Law School, Larry Lucchino, and a vice president of administrative personnel who was a Yale graduate, Calvin Hill. Epstein’s application wound up on the desk of Hill, who walked it to the office of Dr. Charles Steinberg, one of Lucchino’s top advisors. While Epstein’s friends spent spring break that year in Cancun, Epstein visited Steinberg for an interview. The Orioles hired him, and liked him so much they brought him back for two more summers.

Epstein liked writing, but what he observed in the Orioles’ press box of the life of sportswriters convinced him he wasn’t cut out for the writing life. He saw the profession as a lonely, individualistic pursuit. He watched writers who sat by themselves and worked by themselves, then retired to the hotel bar. He wanted a more collaborative life, which he saw in professional baseball.

Lucchino left Baltimore to join the ownership group of the San Diego Padres in December 1994, 16 months after Jacobs sold the Orioles at auction to a group headed by Peter Angelos. Soon Steinberg joined him. And so, too, in 1995 after graduating from Yale but still without a driver’s license at age 21, did Epstein. He began in the Padres’ public relations department, mostly assigned to entertainment projects, such as displaying birthday wishes on the scoreboard. Steinberg drove him back and forth to work every day. Epstein worked his way up to a position as public relations assistant who wrote game notes for the media. His detailed work and diligence caught the eye of Padres general manager Kevin Towers, who in 1997 moved him to the baseball operations department.

In San Diego, Epstein’s desk ostensibly made for the DMZ in the newly raging war between the few whip-smart number crunchers who were starting to fold quantitative analysis into the game and old-guard scouting and development men who were resisting the switch to analytics. His desk sat right between the team’s analytics guru and the scouting director. They couldn’t stand each other and rarely spoke to one another, but both of them enjoyed the company of Epstein.

Epstein obtained his driver’s license at 23 and soon thereafter a law degree. When an Anaheim law firm offered Epstein a starting salary of $140,000 in 1998, Towers promoted him to director of baseball operations and boosted his salary from $30,000 to $80,000. At a time when Triple Crown statistics (batting average, home runs, and runs batted in) still held sway among Major League Baseball decision makers, Epstein taught Towers about less familiar metrics that could give a more accurate assessment of a player’s value, such as OPS (On-Base Plus Slugging, the sum of on-base and slugging percentages), strikeout-to-walk ratio, and ballpark factors.

In January 2002, Lucchino, with Steinberg in tow, left the Padres to join Henry and Tom Werner as the new owners of the Red Sox. Two months later Boston hired Epstein as an assistant to the interim general manager, Mike Port, whom ownership had installed as a placeholder after letting go of general manager Dan Duquette. Epstein was hired just two weeks after director of player development Ben Cherington hired Jed Hoyer, who, like Epstein, had just turned 28 years old, to work in the scouting department. Hoyer had played baseball at Wesleyan University, where Epstein’s twin, Paul, matriculated and played soccer with one of Hoyer’s roommates.

The first time Hoyer met Theo was when the Red Sox played an exhibition game in Houston just prior to Opening Day 2002. Already there was a sense that Epstein was on a fast track under the new Boston ownership.

“We hit it off right away,” Hoyer said. “We were basically exactly the same age. Both of us were working all night, every night. It was pretty easy to connect. I remember everyone trying to curry favor with him. When he was brought onboard, his hiring was a big deal. He was a rising star in the game, and the Red Sox were able to bring the hometown kid back home. I tried to stay away at first. Like I said, I felt everyone was running up to him to curry favor. Then one night we were going to some event and it was just the two of us taking the subway. We hit it off on that ride. He started to find a lot of work for me.

“It was a pretty bare-bones operation then. People from the Duquette regime had been let go. It was a small shop. Theo, even as an assistant general manager, tried to build that up.”

During that summer of 2002, Epstein heard that Billy Beane, the Oakland general manager, was cooperating with writer Michael Lewis on a book that would use the Athletics as an example of how the statistical revolution was changing baseball. The book would be titled Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game. Epstein and Beane had become friends, based largely on their shared passion for leveraging advanced analytics. Epstein wasn’t happy, however, when he heard about the book project. Said one Red Sox insider then, “I remember Theo being annoyed. He said, ‘I can’t believe Billy is letting him write this book. He’s going to give everybody the same idea. He’s handing out the blueprint.’ After that, every owner in baseball read the book and said to his baseball people, ‘Do this.’ At the time at least 20 of the 30 teams still looked at stats crookedly.”

The Red Sox were on the same cutting edge of analytics as Oakland, only they were more circumspect about it. Said Hoyer, “There were times in 2002 when I went to bed thinking Billy was my boss.”

While Beane was cooperating with Lewis, Epstein went to Henry with an idea: “Why don’t we hire Bill James?” Epstein had long admired James’s work, so why not have the sabermetric guru produce exclusive work for the Red Sox? Henry loved the idea. After all, like Epstein, Henry had been reading James’s Baseball Abstract since the mid-’80s, and he had built his fortune in the commodities trading business by relying on cold, hard data to drive his funds.

Henry convinced James to work for the Red Sox. The hiring was announced on November 5, 2002, but by then James already had produced his first project for the club.

“I have this vivid memory of being in the upstairs office,” Hoyer said, “right after we hired Bill and getting his first piece of work. It came in a FedEx package and we just tore this thing open. We couldn’t wait to read it. We both grew up reading the Abstract, and now we were sitting in a room with Bill’s exclusive work.”

The spiral-bound project ran 86 pages, much of it devoted to James’s exclusive ratings of the upcoming free agent class as well as the historical benefit of having left-handed hitters populate the Boston lineup, a counterintuitive thought because the nearness of Fenway Park’s Green Monster in leftfield invites an emphasis on right-handed pull hitters.

Meanwhile, Lucchino drew up a document listing the top 10 qualifications of the ideal general manager. The second qualification he listed was “familiarity with, and willingness to use, modern quantitative approaches in evaluating players, in addition to traditional methods.” Shortly after Henry, Werner, and Lucchino announced the hiring of James, they offered the general manager position to Beane with a five-year contract worth $12.5 million. Beane took the job, slept on it, and then changed his mind. On second thought, he did not want to leave California. He told the Red Sox owners they should hire Epstein.

The owners then turned to Toronto general manager J. P. Ricciardi, a Massachusetts native who had worked under Beane in Oakland before taking the job with the Blue Jays. Ricciardi declined to leave. He told the owners they should hire Epstein. Ricciardi’s endorsement was another testament to how quickly Epstein made an impact around baseball, especially among forward-thinking organizations.

Finally, on November 25, 2002, the Red Sox made Epstein, one month shy of his 29th birthday, the youngest general manager in history.

What happened next was an immediate mushrooming of intellect and energy. Epstein and his group of top baseball operations advisors—many of them young and statistically savvy, including Jed Hoyer, Ben Cherington, Josh Byrnes, and later Jason McLeod—set about upgrading a Boston team that in 2002 missed the postseason with 93 wins and scored the second-most runs in the American League, trailing only the Yankees. They saw a roster that gave too many at-bats to players who were not very good at getting on base, such as Tony Clark, Rey Sanchez, José Offerman, Carlos Baerga, and Shea Hillenbrand.

“In September of 2002, Theo started talking to [James],” Hoyer said. “Theo started pushing your thinking in different directions. It became a completely different puzzle. What Theo does better than anyone is he wants as much scouting stuff and background stuff and makeup information as anyone. He believes in never having enough information and asking for more. It’s probably his best quality. It’s not about focusing on any one area, because if you do that you may miss the biggest piece of information. Listen, you’re still going to miss. And you can be overly cautious to avoid missing, and he’s not. He’s as aggressive as it gets.”

Epstein and his baseball operations people set about fishing in free agent waters in that 2002–2003 off-season. James’s exclusive free agent ratings system was the equivalent of a fish-finder device. And as they fished, the Red Sox crew looked around them and happily noticed something: few teams were fishing in the same waters.

“It was amazing,” Hoyer said. “There was just a lot of favorable talent out there. And we were hitting on guys like Bill Mueller, Kevin Millar, and David Ortiz. I remember we were all over Travis Hafner, and we weren’t able to get a deal done…Carlos Guillén, Erubiel Durazo…there were a lot of guys who were freely available that were very talented. That was a group of players that was really undervalued. We were thinking, We can keep acquiring these guys as much as we can. That winter of ’02–’03 led to much of the success to come in ’03 and ’07.”

Epstein added infielders Mueller, Millar, and Ortiz, as well as second baseman Todd Walker, first baseman Jeremy Giambi, and pitchers Mike Timlin and Bronson Arroyo. Those seven players cost him only three nonprospects from his minor league system and $13 million in salary toward his 2003 payroll.

“We had a really frantic off-season,” Hoyer said. “Looking back on those years there was so much energy and change. That first off-season may have been Theo’s finest work. It was a really fun time. We were all around our early 30s and working nonstop. It felt like we never took a break, never had lives outside of work. We stayed at work.”

—

They did take one fortuitous break one day in July 2003, while the team was on the road against Tampa Bay. Epstein was sitting at his Fenway Park desk when his secretary told him, “George Webb from Pearl Jam is on the phone.”

Webb, the band’s equipment manager, had heard that Epstein considered Pearl Jam his favorite band. Webb arranged for tickets to the concert in Mansfield, Massachusetts, for Epstein and his own “band,” the whiz kids in his baseball operations office, including Hoyer, Peter Woodfork, and Amiel Sawdaye. They watched from the side of the stage. At one point Eddie Vedder threw Epstein a tambourine. After the show, Epstein told Webb that he and the band could take batting practice the next morning on the field at Fenway Park. So excited was Vedder, a Cubs fan who grew up in Evanston, Illinois, that he went to sleep with his glove near the nightstand. Alas, he did not get to sleep until after some all-night libations with the Buzzcocks, Pearl Jam’s warm-up band. Vedder slept through the Fenway fun.

The next night Epstein and his Red Sox crew returned to Mansfield for the second show. Vedder played the first encore wearing a Red Sox cap. After the show, meeting him for the first time, Epstein could not resist needling Vedder about sleeping through the chance to hit at Fenway.

“Friends ever since,” Epstein said.

Something else about Vedder, besides his thoughtful, piercing music, appealed to Epstein. He met Vedder at the same age Vedder had been in 1994, when his reaction to enormous fame—the release of a third platinum-selling album just months after he appeared on the cover of Time—was akin to treating a wildfire: you had to tamp down the beast, not stoke it. The band refused, for instance, to produce music videos. Building an image creates expectations of what a person should be, and those expectations, and the falseness of them, Vedder told Melody Maker that year, “just start tearing you apart.”

Epstein shared the same ethos as Vedder. Upon being named Boston GM, Epstein had turned down offers to appear on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno and three morning network news shows.

“It felt wrong at that point,” Epstein said. “I would have been on as a reward for being a young GM—a novelty, a gimmick. Even though it was appealing on the face of it, I felt it was wrong. I passed on all that.

“It really is the players’ accomplishment. Not that I’ve been perfect in that regard, but once you thrust yourself out there in the public domain, it’s really hard to retreat, to say no or reclaim that certain part of your life as private. It’s hypocritical to say when things are going well, ‘Interview me. Ask me how great I am. Ask me about family and personal life,’ and, at some point later, when someone wants information and you want to draw the line, how do you draw the line?”

—

Under their first-year general manager, the 2003 Red Sox pushed the Yankees all the way to the 11th inning of the seventh game of the American League Championship Series, only to see Aaron Boone, with his home run off Tim Wakefield, join Bucky Dent and Bill Buckner in the deep catalog of Red Sox villainy.

It has been said about the Beatles that their happiness was never so great as it was in the moments just before the boys from Liverpool first hit it big. If so, spring training of 2004 was the height of happiness for Epstein and his young bucks in the front office. Eight of them joined in renting a house in Cape Coral, Florida, about 20 minutes from Boston’s training complex in Fort Myers. Under one roof were Epstein, then 30; Hoyer, 30; Cherington, 29; Woodfork, 27; Sawdaye, 26; Craig Shipley, 40; Galen Carr, 28; and Brian O’Halloran, 32. The house went by the unofficial name Phi Signa Playa. There were laptops everywhere, and pizza, beer, and poker to fill the few hours of downtime.

“We had such a great time,” Hoyer said. “It was a huge house, and everyone would work different shifts. Some guys
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