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INTRODUCTION

On the night of October 18, 1992, a baseball fan named Francis T. Vincent, Jr., sat down in his Greenwich, Connecticut, home to watch Game Two of the World Series. He had missed Game One the previous evening because he had been at a wedding reception and, like a lot of fans, was curious to see whether the Toronto Blue Jays could bounce back after having lost the opener to the Atlanta Braves.

Vincent watched for four innings. Then he turned off his TV and went to bed. “I tried to watch the game and just see the players and what they were doing,” he said. “But I couldn’t. Everything seemed to remind me of the owners. After a while, I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

In a sense, Fay Vincent spoke for all baseball fans. The fact that he had been the game’s commissioner for three years before being hounded out of office in September explains the animosity he felt toward his former employers. But even for someone who has never run baseball or, for that matter, worked in or known anyone connected to the game, it has become increasingly difficult to turn on the television or go to the ballpark and enjoy the simple pleasure of the national pastime.

Like Vincent, fans do not just see Cal Ripken or Kirby Puckett; they see men making six million dollars a year. You pay for your ticket—at higher and higher prices—and realize what you are doing is handing your money over to a group of men who, for the most part, could not care less about anyone involved in the sport except themselves. You want to get excited about your team’s prospects for 1993, but with all the free-agent signings and switches, you don’t even know who the hell is on your team, Or whether your team will even be playing at all.

“Owning a baseball team makes you a part of the most exclusive club in the country,” says Don Fehr, who has run the Major League Player’s Association for almost ten years. “It’s more exclusive than the U.S. Senate and it’s like no other club of sports owners because baseball is exempt from antitrust laws. Because of that, these are people who honestly believe that the rules of the world do not apply to them. These are people who extort millions of dollars from cities to build them stadiums and then are voted Citizen of the Year. When someone does call them on something, they are shocked and angry.”

Fay Vincent was fired because he called the owners on something. In no uncertain terms, he told them that they were fools if they went to war with the player’s union again. Their chief negotiator, Richard Ravitch, the new $750,000-a-year kid on the block, told the owners not to listen to Vincent, that there was nothing wrong with war. He told them they could win a war. But, he added, Vincent had to be removed from the picture.

And so Vincent was fired. “Only once in history has one nation bombed another into submission,” Vincent says. “And that was in 1945 when the weaponry was unique. The owners can’t win this war, but they want to fight it anyway.”

The owners, led by their newly appointed mouthpiece, Milwaukee Brewers owner Bud Selig, vehemently deny wanting anything but peace with the players. And yet, on December 7—a fitting date—they announced that they would reopen the union contract a year early. It should be noted that the last seven negotiations between these two groups have resulted in a work stoppage. In other words: war.

“Cheap billionaires fighting with whiny millionaires is how the public will see this,” Vincent says. “It will be a disaster if it occurs.” Fehr, who had hoped until the last minute that the owners would reconsider their hard-line position, agrees with Vincent. “If you take away the thrill and expectation of baseball games for an extended period of time—again—you will hurt the game greatly,” he says. “Because I think at this point in time there are people who won’t come back.”

Fehr knows that has been said before. And he believes that, ultimately, baseball will survive. Baseball always survives. As Tony LaRussa, the manager of the Oakland Athletics, says, “The game is better than all of us.”

No doubt it is. But these are ugly times if you love baseball. If you aren’t reading about Marge Schott and her racist, bigoted comments, you’re reading about a possible lockout. Or about franchise shifts. Or player shifts (during one three-day period in December no fewer than thirty-five free agents signed with new teams). Or the dire problems teams will face in 1994 when the TV golden egg becomes a lot less golden.

If you live in New York, you wonder what will happen when George Steinbrenner regains control of the Yankees on March 1. Will Buck Showalter, the bright young manager, still be around in July? If you live in Seattle, you wonder if you will ever see a contender. In San Francisco you wonder if there will ever be a new ballpark. In St. Petersburg you are almost convinced you won’t live to see a major-league team arrive, no matter how many times you’re told it will happen. In Baltimore, after going through a joyous eighty-nine-victory season in a gorgeous new ballpark, you wonder why owner Eli Jacobs refuses to spend a nickel to improve the team. The answer to that one is easy: Jacobs’s other businesses are going bankrupt and he is loath to touch the $20-million profit he made with the Orioles. In all likelihood, he will be forced to sell the team.

And yet, amid all the predictions that baseball will kill itself off, you know better. Twenty-five years ago, following the 1968 Year of the Pitcher, when no one could score a run, the doomsayers said baseball was done for, that football had replaced it as the national pastime, that baseball would sink into gradual oblivion. Now, games take much too long, pitchers can’t throw strikes, postseason games start so late that no baseball-crazed kid (the next generation of ticket buyers) can possibly stay up to watch, and owners refuse to police themselves, so the doomsayers are rampant again. This time, it is basketball that is replacing baseball and the impending oblivion will befall us quickly rather than gradually.

Oblivion won’t happen, though, because as usual, LaRussa is right.

Is Barry Bonds’s $43.75-million contract the ceiling that salaries inevitably must reach? Perhaps, perhaps not. But skyrocketing salaries are not the real problem in the game (the Boston Red Sox, New York Mets, and Lost Angeles Dodgers warmed the hearts of purists in 1992 by spending over $40 million apiece to win seventy-three, seventy-two, and sixty-three games respectively). The problem is the lack of a level playing field. Over the long haul, teams in Seattle and Cleveland and Milwaukee simply cannot compete with teams in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Atlanta until and unless there is revenue sharing.

In 1991, according to an economic study commissioned by the owners, the twenty-six major-league teams showed a net profit of approximately $98 million. That was down from 1990 and way down from 1989, but it was still a substantial profit. If the teams had divided the money equally, each team would have walked away with a profit of just under $4 million. That is far more equitable and, in the end, makes the game far more competitive than having one team net $20 million while another loses $15 million.

“It is a simple fact that every team cannot make money every year,” says Fehr, a forty-four-year-old midwesterner who once worked for George McGovern when he was young and idealistic. “But there is an assumption that clubs are troubled now because of labor relations. That is wrong. Clubs are troubled because their revenue-sharing methods are forty years out of date.”

The sad thing about writing a book about baseball in the 1990s is that it is impossible to do so without getting into the financial and structural issues addressed above, issues that are far too complex to explain in a few pages and far too tedious to explain completely.

Baseball is a big, often brutal business. The days when players stayed with one team for their entire careers are as far gone as the days of the twenty-five-cent hot dog. But baseball is worth saving and it is worth caring about, even with its myriad problems.

When I started this project, I was warned by friends who cover the sport to be prepared to deal with a group of selfish, spoiled, arrogant athletes. I met some players who fit that description to a T. Barry Bonds, he of the aforementioned $43.75-million contract, told me he wouldn’t talk to me unless he was paid for the interview. When I told him that reporters don’t pay to talk to news sources, he said, “I’m not talking and if you use my name in the book, I’ll sue you.”

See you in court, Barry.

But most of the players and managers I came into contact with—about two hundred in all—were patient, reasonable, and generous with their time. A number of people with whom I spent a good deal of time ended up not fitting into the narrative. I apologize to them, but the problem posed by dealing with the scope of an entire season is that it is impossible to predict in March who will make the best stories when you sit down to write in October.

Three examples of this stand out in my mind:

Doug Melvin, the very bright assistant general manager of the Orioles, pointed out to me early in my travels how the upcoming expansion draft would affect baseball people during 1992. “You can’t even talk to other scouts about any of your own players,” he said. “You never know what might get back to an expansion team, and none of us wants to lose a key player.”

Melvin is forty, a rarity in baseball in that he was born and raised in Canada but loved baseball rather than hockey. He pitched briefly in the minor leagues, then worked his way up through the Yankee organization, starting as a batting practice pitcher. In 1985, when he asked George Steinbrenner for a raise so he could move his family closer to Yankee Stadium (he was making a 152-mile round-trip commute every day at the time), Steinbrenner told him to take what he had been offered or be out of the office by five o’clock that day.

“Well George, I guess I’ll be out of here by five o’clock then,” Melvin said.

He has been with the Orioles ever since and is one of the bright young minds in the game. Some day soon, he will be a general manager.

Then, there is Dave Righetti, a true class act. Once, he was the premier closer in the game. But last year, with the Giants, it all fell apart for Righetti. He ended up the season as the mop-up man on a bad team, wondering, at thirty-three, how much of a future he still had left in the sport. Righetti is a rare athlete: He never blames anyone else for his own failures. “I just haven’t pitched very well,” he said late in the season. “I’ve made some mistakes [like trying to become a starter again] and I’ve had some bad luck. But it all comes back to me in the end. I just hope I can turn it around next season.”

I hope so, too.

And finally, there is Skeeter Barnes. For fifteen years, Skeeter went to spring training camps, hoping to make a major league roster. For fifteen years, he was sent down to the minors before his team went north. In 1992, Skeeter Barnes made a big league team at the end of spring training, going north with the Detroit Tigers.

When I asked Skeeter Barnes if he had lost sleep toward the end of spring training, wondering if he was going to finally make a major league team to start a season, he smiled and said: “I’ve been losing sleep now for sixteen years.”

Doug Melvin, Dave Righetti, and Skeeter Barnes deserve more attention than this book gives them. So do people like Mark Leiter and Dan Plesac and Danny Tartabull and Tony Peña and Craig Biggio and Jay Bell and Terry Mulholland. And a host of others.


Jeff Innis, too. Innis is the very intelligent, funny middle-relief pitcher for the Mets who has managed to keep being a baseball player in perspective in an era when it is very easy to think a major league uniform makes you something special.

“I used to think that being a big league player was a really big deal,” Innis said one morning with a smile on his face. “But when I look around at some of the guys who are big leaguers, I realize it really isn’t that big a deal.”

Of course, we all have dreamed of coming up with the bases loaded in the World Series. Only a very tiny percentage get to live that dream and be a member of the elite seven hundred (as of 1993). If it takes sixteen years or lasts only a few days, it is a big deal to reach the major leagues.

Will Clark, one of the best hitters in baseball, may have explained it best when he described one at-bat in his career. It was very early one morning during spring training as he talked about the 1989 playoffs, Game Five, his San Francisco Giants against the Chicago Cubs. The game was tied 1–1 in the bottom of the eighth; the Giants needed one more victory to reach the World Series. The bases were loaded for Clark as the Cubs brought in their relief ace, Mitch Williams.

“I can remember everything that happened during that at-bat,” Clark said. “I knew they were going to bring Mitch in, so I went back to [hitting coach] Dusty Baker and said, ‘What should I look for?’ He said, ‘Fastball in.’ That’s what I had been thinking, too. First pitch he threw was a fastball away. Good pitch. Strike one. Then he threw a slider and I fouled it off. Now I’m down oh-two and I just want to get a piece of the ball. He throws two more sliders, I foul them off. Then he comes in with a really good, high fastball and I just barely nicked it. I guessed he would try the same pitch because he just about had me out on the one before. He did, but this one was a little closer to the plate—fastball inside—I swung and hit it up the middle for the hit.”

The hit that won the game and the pennant.

Clark smiled when he finished the retelling, as if he had just lived through the entire experience again. “When I got home that night, I thought about that at-bat and it hit me all of a sudden that for twenty years I had waited for that. It wasn’t the World Series, but it was damn close. The point was, it was the other guy at his absolute best in a situation that really mattered and I still beat him.

“I just sat there for a minute and thought, ‘Yeah, that was it, that’s what all of this is about.’ ”

Whether it’s Clark against Mitch Williams in 1989 or Francisco Cabrera against Stan Belinda in 1992, those are the moments when baseball is special. They happen not just in the glare of postseason but in the less powerful lighting of April and June and even September, when a pennant may not be on the line but the game still means something to those involved.

Because if baseball is Marge Schott and Richard Ravitch and Barry Bonds, it is also Nolan Ryan and Carlton Fisk and Cal Ripken and Kirby Puckett. And Dave Stewart and Dennis Eckersley and Mike Bordick. And lots of other people who love being part of the game, guys who would play if the top salary were seven thousand dollars a year instead of seven million.

At its very best, baseball is Rich Donnelly, the third-base coach of the Pittsburgh Pirates. Last March, Donnelly found out that his seventeen-year-old daughter, Amy, had brain cancer. All season, as Amy went through chemotherapy and radiation treatments, Donnelly recounted how much he was learning from his daughter—about courage and about dealing with real adversity every single day.

But never once did Rich Donnelly say, “This puts it all in perspective,” the cliché that rolls off everyone’s tongue whenever tragedy strikes in sports. “I’m forty-six years old,” he said. “If I haven’t got it in perspective by now, it isn’t likely that I ever will.”

Amy Donnelly slowly got stronger as the summer progressed. By September she was bored, so she found a part-time job. She went to work answering phones at a cancer hotline, helping others with the disease deal with the traumas that come with it.

When the Pirates lost Game Seven of the National League playoffs to the Braves, on Cabrera’s two-out, two-run single in the bottom of the ninth, Rich Donnelly was as devastated as anyone in the Pirate clubhouse. He sat for a long time after the game, doing little but staring at the ceiling. Finally, he straightened up and looked around him.

“That’s almost as tough as it can get,” he said softly. Then he paused and managed a weak smile. “Almost. But not quite.”

If everyone in baseball understood winning and losing the way Rich Donnelly does, the game would be a lot different. And a lot better off. But, as Rich and Amy Donnelly can tell you, baseball, like life, has a lot of flaws. And like life, baseball has a lot going for it.

Still.


PROLOGUE:
OCTOBER 25, 1992 …
12:35 A.M.

Baseball has always been a waiting game.

Once, everyone waited for the day pitchers and catchers reported to spring training. They waited for Opening Day and the World Series, for Fourth of July doubleheaders and the Saturday Game of the Week. Waiting—anticipating—was half the fun.

These days, waiting isn’t nearly as much fun. Now, everyone waits for television to give the command for the games to begin. Or for the commercials to end. They wait for nervous pitchers who step off the rubber ceaselessly while equally nervous hitters step out of the batter’s box just to let the tension—or lack of tension—mount.

Everyone still waits for spring training and for Opening Day but now they wait until almost nine o’clock at night for the season’s best games to begin. Kids almost never get to wait up to find out who wins those games. And when the season is over, everyone waits to find out which of their team’s free agents won’t be back the next year.

In the long history of baseball, it might be fair to say that no one had waited longer than Dave Winfield. For twenty seasons, he waited for the chance to be accepted as a star without an asterisk, for the chance, as he would put it later, “to finally get to celebrate after the very last game.”

Beyond that, Winfield had waited eleven years to wipe out the memory of his first World Series, a 1-for-22 humiliation in 1981, when the Los Angeles Dodgers had beaten his New York Yankees in six games. It was not long after that World Series that Yankee owner George Steinbrenner, Winfield’s longtime antagonist, labeled him “Mr. May.”

On Saturday, October 24, 1992, a surprisingly warm, clear fall night, Winfield had waited almost four hours for this particular at-bat. It wasn’t as if he had not had chances. In fact, he had already been up three times in the game with a teammate in scoring position. Each time, though, he had failed to get a hit. So, as he walked to the plate in the top of the eleventh inning with his Toronto Blue Jays tied 2–2 with the Atlanta Braves, Winfield carried not only the memory of that 1-for-22, but the burden of a 1992 World Series in which he had gone 4-for-21. Not humiliating, but not exactly brilliant either.

“I hadn’t done much,” he said later that night. “It was time.”

Time to end the waiting, not only for himself but for a franchise that had done everything that could be done in baseball except win the World Series. That was why Toronto general manager Pat Gillick had signed Winfield the previous winter at the age of forty. He knew his team had the talent to win a world championship, but he wondered if they had the maturity. So he added 1991 World Series hero Jack Morris to his pitching staff and 1981 World Series washout Winfield to his lineup. Needless to say, the Morris acquisition was considered far more important.

But Morris had been the washout this time, failing to win in four postseason starts. Even so, the Blue Jays had built a 3–1 lead in the Series before Morris bombed out one more time in Game Five, bringing the two teams back to Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium for one final baseball weekend.

In spite of Winfield’s failures at the plate that night, the Blue Jays had carried a 2–1 lead to within one out—one strike even—of the title. But Tom Henke, the Jays’ bullpen closer, who had held every lead handed to him since July 24, couldn’t hold this lead, and now it was the top of the eleventh inning, the score was tied, and two men were out. Devon White, Toronto’s center fielder, stood on second base and Roberto Alomar, the All-Star second baseman, stood on first. Joe Carter had just popped to center field, leaving the two runners frozen. And so Dave Winfield stepped into the batter’s box and waited for Charles Leibrandt to pitch to him.

•

Charles Louis Leibrandt, Jr., had World Series memories of his own. In 1985, as a member of the Kansas City Royals, he had pitched superbly as a starter in Games Two and Six and although he hadn’t been the winning pitcher in either game, the Royals had come back to win Game Six and then become world champions the next night.

More vivid, though, both to Leibrandt and everyone in the ballpark, was 1991—another Game Six, another eleventh inning. With the Braves leading the World Series 3–2, Leibrandt, a starter all season, had come in to pitch to the Minnesota Twins in the eleventh. He faced one batter, Kirby Puckett, who hit Leibrandt’s fourth pitch into the bleachers to win the game. Twenty-four hours later, the Twins won Game Seven 1–0 in ten innings. Puckett and Jack Morris, who pitched ten shutout innings that night, were the heroes. Leibrandt and Lonnie Smith, whose baserunning blunder cost the Braves what would have been the winning run, were the goats.

Leibrandt, as personable and patient as anyone who plays baseball, just couldn’t deal with questions after the pitch to Puckett. “Not tonight, fellas,” he announced softly to the media hordes who approached his locker.

“I probably should have talked about it then,” he said many months later. “It might have been cathartic, but I just couldn’t face up to it that night. As it was, it seemed like every day of spring training someone showed up and wanted to ask me about Kirby. I couldn’t seem to escape it. Then, when the season started, I couldn’t get anybody out and I began to second-guess myself. I started thinking, ‘Is this still bothering me? Am I haunted by it?’ It was only when I started to get people out that I put it behind me.”

Now Leibrandt was faced with it again. The situation was different: The Braves were behind 3–2 in the Series and were playing at home. Leibrandt came into the game in the tenth and retired the Blue Jays. In the eleventh, with one out, he hit White with a pitch. Then Alomar singled.

That brought up Carter and, behind him, Winfield, both right-handed power hitters. Logic dictated that Atlanta manager Bobby Cox hobble to the mound on his surgical knees and wave in a right-hander to face them. But Cox wasn’t moving from the dugout. Down the right-field line, in the Braves’ bullpen, Jeff Reardon had been warming up. As Carter stepped to the plate, though, Reardon stood with his arms folded, knowing, just as everyone else did, that there wasn’t a chance in hell Cox was going to bring him in.

Reardon has saved more baseball games than any relief pitcher in history. But, at thirty-seven, the days when he would stalk to the mound and blow hitters away were a fading memory. He was with the Braves only because they had been unable to swing a late-August deal for John Franco of the New York Mets. Desperate to strengthen a bullpen that had been their one weakness all season, the Braves acquired Reardon hours before the trading deadline on August 31, not because they were convinced he was the answer, but because he was the best they could find—a question mark with experience.

Reardon pitched well in September and in the National League Championship Series. But a high fastball to backup catcher Ed Sprague in the ninth inning of Game Two had turned a 4–3 Braves lead into a 5–4 Blue Jays victory. Two nights later, brought into a gametied, bases-loaded, one-out situation in the bottom of the ninth, Reardon had let an 0–2 breaking pitch wander too close to the plate and Candy Maldonado had smacked it to deep center field to end that game, too.

That was the Reardon Cox saw from the dugout as Carter dug in, not the Reardon who had saved 357 games in his major league career. That Reardon would most surely have trotted in from the bullpen to face Carter and Winfield. Instead, like everyone else, he watched. And waited.

•

Leibrandt had not pitched since Game Six of the Braves’ remarkable National League Championship Series against the Pittsburgh Pirates. He had hoped that Cox would go back to a four-man rotation for the World Series and name him the starter for Game Four, but after Tom Glavine pitched superbly in the opening game, Cox decided to stick with his three-man rotation of Glavine, John Smoltz, and Steve Avery.

Leibrandt understood Cox’s thinking, but it was tough for him to take. Glavine, Smoltz, and Avery were three of the game’s brightest young pitching stars. Leibrandt had turned thirty-six on the final day of the regular season and was a classic example of someone who made himself into a solid major league pitcher through hard work, brains, and guts.

Nine years earlier, when he had been traded by the Cincinnati Reds to the Royals for another left-handed pitcher named Bob Tufts, it had been a deal that swapped—in Leibrandt’s words—“two journeyman left-handers going nowhere.”

Actually, Tufts did go somewhere, to law school, shortly after the trade. Leibrandt, with a career record of 16–17, spent the rest of 1983 in the minor leagues. By then, he had realized that his career wasn’t going anywhere with an eighty-five-mile-an-hour fastball and an eminently hittable curveball. A year earlier, he had learned a new pitch, a change-up, from the Reds’ Mario Soto, who threw one of the best change-ups in baseball. It took Leibrandt a while to get comfortable with the grip and the idea of counting on location and changing speeds rather than power, but by 1984 he had it figured out.

He was called up to the Royals in May and got his first start against the Twins in the Metrodome. He pitched well but was still insecure about his place on the roster. The next night, as he shagged balls during batting practice, Leibrandt looked up and saw the late Dick Howser, then the Kansas City manager, approaching him.

“I thought, ‘Uh-oh, I’m going back down,’ ” he said, smiling at the memory. “Instead, Dick walks up and says, ‘When we get back to Kansas City, find yourself an apartment. You’re in the rotation.’ ”

Leibrandt justified Howser’s faith in him by going 11–7 that year and was 17–9 the next year, finishing fifth in the Cy Young Award voting. “I think I amazed everyone,” he said. “I know I amazed myself.”

He had been traded to the Braves after the 1989 season and missed part of the 1990 season with a rotator-cuff problem in his shoulder. But he had come back from the injury to win fifteen games in 1991 and another fifteen in 1992. That made him the second-winningest pitcher on the club—behind Glavine—for those two seasons, but it was clear he was the fourth man in a four-man rotation. There was no doubt that if the Braves decided to use only three starters, Leibrandt would be the odd man out. Once, Leibrandt had dreamed only of lasting four years in the majors so he could qualify for a pension. Now, after eleven years and 131 victories, his competitive juices wouldn’t let him settle—at least, not happily—for being nothing more than a spectator during postseason.

During the final week of the regular season, even as he was pitching his best baseball of the year, Leibrandt had wondered about his status for the playoffs. He had thrown back-to-back shutouts; one of them to clinch the Western Division title for the Braves. That was a euphoric evening for him, one that helped purge any demons left over from ’91.

“I was amazed at the number of people who told me how happy they were that I had been the one to pitch the clincher,” he said. “I guess what had happened to me last year was still on a lot of people’s minds.”

That wasn’t what was on the mind of Cox or pitching coach Leo Mazzone when they called Leibrandt in on the last day of the regular season—his birthday.

“I could tell by the look on their faces that it wasn’t good news for me,” Leibrandt said. “They both said it was a tough decision and they weren’t even sure it was right. It wasn’t easy for me to swallow, but I did. My attitude was, ‘Whatever will help the club win.’ ”

Leibrandt believed, in his heart of hearts, that the club’s chances of winning would be enhanced by sticking with the four-man rotation that had worked so well for two years. But the decision wasn’t his, so he sat in the bullpen and waited his turn—a turn he almost hoped wouldn’t come. “If the guys do well, I don’t get in,” he said. “I want them to do well.”

They had, for much of the Series, but when Game Six pushed into extra innings, Cox had used up most of his bullpen. The only pitchers left other than Leibrandt and Reardon were Marvin Freeman, who’d been little more than the club’s mop-up man, and David Nied, a rookie who had spent only one month of the season in the majors.

As Leibrandt jogged in, one could hear the murmur running through the crowd. The Blue Jays’ lineup was loaded with right-handed hitters who could hit the ball out of any park, and Leibrandt, who doesn’t blow away people at his sharpest, was coming in to pitch for the first time in twelve days.

He survived the tenth and, when he got Carter for the second out of the eleventh, it appeared possible he might get out of the inning. He pitched carefully to Winfield, not wanting to give him anything good to hit, hoping he could make him swing at a bad pitch for the third out. On 2–2, he came inside with a breaking pitch. Winfield took a step forward as if to swing, then held back. Umpire John Shulock shook his head.

Ball three. The count was 3–2. Leibrandt stepped off the rubber for a moment, while Winfield stepped out of the box and took a deep breath. Winfield was looking for a change-up, which was exactly what Leibrandt intended to throw. But he had no intention of throwing it over the plate.

“I would rather have walked him and taken my chances with Candy [Maldonado],” he said. “I wanted him to swing at a bad pitch or take ball four.”

Leibrandt stepped back onto the rubber and looked to catcher Damon Berryhill for the sign. Winfield cocked the bat.

Once again, everyone waited.

•

In his seat behind home plate, Pat Gillick watched impassively as Winfield dueled with Leibrandt. A few minutes earlier, when Henke had come within one strike of ending the game, Gillick had let himself think for a split second that his sixteen-year quest to make the Blue Jays world champions was finally over.

Now he tried not to think of anything. His wife, Doris, who had grown up in Germany with no knowledge of baseball, squirmed in the seat next to him. “She gets much more nervous than I do,” Gillick said. “I’m usually pretty good. During the play-offs, I sleep, she tosses and turns.”

At fifty-five, Gillick rarely betrays emotion. He has been in baseball all his adult life: five years as a minor league pitcher, ten years with the Houston Astros front office, then three with the New York Yankees before being offered, in July 1976, the chance to put together the expansion Blue Jays.

Leaving the Yankees, as it turned out, wasn’t that easy. The day after Gillick informed then-general manager Gabe Paul that he was planning to work for Toronto, Paul came to him with some bad news: George Steinbrenner wasn’t willing to release him from his contract. “It was kind of silly,” Gillick said. “I only had three months left anyway. But George is a funny guy. He doesn’t like anyone telling him that they’re walking away. He likes to be the one who says, ‘You’re done.’ I guess he wasn’t quite done with me.”

Blue Jays president Peter Bavasi, Gillick, and Paul spent a couple of weeks trying to get Steinbrenner to change his mind. He wouldn’t budge. Finally, exasperated, Gillick told Paul, “Tell George if he doesn’t let me go, I’ll tell The New York Times what’s going on.”

The ploy worked. Paul called Gillick the next morning to tell him that Steinbrenner was releasing him—as long as Gillick agreed to send a telegram promising not to tamper with any Yankee personnel in his new capacity. Fine, Gillick said, and sent the telegram.

Paul called again the next day to say, “George says this isn’t good enough. He wants more details.”

Gillick sighed. “Look, Gabe, you dictate it and I’ll send it.” Paul dictated, Gillick sent it, but Paul was back on the phone the next day. “Still not good enough,” he said. “We have to try again.”

Gillick hit the wall. “Okay, Gabe,” he said. “I’ll send him one more telegram. Here’s what it’ll say: ‘George: Go fuck yourself. Pat.’ ”

Paul got the message. “I’ll take care of it,” he told Gillick. “You go to Toronto.”

And Gillick did exactly that, using the Dodgers, who had moved to Los Angeles just as Gillick was graduating from the University of Southern California, as a model for building his team. The Blue Jays have the most extensive and experienced scouting system in baseball as well as the deepest farm system. They have always emphasized developing young pitchers. And, when they began to be a competitive team in 1983, their owners were willing to spend money on the free-agent market to fill any holes that remained.

It was during that 1983 season that one of the more extraordinary flukes in baseball history began the process that would eventually lead to Winfield’s presence in Atlanta. On the night of August 4, the Yankees were playing the Jays in Exhibition Stadium, the crumbling edifice that was the Blue Jays’ home park until the space-age SkyDome opened in 1989. The ballpark was visited often by sea gulls, who glided in from adjacent Lake Ontario and made themselves at home. On this particular evening, Winfield, warming up in the outfield, conked one of the gulls with a baseball. The ball wasn’t thrown hard, in fact it was just tossed, but it hit the gull in just the right (or wrong) place and the bird fell to the ground, dead.

Animal-protection laws in Canada are stricter than in the United States. A couple of animal protectionists who’d witnessed the incident from the stands were outraged and went to file charges with the authorities. By the time the game was over, Gillick found himself confronted by local police with a warrant for Winfield’s arrest.

“It was about as weird and awful a situation as you could ever find yourself in,” Gillick said, able to laugh now at the memory. “I had to go into the Yankee clubhouse and tell Billy Martin, who was the manager, that Winfield couldn’t go to the airport with the team because of what had happened. You can imagine how happy he was about that. Then I had to tell Dave.”

Much to Gillick’s relief, Winfield stayed calm throughout the rest of the night. Gillick volunteered to go with him to the police station, did everything he could to expedite the process, and then drove Winfield to the airport in Hamilton—about forty minutes away—where the rest of the Yankees were waiting.

“I was really impressed with Dave through the whole ordeal,” Gillick said. “A lot of people would have gone off, but he just dealt with it and got it over with. I actually enjoyed talking to him—we were together for several hours—so that winter, I invited him to come up here for a banquet. He came and we sort of fell into a friendship.”

Gillick and Winfield kept in touch, and when Winfield was let go by the California Angels at the end of the 1991 season, Gillick remembered that night in 1983. He remembered Winfield’s calmness in a tough situation and his maturity. And so, when a lot of people thought Winfield was finished as an impact player, Gillick signed him for $2.3 million. The contract raised a few eyebrows but, coming just twenty-four hours after the Jack Morris signing, it was treated in Toronto as little more than an addendum to the big news of the week.

Winfield justified Gillick’s faith in him by becoming the oldest man in baseball history to drive in 100 runs during the regular season (he wound up with 108). Perhaps more importantly, he and Morris were the leaders in the clubhouse from the very first day of spring training. Occasionally, manager Cito Gaston liked to play Winfield in the outfield, but most of the time he used him as the designated hitter. “He can still play the field,” Gaston said. “But I like him on the bench. We’ve got a lot of quiet guys on this team, including me. I like Dave on the bench because he makes noise.”

•

There was no dearth of noise now, as Winfield waited for Leibrandt’s 3–2 pitch. The stadium was on its collective feet, urging Leibrandt to get Winfield one more time.

Leibrandt’s change-up darted toward the outside corner. But it wasn’t as far outside as he wanted it. At six feet six, Winfield has as long a reach as anyone in baseball. He extended his arms, turned on the ball, and slammed a hard ground ball down the third-base line.

If there hadn’t been a man on second, third baseman Terry Pendleton would have been guarding the line with two out. But with the potential season-ending run on second in the person of White, he had to play toward the bigger hole, the one between third and shortstop. So his lunge was too late. The ball skittered past third into foul territory, bounced off the bullpen mound, and caromed wildly off the lower-box railing. By the time left fielder Ron Gant could corral it, White and Alomar were across the plate and Winfield stood on second.

His moment had finally come. The Blue Jays led 4–2. On the mound, Leibrandt’s shoulders sagged. Berryhill would defend him later, saying, “It wasn’t a bad pitch.”

Leibrandt’s response to that was succinct: “It wasn’t good enough.”

In the stands, surrounded suddenly by silence, the Blue Jay contingent celebrated. Advance scout Don Wehle turned around and saw tears running down Tonya Winfield’s face. Gillick was the calmest of the group, remembering the ninth. “I still didn’t feel like we had it won,” he said. “Three outs can be a lot to get.”

His fears almost proved justified. The Braves actually got the tying run to third base in the bottom of the inning before Mike Timlin, who had spent part of the season in the minor leagues, came in to face Otis Nixon—the same Otis Nixon who had already tied the game once with his ninth-inning single. Nixon tried a surprise drag bunt, but Timlin, fighting off nerves, fielded the ball cleanly and got the ball to first baseman Joe Carter a step before Nixon arrived.

The Blue Jays had won. Their wait was over. So was Winfield’s. The joy in their clubhouse was overwhelming. If you walked into the room, someone was going to hug you before you got out whether you were a member of the team or not.

Down the hall, in the Braves’ clubhouse, Leibrandt stood in front of his locker and faced up to every question. Around him, his teammates dressed in virtual silence. Stan Kasten, the team president, having circled the room to quietly thank each of his players, made his way down to the Toronto clubhouse. There, he fought his way through the throngs to find his counterpart, Paul Beeston, and offer him congratulations.

Kasten is a man who does not take losing terribly well. Unlike Gillick, he cannot sit still during a ball game. During the eighth inning of the seventh game of the National League Championship Series, Kasten paced back and forth in the back of the press box, reading a New York Times review of the new collected letters of James Joyce. The only reason he was watching in the bottom of the ninth when the Braves staged their miraculous rally was that he had given up.

“By then there was nothing to be nervous about,” he said. “We had lost.”

They didn’t lose that night, but now they had. “How bad can I feel?” Kasten said as he walked back into the Braves’ clubhouse. “In two years we’ve been part of the greatest World Series ever and the greatest comeback in play-off history. That’s really not too bad when you think about it.”

He stopped and looked around at the almost empty room. “The only hard part is that now we have to start back on square one. We have to wait all winter and then go back to spring training and try to do all this over again so we can have another chance.”

For the Blue Jays, the winter would feel about fifteen minutes long. For the Braves, and for everyone else in the game, the wait would no doubt seem interminable.

It always does.
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“IN CHICAGO IT’S
TWENTY-TWO
DEGREES—
AND SNOWING”

Shortly after ten o’clock in the morning, on an early-breathtakingly clear and gorgeous March day, Al Harazin, the general manager of the New York Mets, sat in his team’s dugout in Port St. Lucie, Florida, a huge smile of contentment on his face.

“When they write all about the romance and poetry that goes with spring training,” he said, sweeping his hand to indicate the scene in front of him, “I think this is what they had in mind.”

Everywhere Harazin looked, he could see baseball players going through their morning drills. A few yards to his right, Jeff Torborg, the manager Harazin had hired in the first major act of his tenure, sat surrounded by reporters, telling the world how happy he was with the way the Mets were accepting his managing philosophy. Every time a player’s name came up, Torborg smiled and talked about how pleased he was with the attitude and approach the guy had brought to camp.

In March, even Vince Coleman has a good attitude.

There is no doubting the idealized notions that are attached to spring training. It begins in late winter, when most of the country is shivering or digging out from underneath snowstorms. Suddenly, the eleven o’clock news is rife with taped reports from the camps, complete with pictures of palm trees and ballplayers doing stretching exercises under a warm sun. If the Boys of Summer are in Florida or Arizona, then spring can’t be that far away. It is no coincidence that in recent years, when several clubs have started sending out satellite feeds from their daily workouts, television stations have snapped them up.

“If we miss a day for some reason, we get phone calls from all over,” said Rick Vaughn, the Baltimore Orioles’ public relations director. “People want their fix.”

The people watching up north are no different from those participating down south. Baseball is the only sport where the players actually look forward to training camp. In other sports, camp is a grind; veterans often hold out just to avoid the workouts. In baseball, the workouts aren’t very taxing; before the exhibition games begin, most teams finish their work by early afternoon, leaving plenty of time for golf or fishing.

“There just isn’t very much pressure down here,” Joe Tone, the manager of the St. Louis Cardinals, said one morning as he watched his catchers go through a pop-up drill. “Sure, there are a few guys fighting for jobs, but most people know their roles when they get here. And now, with off-season conditioning, everyone comes to camp in shape. There aren’t too many guys who show up needing to lose thirty or forty pounds anymore.”

As a player, Torre often held out early in spring training, but it wasn’t because he was afraid of the work. “I never liked taking batting practice in the morning,” he said. “I remember Stan Musial telling me how hard it is to see early in the day, and he was right. You get in there against some kid throwing ninety inside to try to prove he can get Joe Tone out and you can’t even see the damn ball. I didn’t need that.”

Nowadays, with all the funky sunglasses that players wear, that isn’t a problem. And with all the rules regarding contracts, very few players show up at camp late. In fact, most arrive early. “Let’s face it,” said Greg Olson, the Atlanta Braves catcher, “this is The Life.”

The Life has changed quite a bit over the years. Once, spring training was the time when fans could mingle with the players, casually chat with them while getting autographs. The little ballparks were throwbacks, tiny and creaky, but usually full of corners where fans and players could find a spot to relax and get some sun.

Most of those parks are gone, and so is the laid-back ambience. The shiny new facilities that have sprung up in recent years, built with public funds to lure teams to a particular community, are set up specifically to keep the fans at a distance from the players. The Mets’ facility, which is considered the prototype for a modern spring camp, has a fenced-in players’ parking lot that leads directly to the clubhouse. At no time can a fan approach a player; the fence ensures that.

Autographs have become such big business that some players won’t sign except at card shows, where they are paid to appear. Players who do enjoy stopping to sign are frequently put off by the knowledge that even the kids they sign for may be using their signature to make a buck for themselves.

“When a ten-year-old hands you five cards and asks you to sign with a special pen, there isn’t much doubt what he’s up to,” Tom Glavine, the Braves’ 1991 Cy Young Award winner, said as he stood by the dugout signing one day. “Sometimes you look up and you see a guy with a card portfolio sending some little kid to get you to sign. It’s discouraging.”

It is also, to some degree, a no-win situation for players. If they sign for 100 people, person number 101 is bound to be upset. Olson, who may spend more time signing autographs and talking to fans than any player alive, learned firsthand how easy it is to become a bad guy one afternoon when a workout ran long and he came racing out of the clubhouse, late for a charity golf tournament.

“I stopped and said to all the people, ‘Look, I’m really sorry—I can’t sign today because I’m way late, but if you’re here tomorrow, I promise I’ll sign for everyone then.’ I felt bad, but everyone seemed to understand.”

Almost everyone. As Olson unlocked his car, a man approached with his son. “Greg, you can sign just one for my son, can’t you?”

Olson looked up and saw a number of other hopefuls who had followed him into the parking lot. “Sir, I really can’t,” he said. “If I sign for you, I’d have to sign for all those other people.”

“Come on,” the man persisted. “Just one.”

“Sorry,” Olson said. “Tomorrow, I promise.”

He opened his car door and got in. The last thing he heard before he shut the door was, “What an asshole! Can you believe these guys! One autograph and this asshole can’t sign.”

Olson was actually shaken by the incident. “I’m not an asshole,” he said a couple of days later. “I know there are a lot of guys who are, who won’t sign—ever. To get ripped like that, it hurt.”

Incidents like that one are still the exception, even in the newly pressurized world of spring training. There are still places—like Dodg-ertown in Vero Beach—where the players mingle with the fans as they work their way across the little bridge (on Vin Scully Way) that leads from their clubhouse to Holman Stadium. Fans can still gather right outside the clubhouse door at Tigertown in Lakeland and in the parking lot (as Olson can attest) at West Palm Beach, where the Braves and Expos train.

Spring training has become big business, but it is still worlds away from the atmosphere of the regular season. Everyone is happy to be where the weather is warm; friendships are renewed; the workday begins and ends early—of the 383 exhibition games played in Florida and Arizona in 1992, only 36 were night games—and everything feels fresh and alive.

What is most important, though, is the won-lost record: Everyone is undefeated and believes they have a chance. That has always been part of the charm of spring training and it became even more true after both the Minnesota Twins and the Atlanta Braves went from last place in 1990 to the World Series a year later.

The cliché about hope springing eternal is accurate. Especially in an atmosphere where, after the lineups have been introduced, the public address announcer gives the game-time weather report: “The temperature here is seventy-four degrees,” he will say. “In Chicago it’s twenty-two degrees—and snowing.”

•

On the morning of March 5, Jim Leyland drove his car through the parking-lot gate at Ed Smith Stadium, waved at the guard, and pulled into a spot a few yards away from the right-field fence.

Since most spring ballparks have tiny visiting clubhouses, Ley-land had put on his gray uniform with Pittsburgh in script across the chest before making the twenty-minute trip from the Pirates’ camp in Bradenton to the almost-new White Sox facility in Sarasota. This was the first of 199 games Leyland would manage in 1992, and it meant nothing. Yet, as he and his coaches walked through the fence in right field and down the first-base line toward the third-base dugout, Ley-land still felt chills running down his spine.

“I’m forty-seven years old and I’ve been in this game all my life, been a major league manager seven years, and I still get a big kick out of the whole deal,” he said, smiling under his mustache. “I never played above Double-A, never even got close to the big leagues. How can it not be a thrill to walk into a ballpark in September knowing there’s fifty thousand people gonna be in the place and I’m the manager of one of the teams playing?

“I mean, how great is that? I like to think I know a little more about the game than most people, with all due respect, but the bottom line is, in the end, I’m just a fan with a lineup card.”

With all due respect—a favorite Leyland phrase—he is far more than a fan with a lineup card. Ask any manager to list the three best managers in the game today and Leyland will make every list; ask them to go one step further and pick one name and Leyland will be that name on an awful lot of ballots.

Like many people who are good at something, Leyland is uncomfortable with the praise that has been heaped on him. During the winter of ’92, with rumors flying that the expansion Florida Marlins were about to offer him a blank check to be their first manager, he surprised most of baseball by signing a five-year extension with the Pirates.

Even though the club had won back-to-back Eastern Division titles, it was slowly being broken up by the game’s economy. During that winter, star right fielder Bobby Bonilla defected to New York for $29 million. Barry Bonds would surely be gone after the 1992 season, and, as spring training began, Leyland’s two best pitchers, Doug Drabek and John Smiley, were also only a year from free agency. Additionally, Leyland had been told by top management that before spring training was over, the team would have to jettison “a salary”—in other words, a key player making big money.

And yet Leyland had signed on for five more years. “I’ve always said, ‘Don’t fix what ain’t broke,’ ” he said in explanation. “I’ve had six great years with this club. They’ve given me good players to work with, and I like the town. I like my players. If you look around, how many teams are there that aren’t in our situation financially? Six? Seven? Almost no one can go out and buy any player they want.

“What’s more, the money I was offered by the Pirates was more than I’ll ever need. Hell, I’ve been poor and didn’t mind it. Now I’ve got enough money to know that no matter what happens, my wife and my son will be taken care of for life. I walked out of the stadium the day I signed that contract, got in my car, and burst out laughing. I just couldn’t believe anybody would pay me that kind of money to manage a baseball team. I’d do the job for nothing and they’re paying me like a king. Unbelievable.”

Leyland’s first job of the exhibition season was to patiently pose for pictures with new White Sox manager Gene Lamont, who had been his third-base coach for the last six years. Both men smiled for the cameras over and over again. And why not? The weather was perfect and the first game that either man had to worry about was still more than a month away.

Trouble was a lot closer than that, however, Lamont, the rookie manager, already suspected as much. Leyland, the veteran, had no clue.

•

Lamont, a Christmas baby born in 1946, had walked into the exact opposite situation of what Leyland had faced in Pittsburgh in 1986. Leyland took over a team that had lost 100 games the previous year and traded most of its experienced players. He would lose 98 games that first season but knew he would be given time to improve.

The team Lamont took over had finished second for two straight years, winning 94 games in 1990 and 87 in ’91. There were some in Chicago who had been stunned by the willingness of the White Sox to let Jeff Torborg leave for the Mets. Lamont was about to stun them even more by being as different from Torborg as anyone could be.

Torborg is the kind of person you expect to find on those positive-thinking commercials that show up on late-night TV. If one of his players goes 0-for-5, Torborg will insist that he saw a couple of good cuts in that last at-bat. If his team loses six straight, Torborg will shake his head and say, “How can you criticize them when they’re fighting their guts out?” He constantly preaches the concept of family to his players; during his tenure with the White Sox, the clubhouse was often overrun with children and relatives. Torborg married his high school sweetheart and has a clause in his contract that guarantees his wife a seat on the team charter at all times.

One of Lamont’s first moves when he became the White Sox manager was to ban all children from the clubhouse before games. He announced that there would be no team captain, because “I’m this team’s captain.” He got off to a very bad start with his most famous player, Carlton Fisk, when he told him during their initial phone conversation that he would have to earn the catching job in spring training.

Like Leyland, Lamont answers questions directly. If a player goes 0-for-5 that usually means he had a rotten day. If his team drops six in a row, Lamont will tell you it is probably because it is playing lousy baseball. He is as quiet as Torborg is gregarious. He is the kind of man who grows on people: The more they know him, the more people respect him. But two weeks into spring training, Lamont and his new players were still feeling one another out.

As he posed with Leyland, Lamont already had two major crises to deal with—one short term, the other long.

The short-term crisis was named Vincent Edward Jackson, better known to the world as Bo, as in “Bo knows” … baseball, football, sneakers, and, most of all, money. At twenty-nine, Jackson was a corporate phenomenon, having marketed his ability to play both professional baseball and football into the most popular and best-known sneaker commercials of all time. At his tender age, he’d even had a best-selling autobiography. In surveys in which high school students were asked to list their sports heroes, Jackson was consistently the highest-ranked baseball player, finishing ahead of perennial hero Nolan Ryan.

Fay Vincent, then commissioner of baseball, saw this as a bad sign for his sport: “Bo is not a hero because he plays baseball,” he said. “He’s a hero because he makes commercials about playing two sports. We don’t have a single baseball player ranked among the top ten. That’s a problem for the game.”

It was not, however, a problem for Jackson. What was a problem was the hip injury he had suffered fourteen months earlier while being tackled in a football play-off game. That play had ended his football career and, most doctors thought, would surely end his baseball career too. The Kansas City Royals were so certain he was through that they released him before spring training was over in 1991.

The White Sox decided to take a chance and signed him to a free-agent contract. If nothing else, signing with the team allowed Jackson to make another classic commercial in which he appeared in his new white socks and was identified as “Shoeless Bo.” That turned out to be his major contribution to the team that season, although he did manage to defy the doctors by making it back to the majors in September. He played in twenty-three games as a designated hitter and even hit three home runs.

But he was running with a limp and, over the winter, the hip deteriorated even more. The White Sox had to decide by March 15 whether to pick up his contract for 1992. The early word was that Jackson had no chance to play, even as a DH.

The word proved to be accurate from the very first time Jackson came to bat in the spring-training opener. As always, he received a bigger ovation than anyone, and as he settled into the batter’s box, the buzz of chatter and small talk that usually pervades a park during exhibition games disappeared. Everyone was paying attention.

The count ran to 1–2 before Pirate left-hander John Smiley got a fastball up. Jackson, as strong as ever, crushed the ball on a line directly over Andy Van Slyke’s head in center field. Even playing deep, Van Slyke had no chance to get back to the fence before the ball slammed into it. For a moment, the crowd roared in appreciation. But the roar turned quickly into a collective gasp as Jackson began to run. His limp was so pronounced it was painful to watch. Once, he would have easily turned the hit into a triple. Now he limped painfully into second, looking like a thoroughbred that has broken down in the stretch. Clearly this man could not play baseball. The legs that had made him rich and famous simply couldn’t carry the burden of the torn-up hip.

Jackson came up twice more, walking in the third—the limp looked even worse when he wasn’t running—and then singling in the fourth. He came out at that juncture to a warm round of applause, the kind you give to someone you feel sorry for. The last thing Bo Jackson wanted was sympathy.

He walked very slowly to the White Sox clubhouse with the media in hot pursuit. During spring training, clubhouses are open during games so that reporters can go in and talk to starters, since, unlike during the regular season, starters often leave the park before the game is over. As soon as Jackson emerged from the training room, he was surrounded by cameras and notebooks.

Jackson always speaks slowly because he stutters if he tries to talk too fast. Now, though, each word sounded pained as he spoke. There were tears in his eyes. For a split second, it appeared that he might announce his retirement.

“I’m very disappointed in myself right now,” he said softly. “I’m not giving the White Sox their money’s worth and if I decide I can’t do better, I won’t play anymore. I’m not ready to turn my back on baseball, though. The pain isn’t excruciating, but it is very uncomfortable to run right now.”

Then, when someone asked Jackson if he was thinking of retiring, he looked up defiantly. The mention of the word seemed to anger him. “Retire? That’s a joke. If you had this injury, you’d be on crutches right now. If the sun comes up tomorrow, I’ll play.”

The sun came up the next day and Jackson did play. And the day after that. But four days after the exhibition season began, Jackson had to stop. There was too much pain. Ultimately, he would need hip-replacement surgery. He vowed to come back in 1993. In the meantime, the White Sox were without someone they had hoped could take them that extra step from second place to first.

“To see Bo now makes me want to cry,” said Frank Thomas, the prodigious young first baseman who had followed Jackson to Auburn as both a football and a baseball player. “I’ve never seen an athlete like him—never. He used to hit routine ground balls and beat them out. Now he can barely make it to first at all. It hurts him just to walk. It hurts to watch him try to walk.”

All of Jackson’s teammates felt for him because they respected him. But his departure did remove one large question mark from the team. Now there were no more Bo questions.

There were, however, plenty of others.
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THE ICONS

The stickiest question facing Gene Lamont as spring training moved along was Carlton Fisk. The question was simple: How do you handle a forty-four-year-old future Hall of Famer who holds just about every catching record in existence but isn’t very happy with his team or his situation?

The question, as it turned out, would not be answered until late July. In the meantime, Fisk and his manager, who were only a year and a day apart in age, continued to be miles apart as people. Like Torborg, Lamont was an ex-catcher. Unlike Torborg, Lamont didn’t think Fisk was necessarily entitled to special treatment because of his age or his status as a superstar.

Fisk was angry when the White Sox refused to exercise their option to renew his contract for $2.8 million and instead forced him to sign a new deal worth closer to $1 million.

“It’s not the idea that I’m going to go hungry at this salary,” he said, sitting in an empty clubhouse on a rainy March morning while the rest of the team was taking batting practice. Fisk was indoors because he had been ordered not to play or even work out for at least four days because of tendinitis in his right foot.

“What upset me was that they acted as if I hadn’t done anything to deserve the money. Look at my numbers last year. Forget how old I am. I was third on this team in every statistical category. I made the All-Star team.

“Right after Gene got the job he called me and started talking about how he likes to start from square one in camp but I am getting along in age and let’s see what kind of shape I’m in. He sounded like a tape recording of [owner] Jerry Reinsdorf and [general manager] Ron Schueler. Then he says something stupid like ‘You know Kark wants to be the number one catcher.’

“Well, no shit. Of course he does. So did Joel Skinner, so did Ron Hassey. Hell, once they tried to make me a goddamn left fielder.” The look on his face was fierce. “I’ve played a long time. I deserve better than that. I’ve come to camp in shape for twenty-six straight years. Did he think that was going to change? What they did and what they said was disappointing. I was hurt. I deserved better.”

What Fisk deserved was the same kind of treatment Nolan Ryan was accorded with the Texas Rangers. Fisk and Ryan are baseball’s two active icons, guaranteed first-ballot Hall of Famers because of the numbers they have put together as well as role models for anyone who puts on a baseball uniform.

Both were physical wonders. At forty-five, Ryan still threw a baseball as hard as anyone. Fisk, a year younger, continued to play the most grueling position in the game and, as he pointed out, had played extremely well in 1991—hitting eighteen home runs and
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