
[image: image]



Praise for Touching All the Bases

“If you believe you already know Dave Winfield’s story, this memoir will challenge you. It is one of the most compelling leadership narratives I’ve encountered from the world of sports—a story of courage, discipline, faith, and vision. Dave takes us into the spaces where decisions were made and barriers were broken, and he shares lessons that apply far beyond athletics.”

—Robert Smith, Chairman, Vista Equity Partners Venture Capital Firm

“As great a ballplayer and athlete as Dave was, he is an even better man. In Touching All the Bases, Dave shares his inspirational story. Dave’s journey gives us a glimpse of all that went into making him the player and person we have come to respect and admire so much. Dave is a Hall of Famer in every way, and I am proud to call him my friend.”

—Cal Ripken, Jr., National Baseball Hall of Fame Shortstop; World Series Champion; AL MVP; and CEO, Ripken Baseball

“In the business world we define greatness by sustained excellence and the ability to thrive under pressure. For Dave Winfield, talent, strategy, and execution is what earned him a place in the Baseball Hall of Fame. His story is a master class in professional resilience and life. Dave has navigated high-stakes volatility without ever compromising his character. He’s truly touched every base in sports, business, and philanthropy, and has lived his life with integrity.”

—Ken Chenault, former CEO and Chairman, American Express, and Chairman, General Catalyst

“Dave Winfield is one of the coolest people I know. He’s one of the greatest athletes in American history, a legendary ballplayer, a devoted family man, and someone who strives to make the world a better place. Now, finally, he tells his story—the whole story—and it will surprise you, entertain you, and, more than anything, inspire you.”

—Joe Posnanski, and New York Times Bestselling Author, and 5x National Sportswriter of the Year

“In his memoir, Dave Winfield absolutely touches all the bases with his life story both on and off the field. He shares the mindset and actions it takes to become a Hall of Fame Athlete.”

—Harvey Mackay, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Swim with the Sharks Without Being Eaten Alive, and Businessman

“Dave Winfield has been an outstanding leader for players’ rights, for youth, and for his community. He raised a family and became a baseball all-time great, and he set an example in philanthropy and business for generations of baseball players to come. The most amazing part of this story, though, is that he accomplished all this while battling with one of the most powerful owners in baseball history. Dave’s memoir is an insightful portrait of power, race, and resilience; a great story well worth your time to read.”

—Kenneth Beck, Cofounder and Chief Executive Officer, CEO Connection, and Chairman, Wharton Club of New York

“Dave Winfield represents leadership in its fullest form—as an athlete, philanthropist, family man, and friend. Drafted in three professional sports, he chose baseball and built a Hall of Fame career, but his true impact went far beyond the field. He led with strength, dignity, generosity, and loyalty. This is more than a sports story; it’s a story about character, responsibility, and using greatness to lift others.”

—Dave Stewart, former MLB All Star Pitcher, World Series Champion, AL MVP, and Baseball Executive

“I’ve awaited this book for 30 years. Now, it’s here. Dave Winfield is a foundational figure in baseball history. In terms of talent, he was like Jackie Robinson, Bo Jackson, and Deion Sanders: world-class in multiple sports. For baseball ability, he was the five-tool heir to Mays and Aaron, the precursor to Betts and Trout. In changing the salary scale for players, he laid the groundwork for Harper and Soto and Ohtani. For those of us who saw him play, he was unforgettable. We’ve heard so many of the stories about Winfield, Steinbrenner, and the Bronx Zoo, but now Dave has given us the missing pieces: the story as he lived it.”

—Howard Bryant, Author, Journalist, and Producer
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INTRODUCTION

The hour or so I spent in the clubhouse before a game was a time of intense concentration for me. Back then, there were no magic screens with every possible dataset on pitcher-batter matchups, so I had to rely on memory. What did the pitcher we were facing that day throw me the last time I saw him? What were his tendencies? What adjustments would I need to make to square up a pitch and drive it into the alley or over the wall?

But it’s not easy to visualize hitting a 97-mile-per-hour fastball when you’re thinking about the answers you just gave during a grilling by the team owner’s attorney.

In the early 1980s, I sued George Steinbrenner for breaking his promise to donate money to my charitable foundation. Knowing he didn’t have a leg to stand on, Steinbrenner had his lawyer try to wear me down with monotonous questions about the foundation’s inner workings. As a result, instead of fully focusing on preparing for games, I found myself distracted by my fight against the most powerful man in baseball. The same man who had pulled out all the stops to bring me to New York had now made it his mission to take me down.

At least George had the decency on the days I was being interrogated in Manhattan to arrange for a car service to whisk me from the Upper East Side to the Bronx in time for the ump to bark: “Play ball!”

So there I was, one warm July night in 1984, stepping to the plate in the first inning, not as clearheaded as I would’ve liked to be, but ready to take my aggression toward George out on a baseball. The guy on the mound for Texas threw heat. That much I knew. And his reputation for throwing up and in preceded him. But with the bases loaded, he had nowhere to put me. I didn’t feel like myself, but he didn’t need to know that. I strutted to the plate with a swagger that said: “You don’t want to mess with me.”

After taking a couple of pitches, I locked in and sat on a fastball, which came and promptly went over the center field wall at Yankee Stadium. As I stomped my foot on home plate and received congratulations from my teammates, I looked up at the owner’s box and saw what appeared to be George standing alongside his protégé, a young real estate mogul named Donald Trump. Take that, Steinbrenner, you MF! I thought.

•

This isn’t your typical baseball memoir. It’s about spies and lies far more than RBIs. By sharing my experiences on and off the field, I’m giving you a front-row seat to one of the most scandalous dramas in sports history. The untold stories of my epic feud with George Steinbrenner resonate now more than ever.

Reggie Jackson once said playing in New York “can be Disneyland or it can be hell.” For me, it was mostly the latter. The historic 10-year contract that I signed with the Yankees in 1980 ended up feeling more like a 10-year cold war. I came to the Bronx to help the Yankees win another World Series or two or three, never imagining I’d spend so much time sitting at mahogany tables in law offices giving depositions and chasing—or being chased by—two-bit hustlers straight out of a Scorsese movie. I can still see the cold steel of the two handguns I bought to protect myself.

I should have lived a charmed life in pinstripes. I played in baseball’s greatest cathedral in front of the game’s most passionate fan base. I lived in a city that never slept, with a once-in-a-lifetime chance to become a multi-hyphenate star in athletics, business, philanthropy, and media. But as much as I wanted to break new ground, I wasn’t willing to sell my soul or dignity to do it.

This book is also about forgiveness, healing, and coming to terms with the past.

I learned a lot about those things from Negro Leagues legend Buck O’Neil. I remember the day the Yankees were in Kansas City playing the Royals when I noticed an older man watching me take cuts during batting practice.

“Who’s that guy?” I asked Royals third baseman George Brett.

“That’s Buck O’Neil,” he replied. “Want me to introduce you?”

At the time, Major League Baseball hadn’t made any effort to honor players like Buck who had been barred from the majors. The league office hadn’t even established a formal way to celebrate Jackie Robinson’s legacy. I was woefully underinformed about Buck’s story and eager to learn more, especially because I’d missed my chance to meet the great Satchel Paige in Kansas City a few years earlier. Satchel and I had made plans for dinner, but before we returned to town later that season, he passed away.

A few minutes later, Buck and I were chatting in the visitors’ dugout like old friends. That was the start of a beautiful bond. His experiences inspired me. We were alike in some ways, different in others. One thing was for sure: I didn’t have Buck’s sense of serenity. Despite constant bouts with racism from childhood onward, he never grew bitter. “Don’t let anger boil up inside you,” he often said. “There’s too much anger out there already.”

As a player, Buck didn’t put up the numbers of Negro Leagues stars like Josh Gibson or Cool Papa Bell. His true gift to the game was as a historian of that era. No one held court like Buck, who was a co-founder of the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum in Kansas City. He had a lyrical way of speaking—sharp and precise at times, whispery at others. I loved listening to him, even though some of his stories from back in the day were painful to hear. I’ll never forget the one about his wife touching a hat at a department store, only to be told by an employee that she had to buy it because it had been touched by Black hands.

Even as he entered his 90s, Buck and I got together as often as possible to discuss baseball and life. In 2006, when I was working as an executive vice president for the San Diego Padres, I sat with Buck to discuss an initiative I was spearheading to increase Black participation in baseball. We talked about the recent election of the inaugural class of Negro Leaguers into the Baseball Hall of Fame, a vote that inexplicably resulted in Buck being snubbed. At some point, the conversation that day rolled around to my time with the Yankees. Buck wanted to hear about how great it must have been to play at Yankee Stadium. “It would’ve been a whole lot greater if I was a lefty,” I joked, referring to the stadium’s short right-field porch.

I didn’t get into the specifics of what I’d experienced in New York. It wouldn’t have felt right to complain about it to a man who had experienced far, far worse than me.

If Buck could forsake bitterness, why couldn’t I?

A few weeks after that meeting with Buck—which would turn out to be our last—I sat on a flight from LAX to Tampa en route to see George Steinbrenner. George’s health was deteriorating following a series of mini-strokes. My wife, Tonya, echoed Buck’s wisdom and encouraged me to go. “You should bury the hatchet with him before he’s gone,” she coaxed.

Bury the hatchet? You mean the one he used to do a hatchet job on me? I was skeptical after all the ups and downs—mostly downs—we’d been through. Still, I decided to make the trip, hoping it might help quiet some of the angry thoughts that had been pinballing around in my head for decades.

The pinball ricocheted especially hard during the six-hour flight to Tampa. As I started to nod off, I flashed back to a time 20 years earlier when George and I sat in his office, supposedly to discuss drug-testing policy. But he had come to the meeting with his own agenda. We had been at each other’s throats for a few years by then, and I guess George had reached his boiling point.

“There is only one captain in this organization, and it’s me!” he informed me.

We were in the workplace, but he was treating me like a disobedient child.

“I don’t like you, and I can make things very hard for you!” he continued.

Now I felt like a disobedient child being disowned by a father who had learned everything he knew about leadership from reading The Art of War and watching the movie Patton.

Twenty years later, I was searching for something—I’m not sure what. Reconciliation? Closure? Validation?

I could feel the weight of people’s stares when I arrived at 1 Steinbrenner Drive, home of the Yankees’ spring training facility in Tampa. The younger employees there were barely out of diapers when I got to New York, but they knew enough about me to understand that Steinbrenner and I had a stormy history.

In Tampa, I saw a man who was a shell of his former brusque and menacing self. George was frail and soft-spoken and clearly slip-sliding away into the hereafter. He asked me about my family. That was a first. In all our years of combat, small talk—especially about family—had been kept to a minimum, maybe because George had tried to meddle in my personal and family life during the peak of our conflict.

I guess George was feeling nostalgic, because he soon started reminiscing about the press conference at a New York steakhouse that announced my signing in 1980.

“We were wearing matching suits, remember?” he asked.

I sure did remember. For that moment in time, it looked like we were going to make quite a team.

Unlike so many of our previous encounters, the one in Tampa was pleasant enough. It started with a handshake and ended with a hug. The 90-minute conversation never got around to the darker chapters in our personal history—the parts about George getting kicked out of baseball for hiring a huckster to dig up dirt on me, or about that same huckster going to prison for his actions. Did the meeting give me a sense of reconciliation, closure, or validation? To some extent it did. But I’ll never reclaim those years of anguish.

I came to New York fully prepared to end my career there, to raise the bar for player salaries, take my place alongside all the other Yankee greats, and above all, to become a champion. Instead, I became a polarizing figure in the city and had to go elsewhere to win a championship and feel truly appreciated.

As much as I hoped it would, my time in New York didn’t offer the final word on who I was as a player or person. But those years in the Bronx helped define a critical era in both baseball and American society. I didn’t experience segregation, thankfully, but that didn’t mean that some of the vestiges of those dark years didn’t fester late into the twentieth century—and beyond. Americans like Buck O’Neil, Jack Johnson, Jackie Robinson, and Muhammad Ali belong in a class by themselves when it comes to awakening public consciousness. But my experience as a Black man who went to war with one of the most powerful owners in sports tells an essential story, not just about the triumphs and challenges of my own career, but about the dynamics of race and power in America then and now.

As I said, this isn’t just another baseball memoir.




Chapter 1

•

THE TRIPLE DRAFT

Spotting a familiar face in a stadium full of people could feel like a game of Where’s Waldo? If I scanned the stands looking for a friend or family member, it was always at my own peril—especially on the road. Maybe I’d meet the gaze of a child, smiling at me with wide-eyed wonder. Or maybe I’d lock eyes with a fan of the other team, who’d respond with a burst of profanity and a middle-finger salute.

As luck would have it, on the night I became the 19th player in major league history to collect 3,000 career hits, I had no trouble at all spotting my loved ones in the stadium—because they were well represented among the 14,500 people there.

That season, my Minnesota Twins were stumbling toward 91 losses, making a midweek game against the equally hapless Oakland Athletics an easy one for fans to skip. A few weeks shy of my 42nd birthday and in my second season with the Twins, I was competing against a generation of players who’d still been toddlers when I broke into the big leagues.

The sparseness of the crowd gave the evening an intimate feel. I flashed a thumbs-up to my brother, Steve, before the game. He was sitting next to our friend Bill Peterson, the man who had taught us both to play baseball on a field just a few miles away in St. Paul. It was a true community field, built by the neighborhood itself. Many of my 15 first cousins sat in the stands, escorting the elders of the family, whose old-school values dictated dressing up for a night out at the ballpark.

The person I most wanted to look up and see smiling back at me, though, wasn’t there. My mother had passed away five years earlier during one of the lowest points of my career. But I could hear her voice that night, telling me how proud she was of me—and reminding me, if I got the big hit, to be eloquent and gracious in my postgame interviews.

That hit, a sharp single between third and short, came in the bottom of the ninth inning. As I glided around first base, wild cheers bounced off the walls of the cavernous Hubert H. Humphrey Metrodome. In the absence of ticker tape, fans tossed rolls of toilet paper and disposable cups onto the field. I slapped five with my first-base coach and tipped my helmet to the crowd. My teammates all gathered on the top step of the dugout to honor the moment. Even first-base umpire Rich Garcia gave me a little hug.

I came around to score, sending the game into extra innings. While my teammates returned to the field, I stayed on the bench. My days as an everyday outfielder behind me, I was now trying to contribute as a designated hitter. Sitting there in the dugout, I let it all sink in. A year earlier, I had fulfilled my career-long goal of winning a World Series. Now, through a combination of talent and perseverance, I could savor my most significant personal achievement. I was the first—and as far as I know, the only player—to notch his 3,000th hit while playing for his hometown team.

A few days later, I received a card from President Bill Clinton: “Congratulations on your 3,000th hit! What an achievement!” He’d also written to me that spring, congratulating me on my 20th big-league season.

There were still games left to play, but I could see the end was near. I had recently graced the cover of Sports Illustrated with a pained expression on my face as I slid into second base. The photo perfectly captured the way the body of a 40-year-old ballplayer feels. The only thing missing was another note from President Clinton: “Congratulations on getting old.”

•

Reaching the 3,000-hit milestone in Minnesota meant everything to me because it’s where my story began. It was a reminder of a simpler place and time. I came into the world on the same day in October 1951 when Bobby Thomson of the New York Giants hit his “Shot Heard ’Round the World” against the Brooklyn Dodgers to win the National League pennant. I grew up at 1009 Carroll Avenue on the edge of the Rondo community, a square mile of mixed-income Black neighborhoods in St. Paul that brimmed with history and pride. That pride was on full display in the Metrodome on my special night.

Time really does have a way of getting away from you. On that night in Minnesota, my major league career flashed before my eyes.

They didn’t have a name for it back in the early 1970s, but today, I’d be called a “generational talent.” No one had seen an athlete quite like me before. The only question when I came out of college was whether my skills would shine brightest on the baseball diamond, basketball court, or football field.

In 1973, my suitors from the respective sports started lining up. I read in the St. Paul Pioneer Press that the Minnesota Vikings had selected me in the 17th and final round of the NFL draft. It was flattering, since I hadn’t played a down of football since I was 13 years old. Without a pedigree or position to my name, the Vikings listed me as a tight end in the paperwork they sent to the league office. Why did they draft me in the first place? Because I was big, strong, and already starring in baseball and basketball at the University of Minnesota.

The Vikings drafted me during a stretch of the hoops season when my Golden Gophers were rattling off win after win in the Big Ten. Baseball had always been my first love, but the more basketball I played, the better I got, eventually establishing myself as one of the top power forwards in the conference.

My exploits on the hardwood prompted the next round of phone calls. In late April, I was drafted by the Atlanta Hawks of the NBA and the Utah Stars of the ABA, in the fifth and sixth rounds, respectively. By this time, the college baseball schedule was already in its second month, so I decided to put off any decisions about my post-college future until after what I hoped would be a championship senior season on the diamond.

I still had a lot to prove as a baseball player. Until my senior season, I’d been exclusively a pitcher and hadn’t stepped to the plate once for the Golden Gophers.

My coach, Dick Siebert, knew I could hit, but he believed my right arm needed to be protected at all costs. The last thing he wanted was for me to take an errant pitch to the hand or wrist. But he changed his tune during the 1973 season, after hearing about what I’d done during an Alaskan adventure the previous summer. In my second stint with the Goldpanners of the Alaska Baseball League, I got a chance to play the field and swing the bat after one of the team’s regular outfielders went down. I ended up smashing 15 home runs. My power display became the talk of Fairbanks. Many years later, the town elders even built a statue of me near the landing spot of a 500-foot home run that I hit that summer.

With me pulling double duty on the mound and at the plate, the Golden Gophers didn’t lose a game in May and early June of my senior season, earning us a trip to the College World Series in Omaha. While preparing to play our first opponent, Oklahoma, I received word that the San Diego Padres had selected me with the fourth overall pick in the MLB draft. The next day I went out and pitched a six-hit shutout. In the four games we played in Omaha, I gave up one run in 17⅓ innings and hit .467.

Sadly, our run to the championship ended in the semifinals when we blew a seven-run lead in the ninth inning against eventual champion USC. After a loss like that, it was small consolation to be named the tournament’s most outstanding player.

While I was playing in Omaha, a Padres scout named Donnie Williams was tracking my every move, contract in hand. His mission was to get me to sign on the dotted line. But he kept missing me, right up until I left the state. That prompted a flurry of increasingly frantic phone messages to my family home in St. Paul.

“I’m sorry you haven’t connected with David, Mr. Williams,” my mom told him, “but I can assure you he’ll be calling you before you wake up tomorrow.”

Donnie later told me that Padres president Emil Joseph “Buzzie” Bavasi was checking in with him every hour to see if he had found me.

“Not yet,” Donnie kept telling him.

“Well, if you don’t find him, don’t bother coming back here!” Bavasi said.

Luckily for Donnie, I always did what my mother said. I reached him by phone early the next morning, and we arranged to meet in San Diego to talk business. But I had a question that couldn’t wait until then.

“Did you draft me as a hitter or a pitcher?” I asked.

“A hitter,” he said. “We want you out there every day.”

I still thought of myself as a pitcher, but I understood the Padres’ assessment. Did I, or they, ever consider myself as a two-way player? I’ll just say that no one back then could have imagined a player versatile enough to make the starting rotation and hit on non-pitching days. Even Babe Ruth gave up pitching once he established himself as a great slugger. It wasn’t until Shohei Ohtani came along years later that people saw that it was in fact possible.

Looking back, I wish I’d had the chance to face even one batter in the majors. If any team should have been willing to experiment with a two-way player, it was the struggling Padres of that era. The team had yet to feature a star player or anything else to excite the fan base, and they’d averaged over 100 losses per season in their four-year existence. They had glaring holes to fill—both on the field and in their financial statements. Things were so bad that owner C. Arnholt Smith, who also ran the largest bank in San Diego, announced just a week before I was drafted that the team was moving to Washington, DC, for the 1974 season. The Padres could’ve used the buzz, and letting me both pitch and hit might have created it.

At the time, I wasn’t too concerned about the position I would play or how unstable the Padres organization seemed. As a young ballplayer still not fully attuned to the bigger picture of my career, the only thing that mattered was becoming one of the few players in the draft era to reach the majors without playing a single game in the minors.

However, that became a point of contention. The Padres agreed I didn’t need to waste time in Single-A ball in Walla Walla, Washington, but they thought I’d benefit from a stint with their Double-A affiliate in San Antonio.

Years later, I got a look at the team’s scouting report on me. It said I wasn’t a good hitter coming out of college because of a bad hitch in my swing. Then I reached the final sentence and did a double take: “This boy is colored.”

In San Diego, I sat down to discuss my immediate future with Buzzie Bavasi, his son, Peter (the team’s general manager), and Donnie Williams. Bob Fontaine, the head of scouting, stood quietly in the corner. I brought along a guy named Marvin Milkes, a former major league GM, who had agreed to sit in on my behalf. We were outnumbered, but at a time when players had virtually no leverage in the contract negotiations, I held a rare advantage. When Buzzie told me that he felt I could use some seasoning at Double-A, I hit him with a dose of reality.

“Well, Mr. Bavasi,” I said, “I understand how you feel, but I also am quite interested in what the Atlanta Hawks have to offer me should I decide to pursue a career in the NBA.”

Buzzie furrowed his eyebrows and scowled. Gone was the friendly, bald-headed man I’d met just a few moments earlier. I could see him sizing me up, trying to decide whether I was bluffing. I looked him straight in the eye to let him know that I wasn’t.

The conversation turned to my signing bonus.

That morning, I’d read in the paper that the Padres had traded Fred Norman, one of their best pitchers, to the Cincinnati Reds for a couple of players and $150,000 in cash. It turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to Fred. He was 1–7 at the time of the trade, but after going to the Big Red Machine, he won 12 games and earned himself Cy Young Award votes. Freed from San Diego, he got to experience postseason baseball on a regular basis in Cincinnati.

Buzzie had to realize that the Padres’ brighter future was sitting right across the desk from him.

After some back and forth, Buzzie agreed to pay me a $50,000 signing bonus, more than the $35,000 their scouting report said they might get me for. That number didn’t come out of thin air. It was close to the amount that David Clyde, the number one overall pick in the draft, had received from the Texas Rangers. Clyde, a pitcher just a few weeks out of high school, was going straight to the majors for two starts in front of what the Rangers hoped would be large crowds. After that, he’d be sent to the minors.

The difference between Clyde and me? I didn’t plan on ever leaving the majors.

Once again, Buzzie’s brows furrowed and his eyes narrowed. For the struggling Padres, $50,000 was a lot of money, but I knew I was worth every penny. The guy drafted right before me, Robin Yount, went on to have a Hall of Fame career. John Stearns, who was also selected before me, had a solid major league career after playing two sports in college. But I was the only one in that draft class—or maybe any other—who looked like he could leap tall buildings in a single bound.

As the meeting ended, I tore a page out of a small spiral notebook I’d brought with me, balled it up, and tossed it into a wastebasket by the door, feeling confident that team ownership would sign off on the bonus. Sure enough, Buzzie called the next day to say everything was set. My $50,000 signing bonus would be supplemented by an additional $15,000 in salary—the major league minimum at the time. We agreed I’d join the team in less than a week to make my big-league debut. That gave me all of three days to head home to St. Paul, see my family, and pack my bags.

Though I’d insisted on going directly to the majors, I can’t say I was entirely sure I was ready. But I believed I’d figure it out quickly—just like I had on the basketball court and in the outfield at the University of Minnesota.

A famous football coach once told a young player, “When you get into the end zone, act like you’ve been there before.” In other words, don’t dance around, don’t spike the ball, just let your play speak for itself. I didn’t follow that advice in my early days in the majors, not because I was trying to show off, but because I was trying too hard to make a strong first impression.

Take my first major league hit in June of 1973. In stark contrast to the way I would casually round first on my 3,000th hit years later, I awkwardly dove into the bag to beat out an infield single in front of 5,000 amused fans. And as much as I would’ve liked to have stylishly circled the bases on my first career home run, I ended up sprinting full speed—long limbs flailing—watching to see if the ball would clear the wall. It did. After scooping up my helmet from the basepaths, I finished with a short, inelegant trot home.

The Padres were a new team in a growing city—with a young core. At 29, eight years my senior, Cito Gaston was the closest thing we had to a grizzled veteran. He’d been with the Padres since their inaugural season in 1969 and had made the All-Star team in ’71. He was also one of several Black players on the roster. Most days, we’d be standing across the outfield from each other—Cito in right, me in left.

A few days after I joined the team, he came over to my locker to introduce himself.

“So, you’re the one everyone’s talking about,” he said.

I sized Cito up. He was big, like me. I tried to read his face for clues on how to respond.

“Yeah, I’m the one,” I replied, smiling.

“You’re not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“Your name is Winfield, right?” He repeated it, dragging out the first syllable like he was doing a British accent. “And you’re from Minnesota, right?”

I nodded.

“With a name like that, and all the nice things people were saying about you, I thought you were a white guy.”

I looked at him. He looked at me. And we both busted out laughing.

Another of my teammates, a pitcher named Steve Arlin, noticed I had a chip in one of my front teeth—the result of a bicycle accident when I was 12. We didn’t have dental insurance growing up, so I just lived with it. That meant I only occasionally smiled in photos all the way through college.

It turned out Arlin—who had led the National League in losses in both 1971 and 1972—was a graduate of the Ohio State University College of Dentistry. Maybe sensing the baseball thing wasn’t quite working out, he also ran a small dental office in San Diego.

“Do you want that tooth fixed?” Steve asked me.

“Suuure,” I said, a bit wary of his offer. He was an Ohio State man, after all—and I had a history with the Buckeyes.

Still, I decided to go ahead with it. Steve fixed me up at his practice, and I was forever grateful. From that point on, I flashed my pearly whites in every photo—even with a bit of a gap still between my front teeth.

•

I didn’t know enough about being a major leaguer to realize that the Padres didn’t operate like most major league teams.

When it came to equipment and just about everything else, they spared all expense. The team wore black spikes. When I arrived, I didn’t own black spikes, just the white ones I’d worn in college. The solution? The equipment manager walked over with a can of leather paint and turned my spikes black.

Most other teams, from what I understood, replaced torn uniform pants with a fresh pair. Not the Padres. If I ripped my pants sliding into a base, they went to a seamstress who patched them up. If they were too far gone, they got sent down for a minor leaguer to wear.

On one of my first trips to Wrigley Field, I was finishing up signing autographs by the low brick wall along the field when I noticed my glove—my only glove—was gone. I looked around in disbelief before realizing that whoever swiped it was probably long gone. I went into the clubhouse and found a mitt that was stiff and didn’t fit my hand. Out in right field, I spent the whole game praying I wouldn’t give the Bleacher Bums even more of a reason to hurl insults at me. It would be years before I got my own shipment of bats. Early on, I got by using a communal one. We didn’t have catered meals in the clubhouse. We had to buy our own vitamins. Our training facilities consisted of a single piece of universal equipment, the kind you might find in someone’s garage.

A guy named Doc Mattei oversaw that modest operation. An old pal of Buzzie’s, Doc was the Padres’ first hire in 1969. A licensed podiatrist, he wore two hats with the team: trainer and traveling secretary. When he wasn’t on the phone trying to book us rooms at a Holiday Inn in Houston, Doc would examine whatever bruise, bump, or scrape a player came in with.

No matter the issue, Doc’s diagnosis was almost always the same: “Put some heat on it,” he’d growl in his gravelly New England accent. And if heat didn’t do the trick, he kept a special remedy on hand: a horse liniment called DMSO.

•

The impending move to Washington should have further tipped me off to the Padres’ mounting financial problems. But the real wake-up call came when I heard the front office had recently asked players to hold off on cashing the paychecks they received every other Friday until the following week. There were newspaper stories about C. Arnholdt Smith owing tens of millions of dollars in unpaid taxes to the IRS and about his bank literally running out of money. Those headlines fueled speculation that the team might move to DC in the middle of the season.

I kept my focus on trying to hit baseballs. In college, most pitches had looked like beach balls to me. In the majors, they resembled marbles. I had never seen pitchers hit their spots with such precision. I went into survival mode, just trying to make solid contact. The strategy worked to some degree. I didn’t hit for much power, but I put balls in play and didn’t strike out much.

Our manager, Don Zimmer, protected me by keeping me out of the lineup if he thought I’d be overmatched. On the August night that we got no-hit by the Braves’ Phil Niekro, I sat on the bench until entering as a pinch-hitter in the eighth inning. I’d never seen a knuckleball before, and though I was retired on a good play by the second baseman, it felt gratifying to have almost broken up the no-hitter.

If you’d told me then that I’d go on to have more hits against Niekro than any other pitcher I faced in my career, I wouldn’t have believed it. But baseball’s a funny game. The pitcher who gave me the most trouble in my career is a largely forgotten right-hander named Buzz Capra—a one-year wonder with the Braves in 1974 who had a nasty curveball. I faced him 20 times in my career and never got a hit.

I didn’t yet have a permanent place in San Diego, so Doc suggested I stay at a little motel near the ballpark where a few other young players were living. It wasn’t fancy, but that was no surprise.

I was also still months away from buying my first car, so transportation was a challenge. After a few weeks of seeing me scrounging for rides, one of my teammates, a utility infielder named Dwain Anderson, took pity on me and invited me to crash at his apartment in Mission Valley. It only had one bed, but Dwain insisted he was fine on the couch. He drove a Nissan 240Z, a sporty little thing I had to contort my six-foot-six frame to fit into. But it was nice to know I had a steady ride.

Dwain also helped me with my social life, though his contributions in that area would later cause me a long period of anguish. It all started innocently enough on a September road trip to Houston, where Dwain had extended family. He invited me to dinner with the group, and afterward we went back to a house that had a large party area. That evening, I met his cousin Sandra, an attractive young woman who attended Texas Southern University. We hit it off, even if our conversation never strayed beyond small talk, and agreed to stay in touch.

For the next couple of years, whenever the Padres passed through Houston, Sandra would pick me up and take me to the mall or out to eat at Frenchy’s Chicken. It wasn’t a torrid affair, but she was a nice girl to be around.

I had no idea the anguish that introduction would cause me over the years.




Chapter 2

•

DAVE THE RAVE

Everything about San Diego—except for the quality of baseball—was ideal. Having grown up in frigid Minnesota, I took to the near-constant sunshine and 70-degree temperatures right away.

Unlike in most major league cities, the summer ritual of rolling out the tarp during a downpour didn’t really exist in San Diego. On the rare occasion it did rain, the results could be comical. I remember sitting in the dugout at San Diego Stadium during one of those rare storms, watching the grounds crew scramble to unfurl the tarp. As they ran onto the field, pieces of vinyl started coming off in their hands. It had been so long since they’d needed to use it, the tarp had rotted.

It was the perfect metaphor for baseball in San Diego, where the short-lived experiment seemed in tatters.

A grocery store magnate had agreed to buy the team for $12 million—more than the group led by a guy named George Steinbrenner had recently paid to purchase the New York Yankees. The move to DC received unanimous league approval. Even Tricky Dick Nixon weighed in with his, er, deep-throated support for bringing baseball back to the nation’s capital. It all seemed like a done deal when the team posed for Topps baseball cards in Washington Stars uniforms.

But San Diego City Hall fought back, threatening to hold up the sale by suing the Padres for breaking their 20-year lease at San Diego Stadium. Things might have gotten ugly if a fast-food tycoon hadn’t intervened after reading about the situation while lounging on his yacht.

Ray Kroc, an Illinois native who had recently stepped down as CEO of McDonald’s, had hoped to buy the Chicago Cubs, but the Wrigley family wouldn’t sell. So instead, he forked over $12 million in cash to buy the Padres. In doing so, he not only saved baseball in San Diego, but also found himself a peaceful Navy town where he could spend his twilight years.

The thought of working for a guy who had pioneered an entire industry excited me. Some of the first McDonald’s in the country were in the Twin Cities, and as a kid, I’d see the golden arches whenever I traveled around playing baseball. They were always busy, never lacking for customers.

Later, when I toured the country playing college baseball and basketball, I noticed McDonald’s restaurants popping up everywhere. Owning a McDonald’s seemed like a license to mint money. I decided that, when the time was right, I’d talk to Kroc about acquiring a franchise of my own. But first, I was going to show the him the team had made a good investment in me.

I arrived at my first Padres spring training driving a new silver Pontiac Grand Prix with a maroon top, which I was still making payments on. To pass the time on the drive from St. Paul to Yuma, Arizona, I counted every McDonald’s I noticed along the way.

Early in camp, new Padres manager John McNamara told me there were five outfielders ahead of me on the depth chart and that I’d likely start the season in Triple-A. I don’t know if he thought that would light a fire under me, but the truth was I didn’t need any extra motivation. After a disastrous month in Mexico playing winter ball at the Padres’ request, I showed up in Yuma in top physical condition and ready to win a roster spot.

McNamara admired my athleticism enough to try me out at shortstop during the Cactus League. I enjoyed that experiment—errors and all—but there was no way I was a major league–ready shortstop. Then again, “major league–ready” didn’t necessarily describe a lot of players fighting for jobs with the Padres.

A few days before we were set to pack up and head north to San Diego for the regular season, I got the chance to force my way onto the team through sheer will.

It came during a game in Tucson that we were trailing by three runs going into the final inning. I’d watched the first eight innings from the bench, but when we loaded the bases in the ninth, McNamara told me to grab a bat. My pinch-hit double cleared the bases and tied the game. The next batter slapped a single into shallow left field. I saw our third-base coach throw up his hands, signaling me to stop. But I ignored the sign and barreled toward home. The ball beat me there, but I went airborne to evade the catcher’s tag. I plowed into him, jarring the ball loose.

It was a meaningless spring game, but we celebrated at home plate like we’d just won the World Series. After the game, Padres broadcaster Jerry Coleman pulled me aside and said McNamara had told him I’d made the team.

•

The first home opener of the Kroc era, played in front of nearly 40,000 hopeful fans, turned out to be one of the most memorable games I ever played as a Padre.

Down by four runs to the Astros, we loaded the bases in the fourth inning, but a baserunning gaffe killed the rally. In cities like New York or Philadelphia, a mistake like that would have drawn boos. But in mellow San Diego, it was met by a collective sigh that seemed to say, “New ownership. Same old team.”

I don’t know exactly what Kroc expected from the Padres, but three blowout losses on the road in Los Angeles to open the season seemed to give him an early case of buyer’s remorse. Watching us bumble through the home opener was apparently more than he could handle.

After the Astros tacked on two runs in the eighth inning to put the game out of reach, Kroc left his suite and stormed into the public announcer’s booth. The stadium organ’s between-inning melodies
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