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					The story that is always told about the Yankees is wrong.

					—Brian Cashman, Yankees general manager, 1998–present

					Well, why don’t I try to get it right?

					—me, to Cashman

				

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			I have covered New York baseball for more than fifteen years, and this book is derived in part from relationships, firsthand observations, and interviews with players, owners, executives, managers, coaches, scouts, and agents conducted along the way.

			Once I began working in earnest on this project in 2021, Brian Cashman—though we were both clear that this was not his book, or a collaboration—did agree to participate in dozens of exclusive interviews on the phone, in his Yankee Stadium office, on the field, in the dugout, and via text message between 2021 and 2023. He only consented to this if I promised to interview many others and not frame this as his book, which was my plan anyway. Some quotes are from an extended interview with Cashman conducted in his office in 2018.

			Most other sources agreed to on-record interviews, which are identified throughout the text. Certain sources requested anonymity to discuss sensitive matters, also noted throughout the text. The many books and articles cited in the bibliography were also essential in telling this story.

			Through representatives, Derek Jeter and Alex Rodriguez declined to be interviewed.

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction

				“This Game Is a Monster”

				Derek Jeter, at forty-seven years old, maintained the trim physique and imperious gait he had carried since the end of the previous century.

				On the morning of September 8, 2021, Jeter strode across the lobby of the Otesaga Resort Hotel in Cooperstown, New York—shoulders back, chin upturned—accompanied by another New York Yankees deity who had never lost confidence, Reggie Jackson.

				Jackson was nearly three decades older than Jeter but comparably fit and stylish. He expressed his own self-assurance with a smirk that held when he spoke, the corners of his mouth turned slightly down as if permanently amused. He wore glasses with thin frames and had a neatly trimmed mustache.

				The Otesaga itself was a setting worthy of the Hall of Famers who populated it annually for the induction ceremonies. Built in 1909, it had a lobby that stood between a grand, white-columned entrance in the front and a veranda overlooking Lake Otsego—the water nicknamed Glimmerglass because of its startling ability to refract light—in the back. Each year, living Hall of Famers gathered for an exclusive reception on that patio.

				Standing on the plush rug to the left of the entrance was a man not programmed to notice any of the grandeur around him, but whose mind was forever stuck back in his office or on his phone. Brian Cashman was getting coffee.

				He was fifty-four years old, five feet seven, bald on top with hair cropped close on the sides and back. The Yankees, the ballclub he had served as general manager since 1998, were near the end of one of the most stressful seasons Cashman had yet endured.

				The night before, the Toronto Blue Jays had squashed his team, 5–1, beating the $324 million ace, Gerrit Cole, and keeping alive the possibility that the Yanks would fail to qualify for the postseason. Game details always rumbled in Cashman’s belly. His monotone voice and blank stare hid the inner storm.

				But it was Cashman’s duty to be here in Cooperstown. Stewardship of an iconic franchise carried many responsibilities, including traveling to see the enshrinement of the player who, above all others, defined Cashman’s era—no matter how deep the personal disconnect between championship shortstop and championship executive had grown.

				Standing by a stainless steel coffee urn and taking the first sips of his steaming beverage, Cashman spotted Harold Reynolds, a former big-league infielder currently working as a television analyst. The two chatted briefly. Then Cashman noticed the approach of Jeter and Jackson.

				“Hey,” Jeter said to Cashman. “When you get a chance, can I meet with you for a second?”

				Now seemed as good a time as any. The two walked away from Jackson and Reynolds and down a hallway.

				Cashman figured that Jeter, in his current role as CEO of the Miami Marlins, was about to request permission to interview a Yankee executive or coach for a job. Jeter had been hiring Cashman’s people since crossing over to management four years earlier.

				But that wasn’t it, not this time. Jeter had a more significant topic on his mind: he wanted, even just for his own sense of peace, a measure of closure.

				“He basically said, ‘Hey, I just want to thank you for everything you did in my career,’ ” Cashman says. “ ‘I know we’ve had issues, but as far as I’m concerned, it’s over. I have a whole new appreciation for how things are, being on this side of the fence now, and I want to thank you for everything. As far as I’m concerned, things are cool between us.’ ”

				Jeter’s words landed as a pleasant surprise. He and Cashman were titanic figures: one stood with DiMaggio, Mantle, and Berra in Yankee lore; the other was the longest-standing general manager in Yankees history and had overseen the club’s final dynasty before the game changed in ways that made a dynasty nearly impossible.

				They had disagreed in public and private, vented about each other, remembered key events differently. Peace did not seem near. Now—suddenly, finally—they were exhaling together.

				“From my end, I was like, ‘Listen, dude, I just feel bad because I feel like people were lying to you,’ ” Cashman recalled. “ ‘And all I ever did was be honest with you. And I feel like a lot of people approach you as a superstar and are not willing to be honest because they’re afraid to lose their friendship. But I was going to do my job.’ ”

				Cashman didn’t say who was allegedly lying. Details didn’t have to be made explicit between these two Yankees luminaries who had been through so much together.

				“I appreciated it,” Cashman later said. “It was a good conversation.”

				It was also a lot to unpack. More than two decades of emotional churn, in fact. The characters in Cashman’s long story at the helm, some of whom happened to be in that gilded hotel at that very moment, included Joe Torre, Mariano Rivera, Alex Rodriguez, and the late George Steinbrenner. Legends all. But also men with egos and feelings and flaws and roles in one of contemporary baseball’s greatest stories—men who collaborated on an era of excellence the likes of which we may never see again.

				
					What Is a General Manager, Anyway?

					The year after his chat with Jeter in Cooperstown, Cashman quietly achieved a significant milestone of his own: he passed Ed Barrow as the longest-tenured general manager in the history of the world’s most iconic sports franchise.

					The term “general manager” in baseball is actually a bit tricky to define. In the modern game we understand the GM as the person who constructs the team, but in practice job titles and responsibilities have shifted through years and eras.

					In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some owners and team presidents like Charles Comiskey of the Chicago White Sox and Barney Dreyfuss of the Pittsburgh Pirates chose the players. In other cases, domineering field managers performed these functions—think John McGraw of the New York Giants.

					For much of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, “general manager” became the term of fashion for architects of the roster, so much so that the industry gathering that kicks off every Major League Baseball offseason is called the General Managers Meetings.

					In recent years, contemporary front offices have added another wrinkle, creating titles like president of baseball operations and chief baseball officer. The men who hold those jobs appoint general managers. But those “GMs” are, in practice, assistants to the “presidents” and “chiefs,” who typically act as a GM in the way most of us understand the term.

					The best way to understand this evolving nomenclature is to dive a bit deeper into the structure of a contemporary baseball organization.

					Directly under the ownership level, there is often a team president. For the Yankees, Randy Levine has served in this role since 2000. Below that sit heads of the various departments: baseball operations, business operations, marketing, communications, and more.

					Since 1998, Cashman has led the Yankees’ baseball operations department. He took the job when the term “general manager” was standard, and he has kept it. David Stearns, his counterpart for the crosstown New York Mets , entered that organization in 2023 as president of baseball operations.

					But both Cashman and Stearns were in charge of the major-league roster, the farm system, the manager, coaches, strength and conditioning, and everything else related to winning and losing ball games. They had the same job.

					For the Yankees, Barrow held titles including business manager and team president from 1921 to 1944, but his responsibilities covered what we would now understand to be those of a GM.

					None of these shifts in terminology seemed to matter much to the average fan until a monumental development in the early twenty-first century: the publication of Michael Lewis’s bestselling book Moneyball, which dramatized the Oakland Athletics GM Billy Beane’s innovations in utilizing data and creativity to run a team.

					That book cast a new spotlight on the baseball general manager. Arriving as it did when fantasy sports were already exploding in popularity, allowing any fan to become a mini-GM, it contributed to the celebrification of the sports executive. Brad Pitt played Beane in the movie.

					Because of that, Beane stands as the most famous person to lead a baseball operations department. But he holds the strong opinion that Cashman is the best to ever do the job.

					“Based on Brian’s accomplishments, I would make the argument that he is the greatest executive in the history of the sport,” Beane says. “He has four championships and the longest tenure. It’s not unlike Tom Brady’s career, from an executive standpoint. He is the Tom Brady of GMs.”

					Seven executives are enshrined in Cooperstown for their work running teams: Barrow, George Weiss, Branch Rickey, Larry and Lee MacPhail, Pat Gillick, and John Schuerholz. Theo Epstein, who ended long-standing championship curses for the Boston Red Sox and the Chicago Cubs, will join them one day, along perhaps with Brian Sabean, winner of three championships with the San Francisco Giants.

					For Beane, Cashman towers above them all. In fact, when asked in a telephone interview if Cashman belonged in the Hall, Beane raised his voice and made clear that he found the question ridiculous.

					“If you look at the standard of executives who have been elected into the Hall of Fame, and you look at everyone’s accomplishments, he completely blows everybody away,” Beane says.

					“He has the championships. He has the length of career. He literally checks every single box. So the idea that [his Hall of Fame candidacy] would even be questioned to me seems absurd, based on what I would see as the criteria for being a Hall of Fame executive.

					“Why wouldn’t he be in the Hall of Fame? You know, that question to me is one that shouldn’t be asked. In fact, when you talk about Brian, ‘future Hall of Famer’ should be part of the sentence every time. That might sound corny, but it just seems crazy to even have to ask. In fact, you can go even further. Why don’t you go outside of baseball, find somebody in sports who has done better than Brian.”

					Beane is not a lone voice. Sabean, who worked alongside a young Cashman with the Yankees of the late 1980s and early 1990s before moving on to San Francisco, became a very different executive from Beane, relying more on traditional scouting than the data and analytics that made Moneyball famous. Through a contrasting lens, Sabean sees Cashman the same way.

					“Brian is the greatest general manager in the history of the sport,” Sabean says, without knowing that Beane had uttered practically the exact same sentence.

					“The expectations on him are through the roof. They’re well established. It’s not a city or team that you can take a step back and say, ‘Hey, we’re going to have to rebuild or even retool,’ so to speak. He’s had to try to win the division, get deep in the playoffs, get to the World Series, and win the World Series every year. It’s amazing how he’s navigated that, because he can’t lie in wait for a couple of years, like many teams can. The ownership is not going to allow it. The fan base wouldn’t stand for it.

					“That in itself is a bear. This game is a monster. You’ve got to deal with it every day. He’s got to deal with it 365 days a year. And try to win the day.”

					Cashman’s success astounds competitors, when they stop to really think about it.

					Under his watch, the Yankees have never posted a losing record. In fact, the team began a streak of winning seasons in 1993, when Cashman was a key underling in the general manager Gene Michael’s front office.

					During that span, no other club has had half as many consecutive winning years. In fact, no other major-league franchise has had twenty-five straight winning seasons at any point in its history.

					Through the 2023 season the Yankees have been mathematically eliminated from postseason contention in just 22 of the 4,108 games during Cashman’s tenure as GM. Rivals struggle to even comprehend that one. He is the youngest-ever GM to win a World Series and the only to win championships in each of his first three years on the job.

					Cashman’s detractors in the fan base note that the Yanks have won just one championship since 2000, and none in more than a decade. This is a serious violation of the longtime owner George Steinbrenner’s edict that any season ending without a World Series title is a failure.

					As each year passes, tension builds inside and outside the organization. Frustrated fans note bad trades and failed prospects. Cashman has plenty of both on his ledger. The 2023 season, which Cashman himself called a “disaster” in an August news conference, ended with the Yankees missing the playoffs for the first time since 2016. By September, fan unrest had reached a fever pitch, and at least one paying customer unfurled a “Fire Cashman” banner at the stadium. The Yankees posted a winning record for the thirty-first consecutive year—second-most ever in MLB history, behind only the 1926 and 1964 Yankees—but their 82–80 mark was not nearly good enough for Cashman or his public.

					For the twenty-first-century Yankees, the game presents new obstacles that threaten their very identity as a sports behemoth. The context of the sport has changed in a way that will likely leave fans who yearn for the 1950s or 1990s dynasties forever bereft of satisfaction. The postseason field has gradually expanded from two teams to twelve. It is easier than ever to reach the playoffs but an increasingly fraught grind to survive its many rounds.

					Since the Yankees won three titles in Cashman’s first three years as GM, a run that ended in 2000, no team has captured two in a row, though the Giants, Houston Astros, and Boston Red Sox have won multiple championships in that span. Dynasties, as baseball defined them for more than a century, no longer exist.

					But this book isn’t about Yankee championships and championship droughts, at least not primarily. It is about the long arc of transformation in the game of baseball itself. There is a broader tale to tell here than the annual success and/or disappointment of one franchise.

					Simply put, the story of the Yankees since Cashman arrived as a nineteen-year-old intern in 1986 is the story of the entire game during that time. The Yankees are steeped in more tradition than any team, and now they are also as modern as anyone, immersed in data and technology as well as old-school scouting.

					From old school to new, gut feeling to analytics, power in the manager’s office to power for the GM, baseball is in many ways unrecognizable from the game that held a claim as the national pastime for more than a century.

					In the 1980s, most baseball executives began their careers in the game as players. Now execs come from Wall Street, the Ivy League, and PhD engineering programs. Some are literally rocket scientists. As the industry severs old traditions, new ones arise.

					This broader story of baseball’s evolution was a reason to pursue writing the story of the Yankees through the lens of its front office. Plenty of books have chronicled the team on the field; this one aims to capture how a franchise is run on the executive level during a time of dizzying change in the industry.

					The Yankees aren’t just any franchise, either; love or hate them, they are a dominant global brand. And, according to Cashman himself, their story has been recounted frequently but never correctly.

					“The story that is always told about the Yankees is wrong,” Cashman has told me on multiple occasions.

					“Well,” I answered one time, “why don’t I try to get it right?”

					I have known and covered Cashman for years and have been the beneficiary of countless hours of off-the-record stories about his Yankee adventures. We met during the first decade of his tenure, when I was writing a journalism school master’s project about his work with the Yankees. We came to know each other well as I became a reporter for the New York Daily News and later a broadcaster for the television network SNY and writer for its website.

					Because we enjoy a measure of personal chemistry and he seems to consider my daily coverage generally fair, I figured that it would be easy to persuade Cashman to be interviewed for a book about the Yankees during his time there.

					I was wrong. In October 2021, when I called Cashman to explain the idea and ask if he would speak on the record, he transformed back into the version of himself that the public sees, quiet and inscrutable.

					“I’d like to write a book about your time with the Yankees, and I would like to interview you,” I said.

					He paused for a few seconds.

					“Okay,” he finally said, and not in a tone that signaled agreement. It was more like, “Okay, I acknowledge that you just said that and am choosing not to indicate a reaction.”

					Eager to fill the silence, I launched into a version of the explanation written above, about how the Yankees tell the story of the sport itself in the years since Cashman arrived.

					“Okay,” he said again, in the same flat voice.

					I stammered something about following up soon.

					“Okay,” Cashman said.

					A few weeks later, Major League Baseball convened its annual General Managers Meetings, the event that kicks off every offseason with preliminary trade and free agency discussions. This year, execs and media decamped to a resort in Carlsbad, California.

					On the first day, just past 6:00 a.m., Cashman and I were both still on East Coast time. We bumped into each other at the coffee shop.

					“Want to sit down and talk about the book idea?” I asked.

					“Sure,” he said.

					As I made my pitch again, he spent most of his time looking over my shoulder.

					“Are there any concerns you want to express?” I asked.

					“No,” he said. “Just thinking.”

					“Do you want me to stop bugging you about this and just drop it?”

					“No, you can keep asking.”

					Okey dokey.

					A full six months later, after several intermittent follow-ups, I made a final attempt, spelling out for Cashman what I’ll make clear now: this is not a biography, and certainly not his memoir or a collaboration between us.

					The book would be about Cashman, but also about his Yankees forebears like Gene Michael, Billy Martin, and Bill Livesey and star players—the people who made the Yankees the Yankees and provided the necessary context to understand the Cashman era.

					It would be about the entire franchise, the entire era, the entire game. I would speak to current and former Yankee executives, managers, coaches, scouts, players, employees on every rung of the ladder, and rivals from around the league. Cashman would have no control over its contents.

					“Well,” he finally said. “If that’s what you’re doing, I don’t have the right to tell you not to write a book.”

					He then agreed to be interviewed at length and quoted on the record.

					Cashman’s lack of enthusiasm made sense. He was a busy man who now had to talk to me even more frequently than before. He was accepting the risk of entrusting an independent party to tell the story of his career and set his legacy.

					Ultimately, though, Cashman was extremely generous with his time and insight. Through Yankees highs and lows over the next two years, he took my calls, often on his morning drives into the stadium from his Connecticut home. We would talk until he pulled in to the garage on 164th Street in the South Bronx or cut me off mid-answer with “I gotta go” or “I’ve gotta take this call.”

					Through all those conversations, Cashman unspooled his version of the past thirty-plus years of Yankees and baseball history, our conversations marked by his sharp memory, candor, and the occasional angry edge.

					As I promised Cashman, the reporting did not stop there. As much as I spoke with him, I spent many more hours interviewing others, from the clubhouse to the owner, Hal Steinbrenner.

					It all felt like privileged access into the inner workings of the franchise, and I’m grateful for it. I hope it’s as much fun to read as it was to report.

					The result is what I hope will stand as the definitive account of how the Yankees were built and operated—and, by extension, how baseball itself functioned and changed—in the Brian Cashman era.

					The team has always featured big characters and big drama: prolific winning, but also Jeter versus Cashman, George Steinbrenner versus everyone, Jeter versus Alex Rodriguez, Cashman publicly telling A-Rod to “shut the fuck up,” Gerrit Cole’s use of advanced data to become one of the best pitchers in the sport, and Aaron Judge’s pursuit of home run records and a massive contract.

					There are infinite choices for moments at which to begin this tale, but let’s rewind all the way to here: a hotel lobby in Cleveland, 1966, a rock-bottom moment from which the next fifty-plus years of Yankee history would rise.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			PART ONE

			Gene Michael, George Steinbrenner, and the Flying Hot Dog

		

	
		
		
			1

			Rock Bottom

			On April 19, 1966, Yankees stars Roger Maris and Elston Howard stood in the lobby of the Sheraton-Cleveland Hotel and discussed the night’s opposing pitcher, Sam McDowell.

			A woman and her husband approached.

			“You’re going to lose tonight, you know,” the woman told the fading Yankee deities.

			“[Is] that right?” Maris said.

			“You know the Indians have a better team,” the woman said.

			“We’ll show up,” Howard said. “We’ve been here before.”

			The woman laughed and continued to tease the players, before asking for an autograph and leaving.

			“Stupid broad,” Maris said as she walked away. Then he mimicked her. “You’re gonna lose,” he said.

			The “stupid broad” turned out to know of what she spoke. McDowell beat Yankees ace Mel Stottlemyre that night, dropping the Yanks to 1–6 on the season, tumbling toward a deeply unfamiliar void. The year before, New York had posted a losing record for the first time in forty years. Now they were on their way to their first last-place finish in fifty-three seasons.

			The first era of Yankee dominance was finally winding down.

			It had all begun on January 9, 1903, when Frank Farrell, a Lower East Side native who owned gambling houses and was sometimes referred to as the Pool Room King, and Big Bill Devery, a former New York City police chief who had once been arrested for bribery and extortion, purchased the rights to an AL franchise for $18,000.

			The Yankees’ official account holds that Farrell and Devery bought a defunct Baltimore club and moved it to New York. Other sources suggest that the pair might have instead purchased the rights to a new franchise—meaning that the Yankees did not, in fact, have roots in Baltimore. That remains inconclusive.

			In any case, the ballclub that would become the Yankees played its first game in Manhattan on April 30, 1903, defeating Washington 6–2. In that era, team names were fluid and often determined by newspaper headlines; in recounting the opener, one paper called the New York AL club the “Deveryites,” and another labeled them the “Invaders.”

			In those early years, the Hilltoppers and the Highlanders, references to the elevation of the team’s Washington Heights ballpark, were common monikers. An April 7, 1904, headline in the Evening Journal—“Yankees Beat Boston”—marked an early appearance of the name that ultimately stuck.

			After a largely mediocre first decade, the Yankees entered a new phase in 1915, when the beer baron Colonel Jacob Ruppert purchased the club with a partner, Tillinghast L’Hommedieu Huston (Ruppert bought out Huston in 1923).

			Ruppert hired Red Sox manager Ed Barrow to run his front office. Barrow, an adept evaluator of talent, built the Murderers’ Row teams of the 1920s and the dynasty of the 1930s and established the Yankee expectation of success that endures to this day.

			Ruppert died in 1939. In 1945, his estate sold the team to Dan Topping, Del Webb, and Larry MacPhail. Topping and Webb bought out MacPhail in 1947 and went on to oversee yet another dynastic era in the 1950s before cashing out in 1964.

			CBS’s purchase of the Yankees that year coincided with a dark period for the franchise. The Yanks had won the World Series three times in the 1920s, five times in the 1930s, four times in the 1940s, and six times in the 1950s. The final gasps of Mickey Mantle and Whitey Ford’s Rat Pack–era teams won a pair of titles in the early 1960s; then the franchise slipped into darkness.

			The reasons for decline were many. Mantle’s health and skills eroded. Maris, hampered by a hand injury, lost his power. Ford and infielders Bobby Richardson and Tony Kubek faded and would soon retire. Younger standouts like Jim Bouton, Joe Pepitone, and Tom Tresh did not find sustained success.

			Meanwhile, broader changes to the business of baseball made it more difficult for the Yankees to build another championship core. For decades, New York’s scouts had been able to woo high school kids and their parents with promises of pinstripe glory and annual World Series bonuses, and those kids were free to sign with them if they chose. In 1965, the creation of the amateur draft ended all that.

			Suddenly the Yankees could not sign any player they wanted, but had to wait their turn in the draft order. With major-league free agency more than a decade away, the team was suddenly forced to behave like everyone else.

			The Bronx Bombers had misplaced their mojo and would not find it for years. Still, the CBS ownership under President Mike Burke and GM Lee MacPhail quietly set to work building the next dynasty in ways that have gone largely uncredited in the decades since.

			Here is where Yankee myth and Yankee reality begin to diverge. The legend goes that it took George Steinbrenner, scion of a Cleveland shipping family, onetime assistant football coach, and self-styled hard-ass, to rescue the franchise when he purchased it in 1973.

			In fact, CBS planted seeds that began to blossom soon after Steinbrenner took over.

			Recognizing that the old ways were no longer working, MacPhail initiated a rebuild, trading Maris, Howard, and longtime third baseman Clete Boyer. In 1968, he drafted catcher Thurman Munson, who would later become a Yankee captain. Three years later, he drafted future ace Ron Guidry. In 1972 he traded for reliever Sparky Lyle and third baseman Graig Nettles. All of those players went on to become pillars of the team’s upcoming success.

			Steinbrenner thus inherited a strong foundation. Then the mid-1970s brought a franchise-changing bit of luck tailored perfectly to his strengths as a recruiter: the advent of free agency. Steinbrenner set about augmenting the team’s core with pricey stars like pitcher Catfish Hunter and slugger Reggie Jackson, then won championships in 1977 and 1978.

			As MacPhail later wrote, “The general impression of people today is that CBS did not provide good ownership—that it would not spend money to improve the team. Actually CBS did everything in its power—under the baseball rules in force at the time—to improve the club. Scouting and player development budgets were increased and it gladly would have purchased players had there been good players available for purchase. And actually, the team did improve.”

			Steinbrenner, then, oversaw two dynasties: one in the late 1970s, with a core built under CBS ownership; and one in the late 1990s, with a core built by the legendary GM Gene Michael and staff (including Cashman) while Steinbrenner was banished from the game.

			Yankee fans in the 2020s tend to deify Steinbrenner, who died in 2010. Hal Steinbrenner, George’s son and successor as the Yankees’ managing general partner, knows that prior generations held a different view. He experiences the contrast on a visceral level when fans boo him at the stadium and pine for a resurrection of his father.

			“Everybody who criticizes me forgets that George was not well liked,” Hal says. “Not at all. Particularly in the ’80s.”

			But so persistent is the myth of Steinbrenner as savior that even Cashman has internalized it. He had no idea that CBS built the core of Steinbrenner’s first dynasty.

			“Really? Those players were there when George got here? Nettles? Munson?” Cashman said when I filled him in on the reality.

			“Yeah.”

			“Wow.”

			So who was the actual savior of the Yankees, if it was not Steinbrenner himself?

			If we want to be reductive enough to credit an individual for organizational success, we must take a long look at a shortstop who arrived soon after the day when Maris and the fan traded those salty barbs in a Cleveland hotel.
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			Enter Gene Michael

			The platform on which Gene Michael stood in Yankees lore is built on the bedrock of a flying hot dog. But first, some background.

			Born in 1938 in Kent, Ohio, Eugene Richard “Stick” Michael played ten seasons as an infielder in the big leagues, including seven with the Yankees. He then served as a coach, an executive, a scout, a manager, and, crucially, the GM who oversaw the assemblage and retention of the last Yankee dynasty while mentoring Brian Cashman.

			Michael was beloved by colleagues for both his baseball genius and his personal quirks.

			“He was like the Nutty Professor,” says Buck Showalter, the onetime Yankee farmhand and manager who became one of Michael’s best friends. “He would come in with his hair all over the place, kind of off-kilter, and the shit-eating grin on his face.”

			“You know who he was?” says Billy Eppler, an assistant general manager for the Yankees during Michael’s later years who later went on to become GM of the Los Angeles Angels and the New York Mets. “He was Doc Brown from Back to the Future. He was this genius who had this wild hair, the whole thing.”

			Michael came to the industry in an unlikely fashion—as a passionate practitioner of a different sport. He attended Kent State University on a basketball scholarship. After beginning a career as a professional basketball player, Michael in 1958 accepted a $25,000 signing bonus from the Pittsburgh Pirates.

			“I don’t think he was going to make near the money in basketball that he got in baseball, so he went with baseball,” says Ron Brand, who knew Michael longer than anyone in the game. The two played together in the Pirates’ minor-league system; decades later, Michael made Brand a top Yankees scout, a perch from which Brand influenced key acquisitions in the 1990s and moments in the team’s 2009 World Series run.

			Brand says that although Michael never let go of his love for basketball, baseball was more suited to his sharp intellect and ravenous curiosity.

			“He regretted that he didn’t go into basketball,” Brand said. “That being said, when he committed to baseball, he began to really understand it. In basketball, if you’ve got the natural ability and you’re not afraid, you can get pretty good at it. Football is the same way; it’s more physical. Baseball is more of a mind game than any of the others. And he had a good mind for it.”

			Indeed, baseball reveals more to the viewer as his or her eye sharpens. As Michael came to know it, he quickly developed the confidence to advocate for himself in ways that would later disarm the Yankees’ owner, George Steinbrenner, as no other manager or executive could. That began when Michael was still a minor leaguer in the 1950s.

			“He got into it with a few managers,” Brand says. “If they got on him and he didn’t think it was right, he stood up for himself—like he was with George. When he felt that something was right, he committed to it.”

			Shouting matches with the Boss were decades in the future, but Michael foreshadowed that behavior as a Pirates prospect by pushing back on minor-league managers.

			“If you don’t like it, send me out!” he would shout at his elders when they criticized him.

			“Stick was a nasty shortstop,” Jim Price, a teammate in those minor-league years, said in an interview conducted shortly before his death in 2023. “If you slid into second base to try to break up a double play on him, he would bean you with the throw. He would be the first one to fight.”

			(It was Price who bestowed upon Michael the nickname that stuck, which began as a simple description of his six-foot-two, 180-pound frame. “I happened to see him in the shower, and I said, ‘Man, you look like a stick,’ ” Price recalls. “And it stayed with him.”)

			While still playing in the minors, Michael came to trust his judgment of the strike zone so much that once, when a call went against him, he refused to return to the batter’s box.

			Finally, the ump told the pitcher to throw the ball. The pitcher obeyed, and the ump called a strike. Michael went nuts and was ejected.

			Another time, a third baseman tagged Michael on the stomach, hard, as Michael slid into the bag. Michael shoved his opponent’s glove with enough force to knock the ball into deep left field.

			But while Michael “didn’t take any crap,” as Brand puts it, he also came to experience, and recover from, fear and failure in ways that enabled him to recognize which players were capable of doing the same.

			In 1967, Pittsburgh traded Michael to the Los Angeles Dodgers in a deal that involved star shortstop Maury Wills. The larger stage rattled Michael in a way he hadn’t experienced before.

			“Going from Pittsburgh to Dodger Stadium, he told me, ‘I locked up so I couldn’t do anything—I got scared,’ ” Brand says.

			“From then on he could tell when a player was playing scared, because he knew it. He knew how it felt, and he knew how the results looked. You see it in their actions and in their eyes; there’s hesitancy rather than commitment. It’s guys that get caught between bases—they change their mind and they’re stuck. It’s guys that are indecisive. And that’s what he was that year. It really bugged him.”

			In November 1967, the Dodgers sold Michael to the Yankees. The following season, Michael bore witness to Mickey Mantle’s physical decline—the sad end of the previous era.

			“They talked Mickey into [coming back],” Michael, who died of a heart attack at age seventy-nine in 2017, told me in a 2014 interview. “He was going to retire the year before. He had wanted to retire, but it wasn’t tough to talk him into playing. They were paying him $100,000, which was a ton of money back then.”

			Mantle’s final game was at Boston’s Fenway Park on September 28. He had survived the season with the help of Butazolidin, a strong anti-inflammatory, but because of side effects had weaned himself off it. As a result, he finished the year barely able to walk.

			“The last two days [at Fenway], he could hardly go down the dugout steps,” Michael said. “I know because I followed him one time.”

			The two had bonded that season over card playing, at which Michael proved far better. Even then, Stick knew how to bluff.

			When the St. Moritz hotel in New York, where Mantle lived that season, sent the bill, Mantle joked to the manager, “Call Gene Michael. He’s got all my cash. He’ll write you a check.”

			With the Mantle era and all the mystique that came with it officially over, Michael was the Yankees’ best player in 1969, batting .272 and establishing himself as a solid defender and heady player.

			“When he went to the Yankees, he had that good year where he hit .270 and was their MVP,” Brand says. “He learned to overcome his fears. And again, if you’ve done that, then you can see that another player can do that.”

			Now back to the hot dog.

			Michael was still on the Yankees’ roster when Steinbrenner announced his purchase of the team on January 3, 1973—almost exactly seventy years after Frank Farrell and Big Bill Devery created the franchise.

			“We plan absentee ownership as far as running the Yankees,” the soon-to-be Boss said at his introductory news conference. “We’re not going to pretend we’re something we aren’t. I’ll stick to building ships.”

			On an August afternoon in Dallas seven months later, Steinbrenner was nowhere near a shipyard. He had flown in to watch his team play the Rangers and was standing on the field while the players took pregame infield practice.

			The drills proceeded as usual, set to the sounds of bats cracking, balls popping in gloves, and light chatter—until a six-foot-two, rail-thin player ran from the dugout to the field, shrieking and throwing his glove in the air.

			As reported by his biographer, Bill Madden, Steinbrenner watched, horrified, as a hot dog launched from the glove, spun around in the air, and landed at his feet. He wrote down the player’s uniform number in order to report him to the manager, Ralph Houk. He then demanded that Houk either discipline or trade this player for clowning around on the field.

			Houk, barely able to keep from laughing, explained that the player’s name was Gene Michael and it hadn’t been his fault.

			Michael, Houk said, suffered from a terrible fear of bugs, snakes, and other creepy-crawlies. A teammate had exploited this by stuffing the hot dog into a finger of Michael’s glove and watching him panic once he discovered it.

			After the game, Steinbrenner marched through the Yankees’ clubhouse with a Texas state trooper, demanding to know who had pulled the prank. It was infielder Hal Lanier, but he was not arrested.

			This was an inauspicious beginning with Steinbrenner, but at least the Boss now knew who Gene Michael was. Over time, Steinbrenner would come to trust Stick on a level that ran deeper than perhaps any other relationship he formed during his thirty-seven years running the Yankees.

			When Houk quit after that season, he told the owner that Michael was a future GM or manager. Steinbrenner began referring to Michael as a “bright young executive type.”

			The owner also clearly admired Michael’s brash, antiauthoritarian streak. Early in his ownership of the franchise, Steinbrenner established a rule that would survive him: no Yankee could have long hair or facial hair below the lip. Stars like Munson and Lou Piniella obeyed, but Michael pushed back.

			“Are you going to pay for the haircut?” he asked.

			When Steinbrenner said that he would, Michael pushed it further.

			“Well, the least you could do is buy us all new suits, too,” he said. “If the goal here is for us to look more presentable.”

			Steinbrenner nearly blew, but Michael grinned just in time. For some reason, he was able to get away with it, then and countless other times in the future.

			By 1975, the two had developed a strong enough personal rapport that when Michael turned down GM Gabe Paul’s offer of a $45,000 contract, and Paul countered by telling Michael he would release him, Michael invoked his relationship with the Boss.

			“Does Mr. Steinbrenner know about this?” Michael asked.

			The Boss did not intervene in that transaction. But when the Boston Red Sox released Michael in 1976, Steinbrenner brought him back for a long career as one of the most impactful employees the Yankees would ever have.

			Before Michael ever became a GM, Steinbrenner forced him on his other favorite baseball son—the brilliant and paranoid Billy Martin.
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			Enter Billy; Exit Billy; Repeat

			“Stick this.”

			That was Billy Martin’s reaction, expressed to his pitching coach and drinking buddy Art Fowler—and in full view of several Yankees beat reporters—when he learned that Gene Michael would be added to his staff in 1976.

			A lifelong Yankee fan from his earliest days of a hardscrabble upbringing in Berkeley, California, Alfred Manuel Martin lived his dream in the 1950s as an infielder under his mentor, manager Casey Stengel. A career .257 hitter in the regular season, Martin rose to meet the moment nearly every October, posting a .333 average, with five home runs, across five World Series.

			Always scrappy, Martin would push back on coaches on the field and party hard off it. In 1957, six Yankee players—Martin, Mantle, Ford, Yogi Berra, Hank Bauer, and pitcher Johnny Kucks—became entangled in a controversy involving a brawl at the Copacabana, a New York nightclub.

			The front office made Martin the scapegoat of this stain on the Yankee aura and traded him to Kansas City. Martin lived out the rest of his career in outposts that lacked the glitz of Manhattan.

			After his playing career ended, Martin managed in Minnesota, Detroit, and Texas before Steinbrenner brought him home on August 1, 1975. Between that day and December 25, 1989, when Martin died in a drunken car crash, the Boss would hire and fire him five times. It was an era marked by managerial brilliance but also booze, violence, and drama.

			Forever obsessed with protecting his territory, Martin was no fan of Steinbrenner’s decision to force Michael on him. It is a common thread in baseball for a manager to suspect one member of his coaching staff of being the eyes and ears of the front office, and Martin was especially paranoid.

			“I wasn’t a spy,” Michael told author Bill Pennington more than thirty years later. “I know Billy hated me being there. But I was supposed to help implement some things and report to George how they were going. I know it wasn’t a usual arrangement but I was not running back to George about things that were none of my business. I wasn’t spying. I was trying to help Billy. Not that he believed me.”

			For the next several years, as Martin came and went and the Yankees won championships in 1977 and 1978, Michael tried on different roles in the organization. Late in the 1979 season, while Michael was managing the Yankees’ Triple-A affiliate in Columbus, Ohio, Steinbrenner offered to make him the Yankees’ general manager at the end of the season. Michael, just forty-one years old, was excited by the chance to shape an entire organization.

			Soon after, Martin nearly derailed that plan. On October 23 of that year, he and a friend were drinking at a hotel bar in Bloomington, Minnesota. Also there was Joseph Cooper, a fifty-two-year-old marshmallow salesman from Illinois.

			The group started talking baseball, and Cooper opined that Montreal’s Dick Williams was his choice for 1979 Manager of the Year, even though Baltimore’s Earl Weaver had done a good job, too.

			It never took much to provoke Martin into a fight. This perceived slight did the job.

			“They are both assholes, and you’re an asshole too for saying it,” the Yankee manager said. “I want to go outside and whip your ass.”

			Martin dug in his pocket for five $100 bills, then smacked them down on the bar.

			“Tell you what, Joe,” he said. “Here is $500 to your penny I can knock you on your ass.”

			Cooper placed a penny on top of the bills, and the two headed toward the door. He barely made it that far: as Martin reached the archway that led outside, he turned around and sucker punched Cooper.

			Cooper needed fifteen stitches, and Martin lost his job. The day after the incident, Steinbrenner told Michael that he would be the new Yankee manager.

			“But you said I was going to be the general manager,” Michael said.

			“That was before I needed a manager.”

			Michael had to scramble to keep his new gig in the executive suite. He persuaded Steinbrenner to hire as manager Dick Howser, a highly respected former Yankees coach who was then the head baseball coach at Florida State University. With Howser in place as manager, Michael that fall set to work on the roster for the first time as a GM.

			He showed an immediate aptitude for the job. Less than a week into his tenure, Michael traded first baseman Chris Chambliss to Toronto for left-handed pitcher Tom Underwood and catcher Rick Cerone. Cerone had the challenging task of replacing Munson, the Yankee captain who had died in an airplane crash the previous summer. Cerone ultimately stuck with the team for five years.

			Michael also signed first baseman Bob Watson and left-handed pitcher Rudy May. All of the players acquired performed well, and the Yankees won 103 games and an American League East title. They fell to the Kansas City Royals in a three-game sweep of the American League Championship Series.

			A few days after the ALCS, reporters called Howser to ask him about Steinbrenner’s rumored plan to hire one of his Florida racetrack buddies, Don Zimmer, to coach third base.

			“I would think I should be given the courtesy of approving or disapproving the coaches that are added to the ballclub,” Howser said.

			That perceived insubordination was enough for Steinbrenner, who promptly informed Michael that he was the new manager. The Boss later reversed that decision and told Michael to call Howser and ask him to return. Howser refused, citing the stress of working for Steinbrenner.

			Howser went on to become a World Series–winning manager for the Royals, and Stick was stuck with the Yankee job.

			The 1981 season was a miserable time for both Michael and the sport. On June 12 the players went on strike for fifty days; when they returned, Michael’s veteran team struggled, at one point losing six of seven games in August.

			Steinbrenner grew itchy, demanding that Michael pinch-hit for the slumping superstar Reggie Jackson. On August 26, Steinbrenner ordered Jackson to undergo a complete physical examination.

			“He’s just trying to embarrass me,” Jackson told the press.

			Two days later, after another Yankees loss, Jackson returned to the visitors’ clubhouse at Chicago’s Comiskey Park after his physical and refused to talk to reporters. As Jackson disappeared into the trainers’ room, Michael summoned the writers into his office.

			“What can you tell us about Reggie?” asked reporter Moss Klein, who covered the team for the Newark Star-Ledger.

			“Reggie’s fine,” Michael said. “But I don’t want to talk about Reggie. I have something else to say.”

			He organized a few sheets of yellow legal paper on his desk, then launched into a monologue that challenged Steinbrenner as no employee ever had in public.

			“I heard from George again today,” Michael said. “I’m tired of getting the phone calls after games and being told again that it’s my fault that we lost. I thought I knew what I was getting into when I accepted this job, but I didn’t expect it to be this direct and this constant.”

			The writers stole glances at one another, wondering if Michael was joking. But he stared back at them, frowning.

			“When I was general manager last year, George used to tell me he was going to fire Howser, but he never told Howser,” Michael continued.

			“But with me, he keeps telling me: ‘Stick, I think I’m going to have to let you go.’ So when he said it to me again today, I said: ‘Fine. Do it now. Don’t wait. I don’t want to manage under these circumstances. Fire me and get it over with or stop threatening me. I can’t manage this way. I’ve had enough.’ I don’t think people know what it’s like to work for him.”

			The writers hustled upstairs to the press box to bang out stories about Michael’s inflammatory comments. On their way, they found Steinbrenner sitting in the stands with a group of guests.

			“Any discussions I would have with my manager are not public,” the owner said. “If he thinks talking about it will help, that’s his problem.”

			As columnist Dave Anderson wrote in The New York Times, “Not even Billy Martin ever stood up to George Steinbrenner that boldly and that publicly.”

			For the next eight days, Steinbrenner enacted a punishment worse than firing: he left Michael hanging. He told a national television audience on the NBC Game of the Week that he was mulling it over. Then he finally dismissed Michael and rehired Bob Lemon, who had guided the team to a championship as manager in 1978.

			A week later, Steinbrenner summoned Michael to Yankee Stadium, told him that he thought of him “like a son,” and offered him a job in the front office.

			Michael declined, but his self-imposed exile did not last long: fourteen games into the 1982 season, Steinbrenner fired Lemon and
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