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Introduction

I’m not a win-at-all-costs guy. Winning isn’t everything. It’s second to breathing.

—GEORGE M. STEINBRENNER III

The first thing I did was look at the clock: 3:27 a.m.

The second thing I did—because this is what you do when the telephone in your hotel room begins to jangle at 3:27 a.m.—was make a mental accounting of loved ones: mother, father, wife, niece, nephew, friends, dog; a ringing telephone at 3:27 a.m. rarely brings good news. I scrambled to turn on the light. I fumbled for the receiver. I reached for my glasses and instead sent them flying across the floor.

“Hello?”

“You sound like you’re sleeping! Why are you sleeping?”

The voice. I knew the voice. Everyone knew the voice.

“Mr. Steinbrenner? It’s three thirty in the morning.”

“I heard you wanted to talk to me. And I’ve been hoping to talk to you. It’s a beautiful morning here in Tampa—and it’s already SIX THIRTY here. I hope it’s a beautiful morning wherever you are.”

I did want to talk to him, even half asleep in a San Diego Marriott hotel room at 3:27 in the morning, Pacific time, because I’d recently been hired as a sports columnist at the New York Post and it seemed time to finally have a legit one-on-one with him. I’d actually spoken to George Steinbrenner dozens of times already, mostly in press conferences or in informal gatherings around the batting cage at Yankee Stadium. One time, a few years before, I’d shared an elevator with him at the spring training ballpark that was, at that moment, still called Legends Field and would, some years later, bear his name. He had recently partnered with the New Jersey Nets basketball team and the New Jersey Devils hockey team for a brief corporate alliance called “YankeeNets,” and it felt like a folly. The Nets were chronic losers, but Steinbrenner was excited about his new toy.

“You know, the first team I owned was a basketball team.”

“The Cleveland Pipers,” I said, pleased with myself.

“Lost my shirt,” Steinbrenner said. “But I loved the game. You know, I was the first owner to ever get a technical foul at a basketball game?”

I nodded. I’d heard that story.

“Anyway. You watch. We’ll get that ship headed in the right direction. I promise you that. The New Jersey Nets are going to be winners. And soon. Mark my words.”

The elevator door opened onto the owner’s level.

“I get out here,” he said.

Now, two years later, at 3:27 in the morning, George Steinbrenner said, “Remember when I told you the Nets were going to be winners? Do you remember that?”

I told him I did. And I knew what had happened in the intervening two years had pleased him greatly. The Nets advanced to the NBA Finals in 2002 and were a few months away from doing the same thing in 2003. If they hadn’t much eaten into the Knicks’ dominant market share in New York, they’d become by far the more enjoyable basketball show in town thanks to a future Hall of Fame point guard named Jason Kidd.

“I’m a man of my word, you know. Now what can I do for you? I’m driving to the office. I have to be there by seven o’clock. That gives you . . . twenty-nine minutes.”

Twenty-nine minutes later, I’d been fully briefed on his expectations for the Nets; for the 2003 Yankees; for the 2004 US Olympic team, which would be competing in Athens, Greece; on the impression that a comic named Larry David—becoming increasingly famous in his own right—had memorably done of him on Seinfeld years before.

(“I don’t think it sounds like me,” Steinbrenner said. “But my wife told me, ‘George, that sounds more like you than you do.’”)

And, lastly, we discussed the subject I’d called about: his old friend Al Davis. The reason I was in San Diego was because Davis’s Oakland Raiders would that Sunday be playing the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in Super Bowl XXXVII at Qualcomm Stadium. In many ways, Davis’s career owning the Raiders had mirrored Steinbrenner’s with the Yankees. They were both larger-than-life figures, both demanding bosses, and both had enjoyed remarkable sustained success at a time when achieving that in professional sports was becoming rarer and rarer. This would be the Raiders’ fifth Super Bowl appearance under Davis’s stewardship, which dated to 1966, and they won the championship three times. Steinbrenner’s Yankees had won six championships since he took over the team early in 1973, and they’d appeared in nine World Series. Both were unapologetic when it came to quarreling with the press, with their respective sport’s commissioner, with local politicians, with their own players.

“Let’s say what you mean,” Davis had told me a few weeks earlier. “Neither of us is afraid to be called an asshole to our faces, and we know that we’re called much worse behind our backs.”

That interview had been quintessential Davis. I’d tried for weeks to talk to him, but it wasn’t as simple as merely calling his secretary and making an appointment and then receiving a telephone call at 3:27 a.m. If Davis didn’t know you, you needed to be vouched for. You needed to be vetted. Davis called some people. He had his personal lieutenant, Al LoCasale, call some more. And then, one night, when I was having dinner at a small restaurant in San Francisco with friends in advance of a Raiders– Jets playoff game, the waiter came over to our table.

“Is one of you Mike Vaccaro?” he asked.

I said I was.

“There’s a phone call for you.”

Again: Phone calls in restaurants three thousand miles away from home aren’t generally bearing the news that you’ve won the Irish Sweepstakes. I made the same accounting in my head—parents, wife, friends, dog—and followed the waiter, expecting he’d lead me to a back office, or to a phone behind the bar.

We walked to a pay phone. He handed me the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Michael! Al Davis here!”

And yes: The first few sentences were a little blurry because I kept asking myself, How in the hell did Al Davis know when I’d be eating dinner, where I’d be eating dinner, and how did he know the pay phone number, and . . . ?

But then I just let Al Davis talk, and I simply listened.

“I look at what my friend George Steinbrenner has done with the Yankees, and I’ve always said, ‘That’s how it should be done,’” Davis said. “Don’t accept second best from anyone. Don’t settle for excuses. Don’t wait for good things to happen to you. Go out and seize the damned day. I learned that from George. He would have been a damn good football coach if he’d stayed with it, because he’s not only consumed with winning, he’s willing to do the hard things that make winning possible.”

I told Steinbrenner that last part, and that instantly made his day, even less than seven hours into that day.

“I don’t think you can go that far,” he said softly. “But I do know that Al’s one of the few guys I’ve ever met who may actually care about winning more than I do. Seeing him back in the Super Bowl, back where he belongs, it gives me a great feeling inside.”

The coming Super Bowl would be tricky for Steinbrenner. Davis was a close friend. But the Buccaneers represented Tampa Bay, his adopted home for more than thirty years. He was committed to staying neutral, and it killed him to be neutral about anything. Especially a man like Al Davis, in whom he saw so much of himself, right down to the fact that they shared a birthday: July 4 (Steinbrenner in 1930, Davis a year earlier).

“I mean, shit. He’s the guy who invented ‘Just win, baby!’” Steinbrenner said of Davis. “How do you not love a guy like that?”

Davis: “When George and I get together in a room and talk business . . . baby, we could tape some of those talks and it would be pure gold.”

The Buccaneers routed the Raiders in the game, 48–21. The next spring, I saw Steinbrenner at Legends Field, and as he walked away from a media scrum I asked if he’d talked to Davis afterward.

“Two days later,” he said. “He apologized when he called back, but he said he’d spent the day after buried in his office for twelve hours, watching the game film. You believe that? All these years later, everything he’s done, and he still acts like a damned coaching intern.”

As he told that story, the smile on Steinbrenner’s face grew just a little broader.

“Can you imagine?” he said. “Who does that?”

Not long after, I told that story to Joe Torre, the Yankees’ manager. He laughed.

“I know a guy,” he said.

George Steinbrenner owned the Yankees for more than thirty-seven and a half years, from the moment he was announced as the general partner of the group that purchased the Yankees for $10 million on January 3, 1973, until the day he died on July 13, 2010. He entered the fray young, brash, full of ideas, welcomed as a breath of fresh air from the corporate monolith of CBS, which had owned the Yankees for nine years and lost a small fortune on the club. He exited as a beloved elder statesman who’d twice seen his team rise back to prominence and who’d witnessed, just nine months earlier, his team win a seventh championship on his watch.

In between, he was, at alternate times, beloved and be-loathed, abhorred and absolved, deified and despised, treasured and trounced, vanquished and venerated, lampooned and lambasted, and likened to an old-school political Boss, capital “B.” He was thrown out of baseball—twice. He once hired a low-level criminal to blackmail his best player. He once hosted Saturday Night Live. He did a famous beer commercial with a manager he’d just fired, and would go on to hire and fire four more times across the next twelve years. At various times in the eighties and nineties he’d been booed—and worse—at his own ballpark; yet by 1999, as the Yankees finished off a four-game World Series sweep of the Braves, 56,752 people roared, “THANK YOU, BOSS!” over and over, reducing him to tears. He was benevolent and baleful, worshipped and walloped, and fifteen years after his passing, no single name is more regularly brought up when lists of Hall of Fame omissions are discussed than that of George M. Steinbrenner III. And there seems to be growing belief that that will happen some year soon.

One time, in 2013, I was interviewing James L. Dolan, the owner of the New York Knicks and New York Rangers, who, at the time, was routinely considered to be the worst owner in team sports—by outsiders, yes; but almost unanimously by his own fans, especially Knicks supporters. During a break in our talk, he wondered aloud if any other sports-team owner had ever absorbed the kind of raw vitriol he endured on a daily basis.

“Well, all due respect,” I said. “Steinbrenner.”

“Steinbrenner? When he died it was like they were burying a king.”

“At the end he was viewed that way.”

“I go to Madison Square Garden and there’s twenty thousand people screaming ‘Dolan sucks!’”

“Steinbrenner had you beat. He once had the whole house at Yankee Stadium chant the same thing at him. That was the same day he was kicked out of baseball.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Well, then!” Dolan roared, laughing a laugh landscaped by plenty of cigarettes and whiskey in its day. “Maybe they’ll love me when I’m dead!”

In death, Steinbrenner’s name is never far away from the lips of Yankees fans. When the team goes on a losing streak and no coaches are fired or players released, the immediate reaction from loud segments of the public is always the same: “If only George were still alive. . . .”

Yankees lost a tough best-of-seven and the manager wasn’t fired?

“If only George were still alive!”

Yankees have gone fifteen years without a championship and the general manager is still on the job?

“IF ONLY GEORGE WERE STILL ALIVE!!!”

Such is the burden inherited by Harold Zieg Steinbrenner, “Hal” to everyone, who runs the Yankees now and burns to win every bit as ferociously as his father did but shows it in a different way.

“My father was more about the back pages of the tabloids,” Hal told me the first day I was introduced to him, in 2013. “I’m more about a back room, away from prying eyes. Anyone who thinks I don’t want to win? Well, how does the saying go? ‘Show me you’ve never met me without telling me that you’ve never met me.’”

Baseball is different from any other team sport in North America. There is no salary cap, and thus a big-market team—and the Yankees are the biggest of all the big-market teams in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Boston, Philadelphia and Phoenix, by a wide margin—can spend as much money as it pleases in the pursuit of talent. No owner in any sport embraced the era of free agency more than George Steinbrenner, who won his first two championships on the backs of big-ticket stars Reggie Jackson and Goose Gossage and the last of them thanks to the negotiation of nine-figure bonanzas handed out to CC Sabathia and Mark Teixeira. Steinbrenner also had his high-profile misses—there are no songs written about Dave Collins, to name one—and he actually spent brief periods of his ownership threatening austerity; he once almost lost David Cone to free agency because he was obsessing over a few thousand dollars.

But on the day he bought the team, one of his closest partners, theater impresario James M. Nederlander, had told him: “George, New York is a star-driven town. Always go for the star.” And to the last, that was his mantra.

Hal also believes in that philosophy. But he is by nature less flamboyant than his father, more publicly reserved, less hungry for attention. He also, more relevantly, operates a baseball team at a different time than his father, one where there is more investment in analytics and cost-effectiveness. The fact is, when the elder Steinbrenner shocked the baseball world by authorizing (while serving the first of his suspensions) a five-year, $3.75 million contract that temporarily made Catfish Hunter baseball’s wealthiest player on New Year’s Eve 1974, it felt like all the money in the world, especially for the time. In 2024 dollars that still translates to only $24 million, which is just $3 million less than what Hal paid in 2023 alone for the services of Carlos Rodón, a starting pitcher who went 3–8 with a 6.85 ERA and who has never on his best day pitched as well as Hunter on his worst.

When George waited until two of his stars, Bernie Williams and Derek Jeter, played out their six-year entry-level contracts with the Yankees before re-signing them for big money, he was mostly hailed as a shrewd and clever negotiator, willing to let Bernie, for instance, dance with the hated Red Sox before bringing both back into the fold. When Hal did the same thing with Aaron Judge in 2022, he was lambasted as cheap and was even mocked, as Judge’s price tag kept going north that same year as he slammed sixty-two home runs.

Different times, different game, different owners.

Different men.

“I learned a great deal from my father,” Hal says. “But he didn’t teach me to become him, because he didn’t expect me to be.”

Together, across more than half a century, the Steinbrenner family has taken what was already the most famous brand in sports and somehow increased it exponentially. That original $10 million investment (of which George’s contribution was $168,000, or less than 2 percent), which, once CBS agreed to buy back the parking garages surrounding Yankee Stadium, was more like $8.8 million? In 2024 the Yankees were appraised in Forbes magazine at $8.2 billion. With no ceiling in sight. The Dallas Cowboys of the NFL appear atop a few lists citing the most valuable franchises in sports; the Yankees are on top of all the others. There have been various times when people wonder why the family doesn’t just cash out, assuring prosperity for untold future generations of Steinbrenner, and it’s a subject that makes Hal Steinbrenner laugh.

“The Yankees,” he says, “is our family business.”

This, then, is a story about one American family business and one city’s fascination with the proprietors of that corner store.






Chapter 1


The perfect afternoon at Yankee Stadium? It’s when the Yankees score eight runs in the first inning and then slowly pull away.

—COLONEL JACOB RUPPERT JR.



The great man was swollen a few extra pounds from when he’d been the most fearsome batsman in all of baseball and one of the most famous citizens of the planet, but he was still unmistakably recognized by the servants and support staff who moved quietly about the stately home at 1120 Fifth Avenue. This was one of the most stylish addresses on the island of Manhattan, tucked just north of Ninety-Second Street, an easy stone’s throw from the Central Park Reservoir. George Herman Ruth hadn’t swatted a baseball in almost four years, when he’d hit the last of his 714 home runs, a massive blast that famously was the first baseball ever to clear the roof at Pittsburgh’s mammoth Forbes Field. Just as infamously, he’d hit that ball in the garish vestments of the Boston Braves, to whom he had been exiled by the man who owned this opulent mansion at 1120 Fifth. Many of Ruth’s days since February 26, 1935, had been spent in anger and resentment, most of it aimed at the man who, almost four years later, now lay peacefully upstairs, wandering in and out of consciousness.

It was the morning of January 13, 1939.

Babe Ruth had come to say goodbye to Colonel Jacob Ruppert Jr.

For twenty-three years Ruppert had been the imperious owner of the New York Yankees, the single-most-powerful and influential man in all of American sport, the most ambitious, successful, opinionated and controversial figure who’d ever aspired to own a franchise. He was, in many ways, the spirit of Charles Foster Kane sprung to life, his fortune baseball diamonds rather than newspapers.

Ruppert was born into one of New York’s most prosperous families, and he’d inherited the whole of the Ruppert Brewing Company—best known for its two hugely popular signature products, Knickerbocker Beer and Ruppert’s Extra Pale Ale—which at its peak produced over a million barrels a year. He’d already been elected a four-term congressman from both New York’s Fifteenth and Sixteenth Districts, running as a Tammany Hall Democrat, and earned his honorary military title serving as an aide-de-camp for Governor David B. Hill. A lifelong bachelor, with more money than he could ever spend, Ruppert was nevertheless filled with a specific ennui that would latch itself to many rich, ambitious men many decades later who dealt with the same nagging realities Ruppert did: “I’ve got all the money in the world. But nobody knows who I am . . .”

A century later, it became a common rite for such men to turn their attention to professional sports and shell out small fortunes for the Dallas Cowboys, for the Dallas Mavericks, for the Cleveland Cavaliers, for the New York Mets. But in 1915 there were only sixteen such opportunities. There was no professional basketball, no professional football. The National Hockey League was still a mom-and-pop operation, mostly focused on Canada. If you were a sportsman, your options were this: You could sponsor prizefighters, but even in those early years of the twentieth century that sport was overwhelmed by a strong underworld element. You could invest in thoroughbred racehorses, but even then much of the glory went to the horses themselves, to the jockeys who rode them and to the touts who could guide you toward bringing home a few more dollars than you’d brought with you to the track.

Or you could wait for one of those sixteen spots in Major League Baseball to open.

In 1915 one of them did.

And it was just about the least attractive one anyone could imagine.

Back in 1903 Ban Johnson, the founder of the American League, recognized that the only way his burgeoning baseball loop could survive was to place an anchor in New York City. The AL had gone its first two years without; it wouldn’t survive many more. Johnson identified two of Tammany Hall’s most faithful sons, New Yorkers to the bone who’d scored fortunes working both within and without the framework of established local statutes. One was Frank Farrell, a poolroom king who controlled a gambling syndicate valued at $3 million. The other was William “Big Bill” Devery, the last of the superintendents who’d (very) loosely overseen the New York Police Department before the advent of a commissioner’s office; somehow, Devery had managed to cobble together enough nickels and quarters on his constable’s salary to hold a significant chunk of the New York real estate market. Farrell and Devery had made their respective fortunes, legal and otherwise, by relying on sure things; Johnson promised them one. And with a stroke of a fountain pen and a payment of $18,000 to the league office on January 9, 1903, the Baltimore Orioles vanished and the New York Highlanders were born.

Except by 1915 the Highlanders had become a genuine baseball calamity. For one thing, they were awful—103 losses in 1908, 102 in 1912, seven losing records in all, eight finishes near the bottom of the league. For another, they were homeless: The rickety woodpile called Hilltop Park—sitting on the site that is now the home of NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital—had been inadequate on the day it was hastily opened in 1903 and within a decade became uninhabitable. The Highlanders had offered up Hilltop to the rival Giants when the National League team’s Polo Grounds burned to the ground in 1911, and two years later the Giants returned the favor. It was an easy offer. The Highlanders drew fewer than 250,000 for their last full season at Hilltop. They were irrelevant in New York City, practically invisible, and it was impossible to see how that would ever change.

For it was the Giants who ruled the city, who ruled the sport, who saw their nickname not so much as a catchy moniker but as a central part of the team’s mission statement. The new Polo Grounds was the grandest baseball basilica yet built. The team was an annual contender, led by the most famous manager of all, John J. McGraw, a fiery pepper pot of a man who suffered no fools and laughed at the notion that New York City would ever be anything but a Giants town. Brooklyn could have its Dodgers on the other side of the river. Those who couldn’t get a ticket to Giants games were welcome to watch the Highlanders—who by 1913 had changed their nickname to the more headline-friendly “Yankees”—kick the ball around daffily. Giants fans were fierce and they were legion, and they included every class and caste and creed and color in the city’s complex tapestry. Theater stars sought seats behind the dugout, the better to be seen. Wall Street titans gobbled up box seats, the better to conduct business.

Devery and Farrell wanted out of their sure thing.

As it happened, Jacob Ruppert and a civil engineer–turned-businessman with the delightfully lyrical name of Tillinghast L’Hommedieu Huston wanted in. So for the mutually agreeable price of $400,000, Devery and Farrell accepted a cool $382,000 return on their original investment. Ruppert installed himself as Yankees president. Huston became vice president. The Yankees continued to live deep in the Giants’ shadow, even as things perked up on the field. Then on December 26, 1919, Ruppert wrote another check, this one to Harry Frazee, owner of the Boston Red Sox, in the amount of $100,000. In return, Frazee sent his best player, a twenty-four-year-old who’d been one of the best pitchers in the sport until deciding he preferred hitting home runs instead. He’d hit a total of forty-nine of them by December 26, 1919.

His name was Ruth.

Or, as Colonel Jacob Ruppert called him for most of the next 6,958 days the two men knew each other—as owner/player, as friends, as adversarial contract negotiators, as bitter enemies—“Root.” Ruppert had been born in Yorkville and spent his whole life in Manhattan, but he spoke with a notable German accent, like he’d just stepped off the boat from Bavaria.

Now, this cold January morning, “Root” came quietly to the house at 1120 Fifth. He walked to Ruppert’s bedside. The owner had taken ill more than a year earlier, felled by phlebitis, his legs swollen and increasingly useless. He’d listened to the 1938 World Series on the radio from this bed, followed every play as the Yankees swept the Cubs to earn the seventh world championship of his stewardship.

His eyes were closed when Ruth entered the room.

Ruth took Ruppert’s hands in his.

“You’re going to snap out of this,” Ruth said. “And you and I are going to the opening game together.”

Ruth squeezed the old man’s hand.

His eyes opened. And widened. And then softened.

“Babe!” he called out softly, then closed his eyes for the final time.

He died a few minutes later, at 10:28 a.m. He was seventy-one years old.

“It was the only time in his life he ever called me ‘Babe’ to my face,” Ruth said later that day. “He always called me ‘Ruth.’ When all’s said and done, the colonel has been like a second father to me.”

His anger dissolved, the great man bowed his head and wept.

There have been a total of nine men who have either owned or co-owned the New York Yankees—ten if you include Michael Burke, the man designated by CBS to serve as the team’s de facto owner when the network had the team from 1964 to ’73. Only two of them have been related to each other: George M. Steinbrenner III and Harold Z. Steinbrenner, father and son, the elder’s reign lasting from 1973 until his death in 2010, when the younger replaced him.

In truth, though, George Steinbrenner and Jacob Ruppert were ideological twins.

Both were of German heritage. Both were the ambitious and earnest sons of hugely successful fathers. Both fathers were über-demanding; the elder Ruppert insisted young Jacob begin his time in the family business at age eighteen, washing barrels as an apprentice at $10 a week in lieu of attending West Point or Columbia, while Henry Steinbrenner staked his son at age nine to peddle hens and their eggs door-to-door in their native Rocky River, Ohio. Both took the job of “boss” extremely seriously. Both came to the Yankees after dallying with other sports franchises—Ruppert had inquired about the Giants and nearly bought the Cubs before the Yankees opportunity presented itself; Steinbrenner owned the Cleveland Pipers, who played in the National Industrial Basketball League and the American Basketball League (competitors of the established NBA) and folded after two years, and he later came very close to purchasing his hometown Cleveland Indians (now the Guardians). Both started beholden to other partners—Ruppert to Huston, whom he would buy out in 1922 for $1.5 million; Steinbrenner to eleven other limited partners at the outset of his association with the team in 1973.

And both wound up the undisputed boss of bosses, quick to infuse their opinions and their standards everywhere: front office, ground crew, ticket office, farm system, manager’s office, even the player’s sacred domain of the clubhouse on occasion.

And both spoke their mind.

We will get to Steinbrenner’s deep canon of such observations across much of the rest of this book. But if you look at some of Ruppert’s greatest hits through the years, then close your eyes and let your imagination drift, it’s not especially difficult to conjure Steinbrenner’s voice—either the real one or the fanciful one birthed by Larry David—uttering much the same spirit, if not the same words:


“In the American League, there seems to have been an entire lack of any concerted campaign to build up a club in New York which should rival the Giants on an even basis.”

“Let the other teams in the league build up to the Yankees. We’ll never weaken our team to make the others look good as long as I own the club.”

“Yankee Stadium is a mistake. Not mine. The Giants’.”




After Ruppert died, the Yankees were transferred to the partnership of Del Webb and Dan Topping (with Larry MacPhail, briefly, a third partner), who assumed far lower profiles but enjoyed just as much success as Ruppert had, winning ten World Series and fifteen American League pennants between 1947 and 1964. But it was when CBS bought the Yankees for $13.2 million after that ’64 season that their fortunes turned sour. They tumbled to sixth place in 1965, and in 1966 they finished in last place for the first time since 1912. Attendance plummeted, thanks to a terrible triumvirate of lousy play, decaying ballpark and rotting neighborhood, bottoming out at 966,328 in 1972.

Burke, CBS’s man in the Bronx, tried everything. He was an engaging raconteur who’d served in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in World War II (Gary Cooper’s character in the 1946 movie Cloak and Dagger was based on him) and later served in the early years of the CIA before running Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus. In 1956 CBS president Frank Stanton recruited him to the network, and after ten years as a vice president, Stanton and CBS chairman William Paley asked Burke if he’d like to take a crack at running the Yankees.

Burke dove joyfully into the job.

He had Yankee Stadium repainted. He made an aggressive play for younger fans, who’d been fleeing the Yankees for the Mets. He didn’t just invite old ballplayers to throw out the first pitch to important games: In 1968 the poet Marianne Moore did that on Opening Day; a year later, Paul Simon did it (with Art Garfunkel smiling by his side). In 1967 as an answer to “Meet the Mets,” the first baseball fight song that was forever on the tip of every New York baseball fan’s tongue—including Yankees fans—he commissioned a fight song of their own, “Here Come the Yankees.” And in his most important decision, he’d commenced negotiations to keep the Yankees in the Bronx at a time when New Jersey had successfully poached the football Giants and trained its scope on the Yankees, too. When the city agreed to condemn the land under the stadium, buy it from the landlord (Rice University) and toss in $24 million to give it a facelift, Burke agreed the team would stay.


INTERLUDE: During his third day on the job in 1966, Burke fired Red Barber, one of the most accomplished broadcasters in team history. Barber had insisted that the WPIX television cameras span the vast empty grandstand at Yankee Stadium for a makeup game with the White Sox on September 22, a game that only 413 attended. CBS was furious and wanted Barber gone, and while it might not have been Burke’s call, the way he soon described the dismissal—“I believe that for every man there is a time to come and a time to go. In my opinion it was Red’s time to go.”—was every bit as cold-blooded and detached as any transaction ordered by the man who would soon occupy his office.



But the team was still a mess. It was still losing. It was still hemorrhaging money. In 1970 the defending world champion Mets officially doubled the Yankees’ home attendance (2.7 million to 1.13 million)—this in a year when the Yankees actually won ninety-three games, ten more than their NL neighbors—and then did it again the next two years. By late 1972 CBS was willing to part with the team, and Paley told Burke he was free to assemble a partnership that would allow him, at last, an official ownership stake.

But Burke, for all the fascinating adventures that filled his life, was not a wealthy man. He needed partners with pockets deep enough to woo Paley. He had one in mind.

George Steinbrenner was a forty-two-year-old shipping executive who’d spent some time as an assistant football coach in the Big Ten with Purdue and Northwestern and, later, briefly owned a pro basketball team. Burke had a friend in Cleveland with whom he’d shared the news about CBS and the Yankees, and that friend—initially, neither man wished to identify him—brought the two of them together. They hit it off beautifully. At their first meeting in New York, Burke took Steinbrenner to lunch at Brussels Restaurant on East Fifty-Fourth Street, where the veal was the specialty of the house and the tables far enough apart that they wouldn’t draw attention to themselves. The men bonded over their shared love of football (Steinbrenner had been a halfback at Williams College; Burke played the same position at Pennsylvania). Burke, a progressive who’d attempted his whole time with the Yankees to diversify what had long been a lily-white operation, admired Steinbrenner for employing the first Black coach in any of the four major sports, John McLendon, with the Cleveland Pipers. And Steinbrenner admired Burke’s easy panache, the way he seemed to glide about the city, always the coolest fellow in any room into which he ever walked. Soon, the men met with Paley, and in the odd vernacular of the day Paley had one question.

“Are you for real or did you come here with Chinese money?”

“No, sir,” Steinbrenner said. “I come here with all the American cash I have and partners who are eager to do the same.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Paley said.

By New Year’s Day, a deal—conducted almost entirely in secret, somehow away from the prying eyes and bionic ears of New York’s aggressive corps of baseball writers—was all but done.

“We had a surprise for New York for the New Year,” Burke said in 1981.

Yes. Yes they did.






Chapter 2

There is nothing quite so limited as being a limited partner of George Steinbrenner’s.

—JOHN McMULLEN

They managed to spruce the old gray lady up as nicely as she could be spruced, after so many years and so many moments, so much history and so much glory, much of it now a faded whisper. Yankee Stadium was still mostly bedecked in its original look as the newspapermen began to arrive late in the morning of Wednesday, January 3, 1973, after being rousted early by Bob Fishel, the Yankees’ PR chief, and his assistant, Marty Appel. The world-famous frieze that ringed the upper of three decks was still there, though the weather had treated the copper poorly, turning it a sickly shade of green in the weeks before the workmen would slather a final coat of white paint upon it. The outfield dimensions were as they’d been for decades: 296 feet down the right field line, 457 to left-center, “Death Valley,” long enough and far enough that Yankees shortstop-turned-broadcaster Phil Rizzuto had once joked “anyone could clear that fence . . . as long as you played it as a par three.” But it was an old stadium badly in need of renovation, something that was scheduled to happen as soon as the coming 1973 season was complete. In the newspapers in recent years, the adjectives had been far less kind: “crumbling” and “rat-infested” and “outdated,” even “obsolete.”

New Jersey had already come courting, pitching woo at CBS about a sparkling new baseball cathedral and wide-open concourses and enough parking to accommodate an entire fleet of automobiles. It was such sweet talk that had already wooed the New York Giants football team west, across the George Washington Bridge. And while the Yankees had agreed to stay in the Bronx pending a city-financed renovation to the stadium . . . well, no shovels had yet been dug into the earth. If the Yankees had decided to change their mind, there really wasn’t much New York could do to stop them.

The Stadium Club was stuffed with writers and TV folks when Michael Burke stepped to the podium just after noon, as the media finished lunch. Burke, CBS’s leading conduit to the Yankees since 1966, was the man who figured to be the first one out the door if CBS finally decided it had enough of its star-crossed nine-year ownership of the club. To many of the sportswriters who’d lost scent of this story in recent weeks, it was something of a surprise to see Burke step to the microphone looking far more dapper—three-piece blue suit, dark tie—than the casual wear he usually wore around the ballpark. (Although he did still favor a mop of gray hair, maybe a quarter inch shy of “unruly,” a personal grooming preference that would soon become a bigger deal than he ever could have imagined.)

He got to the point quickly.

“CBS,” Burke intoned, “has agreed to sell the New York Yankees.”

Reporters scribbled furiously into their notebooks. Cameras clicked in rapid-fire. There had been rumors for weeks that CBS was going to at last cut bait with the world’s most famous sports franchise, a shaky marriage from the start that grew only more dysfunctional with each passing year. Most keen baseball observers figured the sale would be announced by the end of the season, as surely CBS would want to haggle as high a price as it could. And one of the presumed favorites to close the deal was a group financed by Lehman Brothers, an investment bank with roots in Alabama that had, since 1858, been a foundational financial stronghold in Manhattan. The face of that group would be an old New York Giants catcher named Herman Franks, who was tabbed to run the team once the deal was done. And in a masterful marketing stroke that would surely have secured top billing in the city’s tabloids for months to come, Franks had already called his favorite player from his time managing the San Francisco Giants from 1965 to 1968 to see if he’d be willing to manage the Yankees and become the first African American to hold a manager’s job in MLB history.

“Yes, sir,” Willie Mays said, “I would.”

Even better: By late December, Lehman’s offer of between $13.5 and $14 million was the clear leader in the clubhouse and would allow CBS to escape baseball and salvage a small profit for all its years of struggle with the Yankees. Veteran sportswriters figured they might see Franks, a familiar old face to most of them, when they walked into the Stadium Club that Wednesday morning.

Instead, they were greeted by a different familiar face—Burke—who, while an affable gentleman and always good with a quote and a story to fill their notebooks, had nevertheless overseen much of the Yankees’ downfall in the past decade. But there was also a most unfamiliar face, lined up to Burke’s left, the two men standing beneath an enormous blue banner, trimmed in red, with YANKEES stitched across the front in white. Burke’s announcement of CBS’s sale may have been anticipated, but it was still stunning.

So that was bombshell number one for that January 3, 1973.

“CBS has agreed to sell the Yankees to a group of individuals headed by George Steinbrenner,” Burke said, before adding that he himself was one of those individuals. Steinbrenner, the man who’d put the group together, and Burke were the only two of the twelve on hand at the press conference. This had been his show, his and Burke’s, a marriage arranged through that mutual friend whose identity was still hidden. Steinbrenner noted to himself that Burke left out the middle initial and the roman numeral at the end when he introduced him—something that would never happen again, whenever he could help it.

There was bombshell number two.

Number three followed quickly.

“The sale price,” Burke said, “is for ten million dollars.”

This sent shock waves throughout the room. Ten million dollars? Just three years earlier the city of Milwaukee—less than one-seventh the size of New York—had rescued the Seattle Pilots out of bankruptcy and paid $14 million for the privilege. It was believed that this had established a floor for what all sales would start at going forward. Only one baseball team since 1901 had ever sold at a loss and that had been in 1953, when Anheuser-Busch saw it as a civic obligation to buy the St. Louis Cardinals, paying slightly less than the $4 million Fred Saigh had shelled out to buy the team five years earlier, before Saigh had encountered huge financial setbacks and nearly moved the team because of it.

Since 1973 no baseball team has been sold at a loss (or even come remotely close).

Yet now Burke was explaining that because of CBS’s corporate structure and the resulting tax loopholes it had enjoyed, as well as the depreciation of players as they aged, this wasn’t a sunk cost at all.

“CBS substantially recouped its investment,” he insisted, which was the one message CBS chairman William Paley had demanded Burke get across. CBS was no hayseed, and it hadn’t agreed to the twelve-man Yankees partnership offer of $833,833.33 apiece out of any kind of charity (although it would soon be revealed the partners hadn’t all paid that amount. Some paid more. One fellow paid only $168,000 of his own money. He was the one who put the group together. And he was the one standing at the podium).

Paley was adamant: Spin this to show that we made money on this deal, that we weren’t taken to the cleaners by these out-of-towners from Ohio. Whatever else happened, that had to be high in every story that appeared that afternoon and the next morning.

Burke understood and agreed. He relayed that message to his new partner.

Then he introduced Steinbrenner.

And Steinbrenner immediately said: “This is the best buy in sports today. I think it’s a bargain.”

With those thirteen words, Steinbrenner ended the near twenty-year friendship between Michael Burke and William Paley. The two men never spoke again.

Steinbrenner—taking to the spotlight easily, and naturally—was just getting started.

“The Yankees,” he said, “are an important thing to New York, but equally important as they are to New York, they’re that important to baseball.”

And with that, Steinbrenner allowed Burke to reveal bombshell number four: The Yankees would, indeed, be staying in New York; they would no longer be romanced by the Jersey Meadowlands (for another few years, anyway). Burke passed along a message from Mayor John V. Lindsay: “‘As landlord of the New York Yankees, the city welcomes today’s news.’” And soon enough, it would be revealed that while the Lehman Brothers bid had indeed outpaced the Steinbrenner/Burke group by at least three and a half million dollars, the Lehman offer had come with a caveat: They were absolutely committed to flee the Bronx for North Jersey. That, it turns out, had been the deal-breaker for CBS. For all the hassles the Yankees had beset CBS with, one thing Paley did not want to leave behind as part of his legacy was being forever known as the man who let the Yankees leave New York.

So it was Steinbrenner “and eleven partners to be named later,” as the Daily News quipped.

The New York press was struck by Steinbrenner’s presence, his self-assuredness and also by his youth.

“Finally!” crowed Phil Pepe in the Daily News. “A young owner instead of the usual roster of old-fogeys.”

“A Yankee owner out of the Woodstock generation,” enthused Vic Ziegel in the Post, undoubtedly the last time anyone would ever again intimate, even as a matter of satire, that George M. Steinbrenner III was a hippie.

The day’s fifth and final surprise came later, after the official part of the program broke up and Steinbrenner was surrounded by a thick ring of writers—delighting in the attention more and more. As Larry Merchant would later write in the Post: “Nobody puts your name in the paper after you build a really good ship.” But after holding court for fifteen minutes, Steinbrenner left his new friends in the press with one assurance.

“We plan absentee ownership as far as running the Yankees is concerned,” he said. “Nobody is going to pretend to be something we aren’t. I’ll stick to building ships.”

“Of course I never should have said those words,” George Steinbrenner would concede in January 2003, as he’d said for most of the thirty years since they were first uttered. “Because I didn’t believe it. Oh, maybe in the glare of the moment it reflected what I was thinking—I really was new to baseball; I really did understand that I had some things to learn about this new world.”

He laughed.

“But even from day one I knew I wasn’t going to be an absentee owner. Anyone who’d ever spend five minutes around me at work knew that right away.”

Some have called Steinbrenner’s promise of absentee ownership the greatest lie in sports history. It was certainly—given the thirty-seven years to follow—among the most ironic things ever said. Steinbrenner was the principal owner of the Yankees for exactly 13,705 days; few of those days passed without someone, somewhere, for some reason, hearkening back to those four words.

“We plan absentee ownership.”

In truth, Steinbrenner arrived precisely at the outset of the era of sports-owner-as-celebrity. From the beginning of Major League Baseball the exclusive club of men who owned the teams—sixteen of them from 1901 to 1960, twenty from 1962 to ’69, twenty-four on the day Steinbrenner was introduced—enjoyed the primacy and the privacy of their select strata. Dick Young, who for thirty years was the most powerful sportswriter in America, once dubbed them “Lords of the Game,” and later “Lords” for short, and it wasn’t designed as a compliment. But none of the Lords minded all that much.

For years, they were padlocked inside a sure thing and knew it. Some teams did better than others, sure. Even in the thirties and forties baseball’s economics favored big-market cities like New York and Chicago over the smaller burgs like St. Louis and Cincinnati. In the 1950s, the Kansas City Athletics became in essence an unofficial feeder system for the Yankees, and players who’d labored in obscurity in western Missouri found stardom—and championships—just north of Broadway. But even the poor teams had it fine; thanks to the “reserve clause” that bound players in perpetuity to the clubs that originally signed them, the athletes had zero leverage. They could be traded or released on a whim. The owners set the rules and thrived by them.

The game that George Steinbrenner joined in 1973 still resembled what it had looked like in 1933 but barely, holding on by fingernails. Marvin Miller had arrived to mobilize the players’ union in 1967, and in 1972 they struck over pension benefits and salary arbitration—and, to the surprise of almost everybody, the players got most of what they demanded. Emboldened, the next target was the reserve clause, and the possibility of free agency that would follow. Baseball was barreling toward a much colder existence, one that would ultimately consist of billionaires on one side and millionaires on the other.

And Steinbrenner would be ready for that transition.

In the moment he was quick to say that, while his first baseball loyalties as a child were with his hometown Cleveland Indians, “I always admired the Yankees because how couldn’t you admire them? They were the Yankees.” A few weeks earlier, the Yankees had pulled off a high-profile deal, trading for Cleveland’s best player, third baseman Graig Nettles, and Steinbrenner admitted: “I hated that trade then. Now, I’m a big fan.”

“You know,” he said as the press scrum began to thin, “there’s a lot of reaching back these days for things that were meaningful. Look at the success of No, No, Nanette on Broadway. . . .”


INTERLUDE: Decades later, Steinbrenner would’ve taken great glee in gratuitously mentioning No, No, Nanette at any point in any conversation because the story goes that back in 1919 Red Sox owner Harry Frazee needed cash to bankroll that show, and that’s the reason he sold Babe Ruth to the Yankees for $100,000. This story doesn’t take into account that the play didn’t actually open until 1924 . . . but, no matter. It became a foundational element to the “Curse of the Bambino” myth that grew around the Sox, and Steinbrenner delighted in deepening the mythology. But that was later. In January 1973 No, No, Nanette had just ended an electric 861-performance revival on Broadway, which was of great interest to Steinbrenner, himself a nascent theater impresario.



“That’s part of it. And I think the Yankees are, too. That’s why I’m part of it. But at the same time, I’m for new ideas in baseball.”

It wouldn’t take long for him to share those ideas. About as long as it took for him to return to his hotel and dial the Cleveland number of the mutual friend he’d shared with Michael Burke who started all of this in the first place.

“I think it went well today,” Steinbrenner said.

“I thought so, too,” Gabe Paul agreed.






Chapter 3

He shouted and blustered from a lack of fundamental self-assurance. From the very first, George had been bugged by my New York visibility and the amiable relationship I enjoyed with a variety of people.

—MICHAEL BURKE

January 3, 1973, had been Michael Burke’s show.

But January 10 was for George Steinbrenner. This was his official coming-out party. This is when he would address, at length, his vision for the New York Yankees, after one full week at the helm, “absent” though he may have been. This is when he would reveal the identities of his other partners, the men who’d filled in the rest of the $10 million around the $168,000 sum for which he himself had written a check. He rented out the 21 Club on West Fifty-Second Street, an old speakeasy still in its prime as a meeting place for New York’s beautiful people. He made sure to fill the room with as many sportswriters as he could, and many of the ones who weren’t assigned to cover Super Bowl VII in Los Angeles that week would indeed be on hand, and none would ever have to worry about such nettlesome troubles as an empty glass. He fed them chicken curry and beef bordelaise.

The 21 Club had long been an object of obsession for Steinbrenner, whose business interests in the late sixties and early seventies often brought him to Manhattan, a time and a town that the writer Dick Schaap had coined “Fun City.” The main room at 21 was reserved for big shots—actors, authors, politicians, judges, TV news anchors. Every time Steinbrenner visited New York, his secretary would call for a table; every time, he arrived to a table upstairs at four o’clock in the afternoon. The day after his opening press conference at Yankee Stadium, Howard Cosell invited him to lunch at 21, and when Steinbrenner arrived he discovered they’d be joined by Cosell’s Monday Night Football partner Frank Gifford and Pete Rozelle, commissioner of the NFL. They sat at the featured table in the main room.

Now he’d rented a whole room. The rest of his life, George Steinbrenner would be the main room at 21.

As the writers polished off their lunch, refilled their rye and gin and bourbon, Steinbrenner walked to a dais at the front and made his elevator pitch.

“It’s important to me and it’s important to all of us and it’s particularly important to New York and the Yankees that the group that gets behind the Yankees at this point has the wherewithal and the interest to get the kind of job done that the sportswriters, that the fans, that the city and the media in New York deserve.”

Read what you will into the fact that the first and third targets of Steinbrenner’s presentation were the press, although the man would spend more time on the back pages of the city’s three warring tabloids—Post, Daily News, later New York Newsday—than any other sporting figure across the next thirty-seven years, not once by accident. Someone asked Steinbrenner how long he expected it to be before he and his group would deliver the Yankees back to the sport’s apex, a place the Yankees hadn’t reached since 1962, when they’d won their twentieth championship in the previous thirty-nine years. Steinbrenner, in the moment, didn’t yet know the names of any of his players. If Bobby Murcer—the Yankees’ best, a two-time All-Star who’d hit thirty-three home runs, led the league with 102 runs scored, and finished fifth in the MVP vote for 1972—had walked into 21 at that moment, Steinbrenner wouldn’t have known who he was (though he would’ve had something to say about the length of his hair; Murcer would learn that lesson soon enough). No matter.

“Three years!” Steinbrenner declared.

“We’re gonna hold you to that!” the Post’s Maury Allen crowed from his seat, drawing laughter.

One man who wasn’t in the mood for chuckles, merriment or any manner of hilarity at all was the man standing to Steinbrenner’s left on the dais. That was Michael Burke. It had taken a week, but already their roles had metaphorically shifted, symbolized by their places on the dais. But Burke could sense something else afoot.

That morning, he and Steinbrenner had shared a car from the Carlyle hotel over to 21. At breakfast at the Carlyle, Burke met many of Steinbrenner’s moneymen for the first time. He expected most of them. One was a surprise.

It was Gabe Paul.

And until that morning, Paul hadn’t just been the general manager of the Cleveland Indians, but he owned a 10 percent stake of the team. Paul was a baseball lifer, whose first gig in professional ball had been as a batboy at age ten for his hometown Rochester (New York) Tribe of the International League. At twenty-seven, he got his first taste of the major leagues when he became the traveling secretary for the Cincinnati Reds, and he rose to serve nine years as the club’s general manager, from 1952 to 1960. He’d been the GM in Cleveland since 1961, and the next year bought into the team. He’d grown to know and like Burke from nearly a decade’s worth of baseball executive meetings, and he’d been friendly with Steinbrenner, a fervent local sportsman who, a few years earlier, had nearly bought the Indians from food magnate Vernon Stouffer. When that deal collapsed, Paul promised Steinbrenner he’d keep his ears to the ground, listening for hints if any other teams might come up for sale.

Gabe Paul was the mysterious “mutual friend” who’d brought Steinbrenner and Burke together. Burke already knew that Paul was likely to jump into the Yankees fray now, something of a finder’s fee for arranging the marriage. But this was the first time it dawned on him that his involvement was more than as a backroom dealmaker. That morning, Paul had resigned as Cleveland’s GM and divested himself of his owner’s share of the club. He cheerfully relayed those updates to Burke. And Burke suddenly sensed at once that Gabriel Howard Paul, sixty-three years old, a baseball man for fifty-three of them, wasn’t going to get involved in the Yankees simply to oversee Bat Day and Cap Day and Fan Appreciation Day.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered to himself.

So it was that Michael Burke—who’d hunted Nazis as a spy in World War II, then chased Communists as a spook at the start of the Cold War—learned the first bracing lesson of the week-old Steinbrenner Era, one that would replay itself time and again as the years flew by: No matter how many bosses, there is but one Boss. No matter how many partners, there was but one voice that would matter, and it would always belong to Steinbrenner. This would take a few months to play itself out. But Burke had expected to parlay the inside scoop Paley had given him months earlier—that the Yanks were going on the block and he’d have first crack at bagging that baseball elephant—into an arrangement where he would be the point man who would restore the Yankees to glory. He would be the one calling the shots. He’d be the savior riding into town on a white steed, and he would ride him at the front of the parade when he finally returned the Yankees to the Canyon of Heroes. Burke had trusted Paul when he said Steinbrenner was too busy building ships to care about baseball—and believed Paul when he hinted that he was also ready to leave the daily grind of running a ball club, happy to consult whenever his opinion was sought.

Burke tried. He pushed the tide off as long as he could, which is to say: about as long as a ramshackle lifeguard stand could against a real tide. By the time the car reached the 21 Club that day, he’d cornered Steinbrenner into a concession: He, Burke, was the one who would call the baseball shots. Paul would be there as an adviser. Steinbrenner knew just seeing Paul at the press conference would stir the muckraking instincts of the sportswriters; in the interest of peace he agreed. And Paul, knowing (as Burke by now surely knew, as well) that he had an open line of communication with Steinbrenner, nodded his head.

A week earlier, Steinbrenner had been unambiguous when he’d declared flatly, “Mike will be in charge.”

Now, with Paul in the room, someone asked if that was still the case.

“Mike is the main guy, yes,” Steinbrenner reiterated.

Burke, in what would prove to be his final gasp of and grasp for power, made sure to emphasize the point: “I don’t expect to have fifteen voices telling me what to do. Gabe Paul will join the Yankees in a major post within the context of not throwing out my present organization.”

Then, categorically: “We have one general manager, Lee MacPhail.”

And then, just to make sure everyone understood: “This is a nice way for Gabe Paul to close out his baseball career. He’s sixty-three and intends to retire to Florida in a couple of years. We’ll simply use his baseball knowledge as constructively as we can.”

Paul smiled a cherubic smile. It almost camouflaged how much he was seething inside. But there would be a time and a place to settle such scores. This day, he was just one of many loyal foot soldiers whom Steinbrenner had assembled to pay the bill from CBS, a total of thirteen men, including such luminaries as Nelson Bunker Hunt (son of oil baron H. L. Hunt and brother of American Football League founder Lamar Hunt); John Z. DeLorean (vice president of General Motors and head of its Chevrolet division, and later the namesake for the DMC DeLorean that was prominently featured in the Back to the Future trilogy); Thomas Evans, a partner in the law firm Mudge, Rose, Guthrie and Alexander who’d served as the trial lawyer for another partner, Richard M. Nixon, before Nixon had left that job four years earlier for a higher profile one in Washington, DC; and James Nederlander, a theater owner and producer whose Broadway plays would win nine Tony Awards.


INTERLUDE: Not long after the deal with CBS was consummated, the network bought back from New York City two parking garages that neighbored Yankee Stadium for $1.2 million. So the total cost was really just $8.8 million. Steinbrenner, who’d burned Burke (and ended his friendship with Paley) over declaring the Yankees a “bargain,” probably undersold it; it was really a steal. Steinbrenner did keep that part of it private until long after Burke died in 1987 and Paley passed in 1990.



“I sat down and drew up a list of men I know to be doers, and these are the kind of men I wanted to bring into the New York picture,” Steinbrenner said. “When you pay ten million dollars and want to operate in a first-class fashion, I don’t care how wealthy you are, it’s an awful strain on one man. When you want to get the job done, you need people like this.”

Added Burke: “The identity with New York and the Yankees is a visibility they wouldn’t get anywhere else.”

Added Steinbrenner: “They’re not the kind who will stick their noses in, but when they’re asked, they’ll help.”

In time, most of Steinbrenner’s partners would come to know that to jut those noses too close to the boss’s purview was to wind up needing them x-rayed and reset. But for now all the men in attendance (plus Hunt and Lester Crown, who were absent) seemed perfectly happy, content to have just purchased an extra-expensive season ticket to watch a fourth-place team. And since all knew Steinbrenner a lot more intimately than Burke did, they probably all chuckled quietly to themselves as Burke kept reminding the room who was in charge. Like Steinbrenner a week before, all insisted they would keep Yankees business at arm’s length other than Evans, whose law firm would now serve as the team’s general counsel; Nederlander went so far as to say, “I wouldn’t call Burke and tell him how to run the Yankees any more than I would expect him to call me and tell me how to run theaters.”

Unlike Steinbrenner, they meant it.

Paul, publicly taking a bullet on the issue of power, wound up facing an array of questions from the writers about the ethical dance he’d executed working for Cleveland while knowing he was leaving for the Yankees. After all, he and MacPhail had executed a huge deal on November 27, just forty-four days earlier, in which he’d traded Cleveland’s slugging, slick-fielding third baseman Graig Nettles along with backup catcher Jerry Moses for four talented but unproven Yankees prospects: Charlie Spikes, Rusty Torres, John Ellis and Jerry Kenney—a deal that would look even more suspicious in years to come since not one of the ex-Yankees ever made an All-Star team while Nettles made five as a Yankee.

“I’m not concerned in the least about any suspicion that people may have,” Paul insisted. “When you are right, there is nothing to be afraid of. And I was right. That deal was a benefit for both clubs. The Yankees strengthened themselves, but the Indians made a hell of a trade.”

The reviews were, universally, favorable, because New York’s sagging faction of Yankees fans was eager for a sign that reversal was even possible. It had been bad enough when the Yankees—at the end of a stretch when they’d won five straight American League pennants—had been passed in their own town in 1964 by the woeful Mets. The Yankees won forty-six more games than the 53–109 Mets but had drawn 425,000 fewer customers thanks in large part to the Mets fleeing Manhattan’s Polo Grounds—a building just as dated and dilapidated as Yankee Stadium—for Shea Stadium in Queens’ Flushing Meadows. But then in 1969 the Mets also surpassed the Yankees on the field, winning the World Series.

“It was hard being a Yankees fan, man,” says Spike Lee, the noted filmmaker and even more notable New York sports fan who, despite growing up in the erstwhile National League stronghold of Brooklyn, had opted to go with the Yankees. “All the cool kids were all about the Mets. And for a while, before George, it was hard to argue the point.”

For now, though, George Steinbrenner was done. He flew home to Cleveland to tend to his shipping business. He vanished from the newspapers; over the next two months, his name wouldn’t appear even once in the Post, the Times, the Daily News or Newsday. For now, he was content to let the Knicks take much of the spotlight, as they built momentum toward another title run. He’d let mighty UCLA roam as kings of the sports page as the Bruins built an eighty-eight-game winning streak. He’d even let the Mets’ owner, Joan Whitney Payson, have her share of the limelight solo as she spoke about her championship aspirations for her team. For now, George Steinbrenner was content to loom in the shadows of Northeast Ohio.

For now.






Chapter 4

I didn’t get along with George and it was partly my own fault. He was taking over and doing stuff himself. He was getting so personally involved, making the decisions on his own and not giving anybody else any credit for anything. So I was happy to leave him.

—LEE MACPHAIL

George Steinbrenner had arrived at Yankee Stadium in a salty mood to begin with, and nothing he saw across the two hours and thirty-seven minutes of a baseball game was going to lighten his mood. As he looked around his vast new ballpark, one thing deeply troubled him: acres upon acres of empty seats. There had been a time—and there would be, again—when the Yankees’ home opener would be treated almost as a secular holy day of obligation, an unofficial civic holiday. There was the usual pomp and circumstance attached to the day; it was festive; the weather was about as nice as you could ask for early April in New York City: partly sunny, on the cool side, a little wind. But as the day inched forward, and as Steinbrenner took his place in the owner’s box just behind the Yankees’ dugout on the first base side of the field, he had a question for his two companions: his partner Michael Burke and the team’s general manager, Lee MacPhail.

“Where are all the people?”

Three days earlier, on April 6, Steinbrenner accepted an invitation from Joan Payson, owner of the Mets, to sit with her and her baseball cabinet at Shea Stadium for the Mets’ opener. The Mets, too, were disappointed with the turnout: only 27,326 to watch a team that was one of the favorites to win the National League’s East Division—and to watch two Cy Young Award–winning pitchers, New York’s Tom Seaver and Philadelphia’s Steve Carlton, duel each other. But Steinbrenner spent much of the game with his ear glued to a transistor radio, where Phil Rizzuto, Bill White and Frank Messer were taking turns describing a nine-inning calamity taking place at Boston’s Fenway Park.

In future years, Steinbrenner would make a regular habit of attending such games in person, especially once he became familiar with the long and entangled (and mostly one-way) rivalry between the Yankees and Red Sox. But he decided to wait a few days, for the home opener, to see his team—which was also considered the betting favorite to win the American League East—in person. Early on, the news was terrific. One of his players, Ron Blomberg, became the first-ever designated hitter in baseball’s history (two days after Steinbrenner’s 21 gathering, the AL had voted in favor of the DH, which would take the place of the pitcher in the batting order; the NL wouldn’t adopt the rule for another forty-nine years), and Blomberg drew a bases-loaded walk against Boston’s Luis Tiant, part of a three-run top of the first for the Yankees.

That was as good as
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