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		FOREWORD

		[image: ]When I bought the Dallas Mavericks in 2000, they were coming off one of the worst stretches in NBA history. In the twenty years leading up to that point, the Mavs had won just 40 percent of their games. We had work to do.

		One of the first steps we took was to invest in the product. Sure, that meant paying more for player talent than most other teams. But we made our investments count in many other ways too. We spared no expense on player facilities, even in the visiting locker room. Players notice these things. Every time another team rolls into town, every player can see what we’ve built, talk to our guys, and file that knowledge away for the future. To refine players’ skills, we also hired the biggest coaching staff in the league. That way, when a big man needs extra work in the post or a point guard needs to work on his ballhandling, we’ve got specialized instructors who can take them aside and help develop their skills.

		Having spent my whole career building technology companies, I was eager to bring that experience to bear with the Mavs. We’ve hired some of the brightest minds in basketball analysis and built a database that tracks everything from player personnel to game strategies. Wayne Winston, a professor at my alma mater, Indiana University, developed a proprietary measure that allows us to gauge the impact each player has on the court, beyond the usual box-score stats. More than just developing our own metrics, we’ve also learned a lot about how best to use them. While many teams use stats primarily as a player acquisition tool, we bring our analysts and coaches together. One of our top analysts, Roland Beech, travels to every game, working closely with our coaching staff on everything from lineups to set plays. Critically, everyone in the organization—from our best number crunchers to our most experienced coaches—buys into the system.

		In the ten years since I bought the Mavs, we’ve won 69 percent of our regular-season games and made the playoffs every season. Players like Dirk Nowitzki deserve the lion’s share of the credit for that progression—Dirk has evolved into a true NBA superstar, with other homegrown players developing alongside him or serving as valuable trade chips. But pure talent is never enough. Everything that we do revolves around the idea of finding that little edge, something that can transform our team from good to very good, and from very good to great.

		One Major League Baseball team follows that same philosophy better than any other: the Tampa Bay Rays. When Stuart Sternberg turned over day-to-day control of the team to Matt Silverman and Andrew Friedman, he knew he was trusting his investment to two guys with limited baseball experience. But Sternberg felt that smarter thinking could trump their lack of experience. Silverman and Friedman had shown their potential while working on Wall Street. They could think about baseball in a different way, churning out ideas that their competitors had never seen or tried before. Like the Mavs, the Rays reached out to some of the sharpest analytical minds in the baseball world, bringing them into the fold. In Joe Maddon, they found a manager who wasn’t merely accepting of new ideas—he thrived on them.

		I see a lot of myself in Sternberg, Silverman, and Friedman. They have accomplished so much in such a short amount of time, turning a perennial loser into one of the top teams in baseball and growing the Rays into one of the model franchises in all of professional sports. Yet no matter what they do in the future, whether it’s land a more lucrative TV deal, build a new ballpark, even win a World Series, they’ll always trail well behind the Yankees and Red Sox in terms of revenue streams, market size, and national cachet. Despite that reality, they embrace that challenge every day and continue to prove themselves on and off the field. Like me, they’re always looking for new, subtle ways to beat the competition.

		The Tampa Bay Rays are a shining example to anyone, whether you’re running a professional sports franchise or a Fortune 500 company or a neighborhood gas station. Every day they look up and see the two biggest names in their industry, standing right on their turf. So they dream up new ideas, whether it’s to find a new relief pitcher, improve their brand, or build their profit margin. No one idea is likely to make a huge difference. But collectively, those ideas make the difference between winning and losing, or between winning a little and winning a lot. Those ideas, working together, result in that little edge the Rays are constantly looking for—that all the best operators are constantly looking for.

		No matter what kind of business you’re trying to run, you should read this book. Then you too can understand what the extra 2% is all about.

		—MARK CUBAN

		Dallas, Texas

		September 2010

	
		PROLOGUE

		
			I used to tell people I played for the Devil Rays and they’d ask, “Who are the Devil Rays?” Now, I think they know who we are.
—B. J. UPTON

		

		[image: ]On the first day of spring training in February 2008, Scott Kazmir scanned his team’s clubhouse, then swiveled his head back toward a pack of waiting reporters. The assembled media members wanted to know what the young pitching ace thought was possible for the coming season. Really, they wanted their first sound bite of the year. Kazmir was happy to oblige.

		“What’s possible? Play in October, that’s possible,” Kazmir proclaimed. “We have what it takes to win here.”

		There is no more optimistic moment in all of sports than the first day of spring training. Refreshed after a long off-season, young men descend on sprawling complexes in Florida and Arizona to catch up with old friends and make new ones. The sun beams down on freshly mown grass. Players slip into freshly laundered uniforms, feel the familiar pinch of their trusty spikes. The gate swings open, and seventy-five pairs of fresh legs saunter onto the field. At that moment, anything is possible. In spring training, every team is undefeated.

		In that vein, Kazmir’s prediction was typical. The flame-throwing left-hander had been hugely successful from the time he first stepped onto a Little League diamond. At twenty-four years old, he was a first-round draft pick who’d already matured into an elite major league talent, an All-Star, the ace of a major league pitching staff, the booty in what was considered one of the most one-sided baseball trades of the decade. Young, talented, handsome, and marketable, he was a few months from signing a contract big enough to leave him set for life. If any baseball player was going to be full of preseason bravado, Kazmir seemed a reasonable choice.

		That is, until you remembered his employers.

		For ten years, the team known as the Tampa Bay Devil Rays had plumbed the depths of Major League Baseball, averaging 97 losses a season. They finished last 9 out of 10 times. When they finished fourth in 2004 with a 70-91 record—the only time they’d reached 70 wins—it was viewed as a moral victory.

		The D-Rays traded one of their best players to acquire a manager who left after three losing seasons. They attracted attention only after throwing tens of millions of dollars at washed-up former stars. Their owner alienated fans, local media, and local businesses. The Devil Rays were so reviled by players that when Torii Hunter, universally regarded as one of the nicest guys in baseball, was asked about the lucrative contract he’d signed with the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim, he threw in a surprise non sequitur.

		“I don’t care how much money you give me, I’m not going to sign someplace that I don’t like,” said Hunter. “I wouldn’t sign with the Tampa Bay Devil Rays.”

		Hey, at least that was better than Hunter’s proclamation a few years earlier. Appearing on The Best Damn Sports Show, Hunter was asked if he’d rather take a Randy Johnson fastball to the head or play for Tampa Bay. He picked the beanball: “If he hits me, it’s over with,” Hunter quipped. “But if you play for the Devil Rays, you’re stuck.”

		In a 2003 episode of the Late Show with David Letterman, Roger Clemens read from the list of the “Top 10 Things Baseball Has Taught Me.” Checking in at number four: “The best practical joke? Tell a teammate they’re traded to the Devil Rays.”

		That long history of losing formed the backdrop for Kazmir’s playoff prediction. The response to his forecast, then, was predictable.

		“Nobody with the Devil Rays had ever said that,” said Marc Lancaster, then a beat writer with the Tampa Tribune, “because it was ridiculous.”

		[image: ]

		If a baseball team merely lost more games than it won every year, it wouldn’t become cannon fodder for everyone from Gold Glove center fielders to talk show hosts. But the Devil Rays had much bigger problems than perennial losers like the Kansas City Royals or the Pittsburgh Pirates. They were more heavily mocked in their own community than even the biggest sad sacks in other sports, like the NBA’s Los Angeles Clippers.

		At the heart of the Devil Rays’ failures was the team’s owner, Vincent J. Naimoli. The New Jersey native had made his money as a turnaround specialist. When a company started hemorrhaging money, Naimoli would swoop in, slash expenses to the bone, ride out the worst of the business cycle, then reap the benefits of a lean, mean operation when the economy recovered. Unfortunately for Naimoli and fans in the Tampa Bay area, this was a terrible way to run a Major League Baseball team.

		Dumping pricey, unproductive veterans and building with younger, cheaper, homegrown talent was a frugal, sometimes effective way for teams to turn their fortunes around. But Naimoli didn’t stop there. A micromanager of the highest degree, Naimoli looked for any and every opportunity to save a few bucks, or find a few. The boss never considered—or cared to consider—the consequences of his extreme austerity. When Naimoli harangued the local Dillard’s department store for using the Devil Rays logo without his permission, Dillard’s responded by yanking all Devil Rays gear out of their stores. The St. Petersburg High School marching band was slated to play the national anthem before a game—until Naimoli told the school it would have to buy tickets to get into the park. The band canceled the gig, and the resulting firestorm over Naimoli’s cheapskate tactic rankled locals. The boss’s volatile temper and distrust of the media also hurt his reputation, and the team’s. No reporter seemed to go more than a few months without Naimoli tearing him to shreds, usually over a trivial matter or a story that was factually correct.

		The fans, already weary of a losing team, lost interest in forking over ticket money to the penny-pinching, cantankerous owner who ran the Devil Rays. More than that, some stayed away out of principle. A lousy team breeds apathy. A lousy team with a jerk for an owner makes people stay away in protest.

		On the field, the Devil Rays found some success in the amateur draft, which should happen when you’re picking in the top five nearly every year. Still, one can’t help but wonder how the team might have fared had it ponied up for top talent.

		In 2001, Tampa Bay owned the third pick in the amateur draft. The consensus best talent left on the board was switch-hitting Georgia Tech slugger Mark Teixeira. Everyone in baseball knew Teixeira wouldn’t come cheap, and indeed, the four-year, $9.5 million major league contract that superagent Scott Boras landed for him was unorthodox and expensive. But the D-Rays had already spent tens of millions on aging sluggers like Vinny Castilla, Greg Vaughn, Fred McGriff, and Jose Canseco. Why they would suddenly refuse to spend an extra couple million for a potential cornerstone player made no sense; future washout pitcher Dewon Brazelton was the team’s reward for its cheap approach. Would the Devil Rays’ fortunes have changed if they’d spent more money on the amateur draft, scouting international talent, opening baseball academies abroad, and signing premium prospects from around the world? Almost certainly.

		Naimoli compounded the team’s problems with some perplexing hires. For the team’s first general manager, Naimoli tapped Chuck LaMar. At the time of his hire, LaMar owned a solid track record in scouting, minor league operations, and player development. He had presided over a Pittsburgh Pirates minor league system that fueled three straight division winners at the start of the 1990s. Next, working under John Schuerholz in Atlanta, LaMar played a key role in launching a Braves dynasty that would yield fourteen division titles in fifteen years. Despite his early-career success, though, LaMar was ill suited to run a big league team. What the Devil Rays needed, other than a new owner, was a general manager with a strong personality who could curb Naimoli’s mood swings and push his own plan for the team, no matter how much the boss protested. LaMar wasn’t that man. When the D-Rays predictably suffered through two losing seasons to start their history, Naimoli grew impatient and demanded that the club spend tens of millions of dollars to try to win immediately. LaMar could do nothing to curtail his boss, and Naimoli’s plan failed spectacularly.

		The Devil Rays’ biggest problem under Naimoli, though, wasn’t the owner’s cheapness, his hiring and then keeping LaMar far too long, or even his legendary temper. It was the organization’s complete lack of a coherent plan. Looking back on the Naimoli era years later, no one would ever believe this was the same franchise. In fact, Naimoli’s biggest weakness was also the biggest strength of the people who would eventually take over the team. Every decision the new regime would make, right down to the smallest acquisition of a utility infielder or touch-up on the stadium’s paint job, was part of a master plan to turn the D-Rays into winners.

		That would take years, though. With Naimoli and LaMar in charge, the team flip-flopped between patient youth movement and the win-now mentality, frugal roster-building and reactionary free-agent binges. Off the field, Naimoli urged his charges to run the Devil Rays the way he’d run Anchor Glass, Doehler-Jarvis, Harvard Industries, or any of the other companies he’d resuscitated: on a shoestring budget, cutting as much inventory and overhead as possible. Naimoli failed to realize that a baseball team is very different from, say, a glass company. The Devil Rays fielded awful clubs. Tropicana Field became a dreary, dirty, neglected building. Fans stayed away. National media mocked the franchise.

		By 2005, Naimoli’s final year as managing partner, the only question still hanging over the Devil Rays was why Major League Baseball hadn’t followed through on its plan to fold the team three years earlier and put the good people of St. Petersburg out of their misery.
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		The Extra 2% is the story of how the laughingstock of professional sports rose to the top of the baseball world. The Tampa Bay Devil Rays went from worst to first in one season, transforming themselves from perennial losers to American League pennant winners. They won a second AL East division title just two years later, establishing their bona fides as long-term contenders. This wasn’t just any old Cinderella story. No team in any major North American sport faces a tougher task than the Rays and their division mates in Baltimore and Toronto. In toppling the New York Yankees and Boston Red Sox, Tampa Bay took down the two marquee franchises in the game, two teams with mind-boggling fan bases, never-ending revenue streams, stratospheric payrolls, and front offices willing and able to make intelligent, aggressive decisions. In the process, the Rays established the makings of a national brand and laid the groundwork for a young, talented team that figured to win for years to come.

		After the 2005 season, a new owner took over and made radical changes to the front office. By the time that new brain trust grabbed the reins, baseball had already gone through big changes. A statistical revolution had been bubbling beneath the surface for many years before Michael Lewis’s Moneyball began its assault on best-seller lists. Teams began building predictive models and huge databases to store, manage, and manipulate data. The Oakland A’s, led by general manager (and Moneyball protagonist) Billy Beane, embraced a new era of analytical thinking, becoming merely the most obvious example of a baseball team that could overcome limited revenue streams to achieve on-field success. While Beane’s rapid adoption of statistical analysis made him a bit of an outlier in baseball circles, his was very much an insider’s pedigree. Beane was a superstar athlete in high school, coveted by multiple teams in multiple sports. Though his big league career didn’t last long, he still reached the Show. That made it easier for him to approach Sandy Alderson, the A’s GM, in 1990 and ask for a job as a scout. Beane’s scouting experience led to a front-office job as assistant general manager. Four years later, Alderson was gone and Beane was running the Athletics.

		Unlike Beane and the heads of other major league front offices, the architects of the Rays’ success weren’t steeped in baseball. In fact, the franchise’s top management team consists of the biggest group of baseball outsiders the game has ever known.

		Andrew Friedman, the team’s executive vice president of baseball operations, played college ball at Tulane, patrolling the outfield until injuries ended his playing career. That was the extent of Friedman’s baseball experience before the Rays hired him as director of player development in 2004, with an eye toward eventually giving him control over the baseball side. Team president Matt Silverman never played, scouted, coached, managed, or performed any significant baseball functions in a high-level league. His baseball experience consisted of helping his former boss buy a share of the Rays, then assuming controlling interest in 2005. The Rays’ owner, Stuart Sternberg, grew up a big baseball fan in Brooklyn. But his ability as a player never caught up to his passion for the game. Sternberg’s closest brush with competitive baseball, other than his purchase of the Rays, has been coaching his sons’ Little League teams.

		In fact, the trio landed in baseball straight from jobs on Wall Street. Sternberg started as a part-time equity options trader in college, moved on to one of the largest specialist firms on the New York Stock Exchange, joined Goldman Sachs’s merchant banking division, then struck out on his own and continued in private banking. Silverman worked with Sternberg at Goldman, coming up as an investment banker before teaming with Sternberg to arrange the purchase of a minority share, and later majority control, of the Rays. Friedman started as an analyst with Bear Stearns before moving on to the private equity firm MidMark Capital, where he worked as an associate. Though their backgrounds were somewhat different, all three men shared an ability to recognize value in a company and to pull off successful deals.

		When Sternberg bought his initial stake in the team, he brought Silverman and then Friedman along with him. Since Naimoli remained the controlling partner, the three men couldn’t make the sweeping changes they wanted—not all at once anyway. But the organizational culture started changing incrementally. For years, Naimoli looked for cost-cutting measures, for the sake of pocketing a buck. The Wall Street guys embarked on their own, constant quest for value. In their case, though, decisions boiled down to improving the team. If that meant spending significant money on a player or a new computer system or even new furniture, that was fine—as long as the organization came out ahead in the cost-benefit analysis.

		Sternberg finally took over as managing general partner in October 2005. Silverman was named team president, while Friedman became the man as close to the general manager’s title as Sternberg’s Goldman Sachs habits would allow. The changes quickly accelerated. Where Naimoli used to preside over even the tiniest decisions, Sternberg, Silverman, and Friedman aggressively pursued top talent on both the business side and the baseball operations side, then delegated tasks accordingly. Where everyone from division heads to assistants had walked on eggshells in the old regime, fearful of a random Naimoli tongue-lashing, Sternberg and company used calculated, pragmatic techniques to solve problems. The results of the administration’s more cerebral approach were most apparent on the field, thanks to the new GM.

		To Friedman, every trade, signing, and draft pick was part of a greater process. The Rays searched for ways to create situations of, as Friedman called it, “positive arbitrage.” In financial markets, arbitrage refers to the concept of simultaneously buying one asset and selling another, where the asset you’re buying is cheaper than the one you’re selling; an example would be buying Class A shares of a stock and selling Class B shares of that same stock, for a profit. Technically that kind of transaction wasn’t really possible in baseball. But the basic idea remained the same: the Rays would look for value everywhere.

		The Rays, and the rest of baseball, would quickly learn the extent of Friedman’s deal-making chops. In his first off-season as the team’s de facto GM, Friedman pulled off several trades, including the acquisition of young starting pitcher Edwin Jackson. A few months later, in the summer of 2006, he made five trades within the span of a month that netted the franchise five more players who were lightly regarded at the time: relief pitchers J. P. Howell, Grant Balfour, and Dan Wheeler; catcher Dioner Navarro; and utilityman Ben Zobrist.

		Observers didn’t think much of these deals at first. Here were six players, all with significant flaws. Jackson and Howell were onetime hot prospects who’d turned into pitching piñatas. Balfour’s once-live arm seemed finished after a series of shoulder injuries. Wheeler was a generic relief pitcher who seemed out of place on a perennial last-place team. Navarro was still young enough to retain some prospect sheen, though this made two teams that had now given up on him. As for Zobrist, no one thought much about him at all.

		All six pickups proved to be golden for the Rays. Howell, Balfour, and Wheeler became standout relievers who would engineer one of the biggest year-to-year bullpen turnarounds in baseball history. Jackson went from castaway status to solid midrotation starter and would later net a promising young outfielder in trade. Navarro matured into one of the most valuable catchers in the American League in 2008. Meanwhile, Zobrist added needed pop to the team’s bench; when handed an everyday job, he became something more, shocking the league by becoming “Zorilla,” a seven-position beast and dangerous hitter who ranked among the best players in the game in 2009.

		There would be other, bigger moves on the Rays’ journey to the top of the American League, including one blockbuster trade that knocked baseball on its ear. But it was Friedman’s first batch of seemingly minor deals that typified the organization’s new approach. The old regime zigzagged from one approach to the next, seemingly every year. Under Friedman, every baseball decision was carefully considered. No deal was too small to warrant consideration. Fringe relief pitcher goes on the market? Sure, we’ll grab him if the price is right. Ben Zobrist is a 50-50 bet to become a decent twenty-fifth man on a future contender? And a 10,000-to-1 shot to develop into an MVP candidate? Okay, we’ll take him.

		Management’s efforts were just as evident in other areas. To find new sources of talent, the Rays greatly expanded their international operations. Led by baseball operations special assistant Andres Reiner, they became the first team to open a baseball academy in Brazil, seeking to tap into a talent pool drawing from nearly 200 million residents. They traveled to the Czech Republic to sign a sixteen-year-old pitcher.

		Off the field, they looked for ways to revamp their image and draw a new generation of fans. Stadium ushers, once ordered to crack down on fans bringing food to the ballpark and to generally act as enforcers, were retrained to provide a friendlier atmosphere at Tropicana Field, letting fans bring in outside food and generally becoming far more hospitable. Jumping on a concept in which a few teams had dabbled, the Rays built the biggest postgame concert series of any team in the majors. To better monetize and market those concerts and find additional revenue sources, the team formed Sunburst Entertainment, a spin-off company that would manage concerts, experiment with other sports such as the United Football League, and pursue other potentially profitable ventures. To win back the fans and goodwill lost under Naimoli, the Rays even made stadium parking free for two years, and it’s still free for cars loaded with four or more people. Asked why he made that decision, Sternberg said he got the idea from the FREE PARKING space on a Monopoly board. Unorthodox? Sure. But this was the guy who stood at the gate for the 2006 home opener at the Trop, shaking as many fans’ hands as he could. This was a 180-degree reversal from the old Devil Rays.

		The new Rays never missed a trick. No conversations would be wasted, no ideas ignored, no course of action embraced or dismissed without considering the costs and benefits, the reactions and consequences. Just like that, the team’s culture changed. These weren’t just the new Rays; this was a team that was run differently from any other team in baseball. For Sternberg, every decision—how to sell tickets, which players to sign, how to treat his customers—would require smarter, more creative thinking. It was about gaining that little advantage on the competition.

		“We’ve worked hard to get that extra 2%, that 52–48 edge,” explained Sternberg. “We don’t want to do anything to screw that up.”

		[image: ]

		Eight months after Scott Kazmir made his bold prediction, Akinori Iwamura gleefully stepped on second base, ending Game 7 of the American League Championship Series and sending Tampa Bay to the World Series. As the players jumped onto a frenzied dogpile, sold-out Tropicana Field exploded into the kind of cathartic celebration that wiped away a decade of losing and mockery.

		No longer was it ridiculous for the Rays to expect success. Not after they’d unlocked the secrets of “the extra 2%.”

	
		CHAPTER 1 STALKING HORSE

		
			Victory is yes after a thousand nos.
—RICK DODGE, former St. Petersburg city administrator

		

		[image: ]Big Jim Thompson stalked the floor of the Illinois state legislature, sweat soaking through his shirt and streaming down his brow. The Illinois State Senate had narrowly passed a bill that would pay for a new stadium for the Chicago White Sox. It was now up to the House of Representatives to approve the bill. That meant Thompson, the six-foot-six, 230-pound Illinois governor, now had to crack some skulls.

		The Senate’s vote had been contentious. Dissenting lawmakers blasted the bill. They asked why Illinois should shell out nine figures to build a new ballpark for White Sox owners Jerry Reinsdorf and Eddie Einhorn, both of them millionaires many times over, while the state’s schools went woefully underfunded. Now House members were expressing similar objections. Worse yet for Thompson, the clock was ticking. The General Assembly had until midnight Central Time to pass the stadium bill. If the House failed to get the necessary votes, July 1, 1988, would be forever remembered as the day one of baseball’s oldest franchises was forced out of town.

		Twelve hundred miles away in Florida, St. Petersburg couldn’t sleep. Hundreds of thousands of dollars had been spent on committees and feasibility studies. Millions more were spent to remove toxic chemicals from a downtown plot of land that once housed a coal gasification plant. Another $138 million would be spent on a domed, multi-use stadium on that site, which the city had begun building—on spec—to attract a major league team.

		Giddy with anticipation, St. Pete’s community leaders and baseball advocates watched the clock approach 1:00 A.M. Eastern Time. For months, speculation had grown that the White Sox wouldn’t get their deal and would bolt for Florida. Local newscasts had long ago embedded reporters at the Illinois Statehouse, and live reports were now streaming in from Springfield, Illinois. St. Petersburg’s hulking new stadium was half-completed, still awaiting an anchor tenant. In just a few minutes, the city would learn if the stadium plan variously described as courageous, reckless, and just plain ballsy would finally reel in the Major League Baseball team that the stadium’s builders craved.

		As the deadline approached, Governor Thompson’s lobbying efforts intensified. He towered over House members, grasping shoulders, shaking hands, whispering threats to some, promises to others. Thompson saw the White Sox as a vital part of Chicago’s very self, a valuable institution with a history stretching beyond anyone’s living memory. The governor gradually swayed votes to his side. But every time he looked up, he would see that damned clock. All the pleading and cajoling was about to go to waste. With midnight about to strike, Thompson was still six votes short. The governor had only one move left.

		He stopped the clock.

		“We were live on the air, and twelve o’clock came and went,” recalled Mark Douglas, a former reporter for WTSP-TV St. Petersburg who was embedded at the Illinois Statehouse. “John Wilson, our news anchor at the time, says, ‘Mark, help me out here. I thought the vote had to be made by midnight.’ Sure enough, the clock in the chamber was stuck at a few minutes before midnight. Since they’d stopped the clock, they had not officially reached their deadline.”

		Even by the down-and-dirty standards of Illinois politics, this was a jarring move. The state had seen countless Chicago aldermen rung up on racketeering and extortion charges, judges brought down for accepting bribes, mayors and state senators indicted or convicted on various charges. Two decades later, sitting governor Rod Blagojevich would be impeached and removed from office for a range of alleged infractions—including an alleged pay-to-play scheme in which he plotted to sell Barack Obama’s vacated Senate seat to the highest bidder—and later convicted on a charge of lying to the FBI. But never in Illinois history had lawmakers stopped time to get what they wanted.

		Thompson took full advantage. The governor secured the votes he needed, then put the bill up for vote. The proposal was approved by a thin margin: 60–55.

		“It’s a political resurrection from the dead,” Thompson beamed afterward.

		Meanwhile, the mood turned to shock and anger in St. Pete. The city had collected nearly twenty thousand entries to name the new stadium. Thousands of Florida White Sox T-shirts were chucked into the trash. The local media eviscerated Thompson and the rest of the Illinois General Assembly.

		In a court order the day after the vote, David Seth Walker, the longest-serving circuit judge in Florida history, summed up the unlikely chain of events that got the Chicago stadium bill passed. Only twice in the history of man had the passage of time stopped, Walker proclaimed. Citing the Bible, Walker noted that the first instance occurred when Joshua was surrounded by enemies and feared he’d be overpowered upon nightfall. He pleaded to the Lord, who responded with a miracle—making the sun stand still. The second time happened in the Illinois legislature.

		Major League Baseball had just begun to take St. Petersburg for a roller-coaster ride. With a completed, mostly empty stadium, the city wouldn’t—couldn’t—jump off.
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		Long before Vince Naimoli made baseball miserable for an army of sad, black, gold, green, purple, and teal-clad fans, the people of St. Petersburg pined for any major league club at all. But once an MLB team finally came to St. Pete, it stunk. Imagine you’re a Chicago Cubs fan, doomed to follow a team with no hope of winning the big one … no matter what the theoretical odds say. Only instead of playing in picturesque Wrigley Field under bright blue skies, you watch your Cubbies lope after fly balls in a windowless warehouse somewhere in Indiana—a warehouse you waited half your life to get built. Use the Tampa Bay Devil Rays conversion system, where ten years of losing (most of those under the worst owner in sports) feel like a hundred, and you have a sense of the despair that rained down on St. Pete. It would take a complete management overhaul, a new generation of young star players, and a full-blown exorcism to finally turn the tide.

		The city’s baseball history wasn’t always so glum. St. Pete had plenty of happy baseball memories dating back a lifetime before Major League Baseball ever arrived.

		In 1902, the St. Petersburg Saints started play as a semipro team. The Saints eventually evolved into a minor league team, before folding in 1928. Another minor league club called the Saints emerged nearly two decades later. That team would later become the St. Petersburg Cardinals, and eventually the St. Petersburg Devil Rays, going through five different major league affiliations. St. Pete gained greater recognition as the birthplace of spring training in Florida. Starting in 1914 and spanning ninety-four years, the city played host to eight spring training teams. Babe Ruth played there. Bob Gibson pitched there. Casey Stengel managed there. Still, the city’s baseball track record was far from perfect; St. Pete had suffered through its share of minor league attendance problems. It would take a while for the city to pop up on Major League Baseball’s radar as a viable candidate for relocation or expansion.

		Jack Lake was one of the first civic leaders to push for a big league team in the Tampa Bay region. By the late 1960s, the longtime publisher of the St. Petersburg Times was using his influence to rally local businessmen, politicians, and other influence peddlers to the cause. Those lobbying efforts eventually gained momentum. In 1977, Florida’s legislature formed the Pinellas Sports Authority—named after St. Petersburg–encompassing Pinellas County—which the state hoped would play a leading role in attracting Major League Baseball to the area. Three years later, the St. Petersburg Chamber of Commerce formed a dedicated baseball committee. In 1982, the city offered a stadium site to the sports authority for $1 a year in rent, the first of many major concessions that local government would grant along the way. The next year, St. Pete’s city council approved the new stadium project.

		The ensuing two-year period marked a tumultuous time for St. Petersburg’s stadium efforts. First, the county withdrew its support in 1984. The city and Pinellas Sports Authority countered with a lawsuit the next year and eventually prevailed. A public hearing followed, exposing passions on both sides. Stadium backers didn’t want to see two decades of lobbying and goodwill wasted, even if they hadn’t yet locked down a baseball team to actually play there. Local residents didn’t want their tax dollars funneled into a new ballpark, a stance other cities would have done well to follow, given the billions of dollars in taxpayer money thrown into baseball team owners’ pockets during the stadium-building boom that would soon follow. But against opponents’ protests, the city council voted to proceed with the stadium project anyway. On November 22, 1986, St. Pete staged what it called “the World’s Largest Groundbreaking.”

		As the stadium took shape, a handful of MLB owners began offering their support. Philadelphia Phillies owner Bill Giles was one of the first to speak out on St. Petersburg’s behalf. Giles was a member of the National League expansion committee, and he had plenty of local knowledge—the Phillies had played their spring training games in nearby Clearwater since 1947. When St. Pete applied for expansion, Giles aimed to learn more about the city’s credentials.

		Giles took a group of Phillies personnel and outfielder Von Hayes to St. Pete’s new dome to see how the roof would play in a live baseball game. A Phillies coach hit a towering pop-fly to left field. Hayes looked up at the white, Teflon-coated fiberglass roof, squinted, then covered his head and scampered away. St. Pete officials looked on in horror—one pop-up and the whole deal was about to be blown. A few seconds later, Hayes started laughing. The dome’s roof was made of the same material as the roof in Minnesota’s Metrodome, and Hayes could see the ball just fine. Score one for the Philadelphia pranksters.

		Giles and Mets owner Fred Wilpon also led a contingent of MLB executives who flew in to survey the market. The owners toured the new dome, explored the surrounding downtown area—by then seeing redevelopment—and surveyed the local traffic patterns, including the oft-lamented Howard Frankland Bridge. The three-mile bridge over Tampa Bay heightened the rivalry between the twin cities; the Tampa Tribune ran an editorial showing an island in the middle of Tampa Bay, near the bridge, as the ideal place for an expansion baseball team to play.

		Giles weighed those and other factors and still came away impressed, reporting his findings to the rest of the committee. Putting a team in downtown St. Pete would tap into a large metropolitan area that could also draw from the twin city of Tampa, communities like Bradenton to the south, and even the greater Orlando area less than two hours away.

		Still, St. Pete residents remained skeptical of MLB’s interest. They didn’t want to become that guy who gets all the compliments from female friends, before being deemed too nice to date. Indeed, when the White Sox began exploring a move south, they laid the flattery on thick.

		“Florida is the last virgin franchise area in the country,” Mike McClure, White Sox VP for marketing, said at the time. “It is the greatest opportunity in baseball since Walter O’Malley took the Dodgers west to Los Angeles.”

		Were McClure, Jerry Reinsdorf, and other White Sox execs being sincere in their at times over-the-top praise for St. Pete? Or were they using the threat of a move as a weapon they could wield against reluctant politicians who balked at building them a new stadium on the public dime?

		It was a little of both.

		“Reinsdorf initially [didn’t want] to come to Florida,” said Rick Dodge, St. Petersburg’s longtime city administrator and one of the leading forces behind the city’s drive to build the stadium and attract a team. “He owned the Bulls, he was really a Chicago guy. But even after Illinois passed legislation to build the new stadium, everything got delayed and nothing happened. He went from someone who was casually interested to, the further we got into this, the more he saw a potential market.

		“There was never a misunderstanding,” Dodge mused. “We were always the alternative if they couldn’t get the deal done. But it’s just like romancing someone. At some point you fall in love and you don’t even know it.”

		Despite the White Sox letdown, St. Pete pushed ahead with stadium construction, and the Florida Suncoast Dome opened in the spring of 1990. The plan called for the stadium to host various sporting events, concerts, and other shows until a baseball team could be drawn to the area. At that point, the city would retrofit the Dome to meet the baseball-specific needs and requests of the team’s owners. The Dome lured various musicians, Davis Cup tennis, arena football, and NBA exhibition games. The stadium would later find more use when its first anchor tenant, the NHL’s Tampa Bay Lightning, took up residence in 1993.

		Still, attracting a baseball team remained St. Pete’s top priority for the stadium. And as Major League Baseball’s 1991 expansion process evolved, St. Petersburg looked like one of the top candidates.

		You could forgive Dodge for feeling like Charlie Brown, looking out at Lucy holding the football and wondering if this would finally be the time he’d get to kick. Again and again, baseball owners and other insiders had assured Dodge and other city officials that their time would come. They’d done so every time a team approached St. Pete, only to back out when the owners either got the huge local public subsidy they’d been seeking all along or simply got cold feet.

		The Minnesota Twins, Texas Rangers, Seattle Mariners, and Oakland A’s all made overtures to St. Pete. Even the venerable Detroit Tigers secretly sent a delegation to Florida. Texas and Seattle would secure lucrative new stadium deals after first flirting with St. Pete. Detroit got its own new park, though the Tigers used less public saber-rattling to make it happen. Talks with Twins ownership progressed further, before the team opted to stay in Minnesota; state lawmakers would eventually fold and build a shiny new park for the Twins, though long after the team had mulled moving to St. Pete. Only the A’s stadium situation remains in limbo to this day, with the team vying to move to San Jose and the Bay-sharing San Francisco Giants exercising nebulous territorial rights to block the move—some two decades after exploring a move to St. Pete.

		St. Petersburg had become a stalking horse. The A’s and Twins had failed to parlay the threat of a St. Pete move into a new stadium deal, at least directly. But several other teams leveraged local panic over a possible Florida move to get the favorable stadium deals they wanted. Best of all, team owners didn’t have to make many threats themselves. The Commissioner’s Office could make the threats for the owners while they remained above the fray, the downtrodden businessmen who just wanted to make an honest buck. To Major League Baseball and its owners, the message was obvious: Tampa Bay offered much more value as an exploitable, untapped market than it ever could as the home of a major league team.

		“Bud Selig has been especially adept at playing the move threat card,” said Neil deMause, author of the book Field of Schemes, which examines the large subsidies handed to MLB owners for new stadiums and the elaborate economic benefit projections that teams trot out to hoodwink the public, local governments, and themselves. (DeMause is proprietor of a blog of the same name as his book.) “He did it for years for the Marlins, and for the A’s, in particular. I think he must have a boilerplate speech somewhere in his desk drawers that says, ‘There’s certainly no keeping the [put name of team here] in this city without a new stadium.’ ”

		Baseball’s stadium extortion game touched every team at some point, in some way—not just the sport’s lesser lights. Several of MLB’s sacred cows threatened to move to Tampa Bay, and Tampa Bay aggressively courted them all. Other teams invoked Washington, D.C., or Portland, Oregon, or Charlotte, North Carolina, or San Antonio to scare local governments into cutting a giant check. For a while, George Steinbrenner even made noise about moving the Yankees to New Jersey, a location still technically in the same metro market but worlds apart for many longtime Bronx Bomber fans. For all the pageantry and history the game offers on the field, off the field the business of baseball includes shady backroom deals, ruthless money grabs, and harsh threats. No matter who you root for.

		Having failed to poach an existing team, St. Pete looked to baseball’s first round of expansion since the 1970s as its best bet. The city lined up three potential ownership groups for its bid, per MLB instructions. There was a clear favorite, though: the group headed by car dealer Frank Morsani. The Morsani delegation had represented the city in its early attempts to bring an existing team to St. Pete and in the process built a great deal of local goodwill. Final say on the matter would fall to the league, however, not the city.

		As Dodge and company would discover yet again, sitting at the mercy of the Lords of the Realm was a bad place to be. To St. Pete’s great surprise and disappointment, MLB chose the Porter group, fronted by Washington attorney Stephen Porter and financially backed by Wisconsin’s Kohl family, founders of the Kohl’s department store chain. There were several reasons for MLB’s decision. The league liked the wealth and influence that came with the Porter group, including the backing of Wisconsin senator Herb Kohl. There were also whispers that Morsani was somehow linked to the Mob, a charge that lacked evidence but might have colored baseball’s choice.

		“So we go to New York with the [Porter] group and meet with MLB,” said Rick Mussett, St. Pete’s longtime senior development administrator who worked alongside Dodge in the city’s efforts to land a team. “And they just balked at the expansion fee, which was $95 million. Our mayor at the time, Bob Ulrich, had a famous quote about it, or at least famous here locally. He said they had deep pockets and short arms.”

		Opinions vary as to why the Porter group opted not to bid. Some contend that the Kohl family wasn’t enthusiastic about ponying up the cash. Meanwhile, another late bidder emerged, eager to bring baseball to Florida: Blockbuster Entertainment CEO Wayne Huizenga. Huizenga wanted a co-tenant to play in South Florida’s Joe Robbie Stadium with his Miami Dolphins. He lacked the Morsani group’s long track record with MLB, but the league was impressed nonetheless.

		St. Pete conspiracy theorists contend that MLB may have wanted an easy excuse to grant Huizenga a team despite his eleventh-hour interest. Choosing the Porter group—which lacked the resolve the other two Tampa Bay would-be bidders had—to represent the Florida Gulf Coast effort made the league’s decision easier. The Huizenga-owned Florida Marlins and the fledgling Colorado Rockies nabbed the league’s two expansion teams. Major League Baseball had locked out St. Petersburg at the last minute yet again.

		For Morsani, this was the last straw. Bitter about MLB’s broken promises and having been pushed aside in the expansion process, he sued the league. Years earlier, when Morsani appeared close to reeling in the Twins, MLB had stepped forward with a vow: wait your turn, and we’ll reward you with the first available expansion team. Now, not only had the league passed on St. Pete as an expansion team, but it hadn’t even given Morsani’s group a chance to bid, choosing the Porter group to represent the city’s interests instead. Morsani’s creditors, already breathing down his neck, pushed Morsani to take the matter to court to try to recoup his losses. Slowing sales at his auto dealerships had taken a big bite from his personal fortune. Multiple futile attempts to bring a team to St. Pete had stripped away the rest of his cash, forcing him to file for bankruptcy. Morsani would eventually settle his case with MLB out of court.

		For all the setbacks St. Pete suffered, when fresh opportunities came calling, local baseball boosters couldn’t resist trying again. Pigheaded, slightly delusional, crazy … they were all of those things. In
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