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			Introduction

			“I’M GONNA KICK HIS FUCKING ASS!”

			“Tell your fucking hitting coach I’m gonna kick his fucking ass!” Yankees coach Phil Nevin screamed at Astros third baseman Alex Bregman.

			It was not long after the Houston Astros and the New York Yankees began Game One of the 2019 American League Championship Series at Minute Maid Park in Houston.

			The trouble had started a few minutes earlier, when the Astros were batting. As Yankees pitcher Masahiro Tanaka began his windup, he noticed a whistling sound but assumed it was coming from the stands. Opposing fans often tried to distract him, and Tanaka figured that’s all that was happening here.

			Inside the Yankees’ dugout, the coaches knew better. They believed that Astros hitting coach, Alex Cintrón, was the whistler and that he was doing it to convey stolen signs. The exact tone and volume of the whistle would vary, depending on the pitch that Tanaka was about to throw.

			Yankees manager Aaron Boone and a few of his coaches started yelling across at Cintrón, telling him to stop.

			“What the fuck are you gonna do about it?” Cintrón called back from the Astros’ dugout, dismissing Boone with a flip of his hand.

			“I’ll tell you what I’m gonna do,” yelled Boone. “I’m gonna raise it with Bill.”

			
			As promised, Boone left the dugout between innings to notify home plate umpire Bill Welke of his concerns. Boone explained that in spring training, top MLB officials Joe Torre, Chris Young, and Peter Woodfork had visited his office during their annual rounds to all thirty clubs and explicitly said that whistling in the dugout to communicate with the batter was illegal and the rule was going to be newly enforced.

			Welke told the Astros to knock it off. Coaches and players jawed at one another from across the field.

			When Nevin jogged out to his position next to third base, he looked back at the Astros bench to see Cintrón sticking his middle finger in the air and pointing it at Boone: Fuck you, skip.

			Nevin now turned to Bregman and barked the epithet about Cintrón. The Yankees were sick of suspecting the Astros, sick of having to change their sign sequences constantly, and sick of trying to beat a team they viewed as deeply unethical in order to advance to the World Series.

			The Yankees won the game anyway. Afterward, general manager Brian Cashman walked into the clubhouse, smiling and ready to celebrate, only to find a current of anger rippling through the players and coaches.

			“Those guys are fucking cheating,” one of the coaches said.

			Cashman’s first thought? Well, I’m not surprised. After all, his own front office had asked MLB to search every crevice of the ballpark that same afternoon for clues of illegal activity.

			Still, neither he nor anyone else in the ballpark could have guessed that this heated moment—a spat about whistling, of all things—would end up as one of the final on-field incidents in one of the worst scandals ever to befall American professional sports.

			In a matter of weeks, it would all come apart.

			

			—

			
			The scandal that destroyed careers and left fans questioning the integrity of the national pastime began three full seasons earlier, but it was rooted deeply in baseball’s traditions.

			Cheating and sign stealing had been part of the game for more than a century, with many colorful examples sprinkled through its history. But beginning in 2017, the Astros incorporated technology in new ways to win illicitly, and that changed everything.

			That year, they used a camera mounted in center field to steal signs and relay them to hitters in real time. The 2018 and 2019 seasons brought a wave of complaints from other clubs about increasingly advanced methods of cheating and resulted in MLB investigations into the Astros during that period.

			During the 2019 playoffs, the era of electronic sign stealing began to crumble. First, the Tampa Bay Rays lodged several complaints with the league before the American League Division Series, hinting at the wilder charges later leveled against Houston—some that have never been reported, and some of which were later debunked. Then in the ALCS, the Yankees made their complaint about Houston’s whistling. Five games later, the Yanks caught the Astros using flashing lights in center field. All through that series, whispers about the Astros’ behavior in recent years—the garbage-can banging, whistling, wearable technology, hidden GoPro cameras, and more—spread through the Yankees clubhouse and executive suites. No one was yet sure what exactly was true and when it had happened, but suspicions ran hotter than ever.

			Reporters were picking up on the gossip, too. What had long been a secret, the game-within-a-game that the world never heard about, percolated closer to the surface.

			As the National League champion Washington Nationals prepared to face Houston in the World Series, they heard from contacts around the game about how to defend against the Astros. The Nats developed extra sign sequences and other preventive measures, and won the series. By now, everyone knew you had to be extra careful when playing in Houston.

			
			That November, former Astros pitcher Mike Fiers went public, laying out the 2017 trash-can scheme in an interview with the online publication The Athletic. Innovative Twitter sleuths found video proving Fiers’s claims, which went viral and lent a unique modern touch to this scandal.

			The revelations shocked fans and led Major League Baseball to launch a major investigation. When it was over, three of the smartest managers in the game had lost their jobs, and America found itself talking about baseball more than it had in years—though not for reasons the league wanted. The sign-stealing fallout crossed over from ESPN to NPR, from MLB Network to the Today show and Fox News.

			Even Congress would join the conversation, when Representative Bobby Rush, Democrat of Illinois, requested hearings on sign stealing. In his letter to the chair of the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, Rush called the Astros designated hitter Carlos Beltrán “the mastermind in the team’s systematic cheating.” Baseball had gone mainstream again.

			When opposing players reported to spring training in February 2020, many launched stunning verbal attacks against their union brothers on the Astros. Ballplayers almost never speak out against one another, but anger over this issue was too intense to contain. Stars like Cody Bellinger of the Dodgers and the Yankees sluggers Aaron Judge and Giancarlo Stanton told the world that they had lost all respect for the Astros, and some called for MLB to strip them of their 2017 World Series title.

			Players also openly questioned baseball commissioner Rob Manfred’s ability to lead the sport. The union, for years the strongest in sports history, found itself torn between members who hated the Astros and those who played for them.

			Players and the general public alike were able to sense that nothing less than the perception of fair play was at stake. Baseball was drowning in the problems of modern tech and needed to find a way forward to preserve its competitive integrity.

			
			In order to buy into a sport—to invest time, money, and emotional capital—fans must believe that the game they are watching is an honest competition. They spend on tickets and cable TV and streaming packages because they love unpredictable drama and assume that the result is determined on the field, not off it.

			When fans learned of the Astros’ misdeeds, it led to a crisis of faith in the legitimacy of baseball itself. Once the competition isn’t happening on the field of play, but in a tunnel or computer monitor out of sight, the air goes out of the fan experience. You can no longer trust what you are watching.

			Sure, baseball teams had been stealing signs forever, but this felt worse. In Houston, a number of factors converged to create a uniquely troubling scandal.

			The front office, led by general manager Jeff Luhnow, had long been questioning received wisdom and challenging what baseball people considered acceptable. Admirers saw Luhnow as a brilliant innovator. Detractors saw him as ruthless and amoral.

			The team Luhnow assembled in 2017 employed two ravenous baseball minds in positions of influence: bench coach Alex Cora and DH Carlos Beltrán. A. J. Hinch, an otherwise brilliant manager, failed to muster the strength or leadership to stop what he considered wrong.

			Add to those characters the fact that the team had access to technology that no other generation of cheaters could use. There was a video-replay room, iPads, smart watches, and phones, and allegedly wearable buzzers or devices activated remotely. This was a twenty-first-century scam, pulled off by a group of people with the right blend of intelligence and moral flexibility.

			Houston won the World Series in 2017. The following year, Cora departed to become manager of the Boston Red Sox, and Boston hoisted the World Series trophy at the end of that season (the team was also later disciplined for a far less serious electronic-sign-stealing offense, in which Cora did not directly participate). The following year, 2019, the Astros won the American League pennant.

			
			The scandal ran deep. Soon after, the game found itself in crisis.

			

			—

			In 1926, Ty Cobb summarized the sign-stealing issue in a succinct way that still applies:

			“If a player is smart enough to solve the opposing system of signals he is given due credit….There is another form of sign stealing which is reprehensible and should be so regarded. That is where mechanical devices worked from outside sources…are used. Signal-tipping on the fields is not against the rules, while the use of outside devices is against all the laws of baseball and the playing rules. It is obviously unfair.”

			Clearly, this wasn’t new. The roots of the Astros scandal stretched back for the entire history of the game, but Houston—and to a lesser and more complicated extent, a handful of other teams—pushed the limits far enough to change the sport forever. Just as the 1919 Chicago “Black Sox” scandal forced the league to reckon with gambling, and the steroid era led to new rules about performance-enhancing drugs, the era of electronic sign stealing brought a reckoning on technology.

			What follows is the story of how it happened—from the origins of sign stealing and pitch tipping more than a century ago, to the introduction of TV feeds in the clubhouse, to the scandal that shook baseball to its very core exactly one hundred years after the Black Sox conspired with gamblers to throw a World Series. It all started in the late 1800s, and its recent iteration ensnared the Astros and the Red Sox, and also had a deep impact on the Yankees and the Mets, largely innocent bystanders. The story is sordid, and at times ethically ambiguous. One thing, however, is clear: There is much that has not been told.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			HOW WE GOT HERE

			Were the Astros part of a long tradition of sign stealing? Or were they outliers, worse than anyone else in history?

			The answer is, well, both. What Houston did was the logical extension of more than a century of teams looking for an edge on the fringes of legality. But it was also new and different from anything that came before it.

			It’s important to understand the history.

			The art of sign stealing stretches back at least to the days when Chester A. Arthur was president. It began with eyes, opera glasses, primitive buzzers, and scoundrels who sang in a cappella groups. As the twentieth century progressed, sign stealing claimed victims—most memorably, it rattled the gentle soul of Brooklyn Dodgers pitcher Ralph Branca—and expanded to include new tools. By the turn of the millennium, Branca’s son-in-law Bobby Valentine would innovate the use of scouting cameras to decode opponents’ signs. Later, the Astros pushed more advanced experiments with tech beyond the bounds of legality.

			Those characters and teams would all emerge as important points on the continuum. But our story begins with the most notorious sign thief of baseball’s early years, a man clever enough to pull off a scheme remarkably similar to what the Astros would execute a full 117 years later.

			
			In the winter following the 1899 season, a lifelong reprobate and current Philadelphia Phillies utility man named Pearce Chiles, whose nicknames included “Petey” and “What’s the Use,” spent a day at the racetrack in New Orleans. When Chiles looked through a pair of field glasses to better see the horses, he noticed something else just past the track: a high school baseball game—and a clear view of the catcher’s hands and signs.

			Chiles had an idea.

			This was a man always willing to bend rules, not to mention laws, in the name of personal gain. Born Pearce Nuget Chiles on May 28, 1867, in Deepwater, Missouri, he was a baseball vagabond by his teens, drifting for many years between minor league teams in cities ranging from Topeka to Little Rock, Scranton to Hot Springs. When opposing batters would hit pop-ups, Chiles often mocked them by shouting, “What’s the Use?” before catching them with a flourish. By 1895 newspapers were using that as his nickname.

			During that period, Chiles acquired more than just a memorable sobriquet. He also built a criminal résumé. On July 10, 1895, Chiles’s mother died, and he likely traveled to Missouri for her funeral. The following February, when Chiles was in Phoenix for a winter league, the Los Angeles Times reported that he was “wanted in Missouri for illicit relations with a sixteen-year-old girl [in Deepwater]. As the age of consent in that State is eighteen years, the charge against him is constructive rape.”

			Chiles managed to escape Phoenix before the authorities caught up with him, and he played that summer in Shreveport and Galveston. Over the next few years he continued to get himself into and out of trouble with local law enforcement.

			He also developed a reputation as a savvy baseball man. In 1898 he signed on as player/manager for the Atlantic League’s Lancaster Maroons, and led the team to an 82-50 record. The following year, he received an invitation to the Phillies’ spring training camp in Charlotte, North Carolina.

			
			Chiles was a thirty-three-year-old bench player who had never reached the big leagues. But in Charlotte, he clicked with his new team, which included future Hall of Famers Ed Delahanty, Elmer Flick, and Napoleon Lajoie. Initially playing against the Phillies on an intrasquad team called the Yannigans, Chiles performed well enough to get reps with the varsity. He also fit in socially, earning the respect of his new teammates by knowing his way around a pool hall—and, of all things, an a cappella singing group.

			That spring, first baseman Duff Cooley started a quintet with third baseman Billy Lauder, pitcher Red Donahue, and shortstops Monte Cross and Dave Fultz. The group serenaded local women with hits of the day like “The Bridge the Heart Burned Down” and “You’ll Get All That’s Coming to You.”

			Noticing that the ladies of Charlotte were sufficiently impressed, catcher Morgan Murphy wanted a piece of the action. He formed a rival group, harmonizing with Chiles, Delahanty, and Flick, and focusing more on comedic material.

			Chiles broke camp with the team, and performed well that season in a reserve role, batting .320 in 356 plate appearances, with 76 runs batted in. He also contributed as a part-time baserunning instructor.

			The Phillies invited Chiles back for the 1900 season, and used him as third-base coach on the many days when he was not playing. It was in that role that he would make his mark as one of the earliest known adopters of methods that laid the groundwork for the Astros’ later trickery.

			Thinking back to that winter day when he saw the high school catcher’s hands through his field glasses, Chiles hatched a plan with his singing partner Murphy, who, as the backup catcher, did not often play. While Chiles coached third, Murphy would position himself beyond the center field wall, looking at the opposing catcher with a pair of opera glasses. The two wired up a system where Murphy could send a small electric shock to a device under the dirt in the third-base coach’s box, indicating what pitch was coming. Chiles, feeling the pulses through his feet, would then relay it to the batter either verbally or through hand signals.

			
			For months, opponents muttered about suspicious activity. Why was Murphy never in the dugout? And why did Chiles always stand in the same spot in the coach’s box? And what, for that matter, was with all the twitching?

			The gossip and innuendo escalated as the summer progressed, but no one could prove what Chiles and Murphy were up to. By mid-season, a Philadelphia paper joked that Chiles had the disease of Saint Vitus’ dance, but only in his legs.

			In September, suspicion boiled over during a doubleheader in Philadelphia between the Phillies and the Reds. In the third inning of the first game, Reds shortstop and captain Tommy Corcoran sprinted to the third-base coach’s box and dug frantically at the dirt with his spikes.

			The Phillies’ groundskeeper quickly followed and confronted Corcoran, angry that someone was destroying his work. Both benches emptied, and soon police were on the field, trying to settle the commotion.

			Corcoran had dug deeply enough to find a wooden board, which turned out to be the lid of a box containing a tangle of wires.

			The Reds felt validated, but the Phillies continued to deny any sign stealing. Umpire Tim Hurst ordered the teams to resume play.

			The day after the kerfuffle with Corcoran and the Reds, Phillies manager Billy Shettsline publicly denied any knowledge of a buzzer device. Opponents and reporters remained skeptical, and the papers began referring to Morgan Murphy as “the Thomas Edison of baseball.”

			On September 19, Chiles conceived a mischievous response to the Reds’ accusations. Arriving at the ballpark early that day, he dug a hole in the first-base coach’s box and buried a single piece of wood.

			That day, coaching first instead of his usual third base, he began twitching and shaking his legs. That provoked Corcoran and several teammates to rush from the dugout and repeat their aggressive digging. But this time they turned up only the lone piece of wood, and Chiles had a good laugh.

			
			Nevertheless, anger and suspicion followed the Phils. When the team played in Brooklyn on September 26, Brooklyn Superbas manager “Foxy Ned” Hanlon accused Shettsline of stationing Murphy in a tenement building beyond the center-field wall, using a newspaper to flash signs to Chiles.

			“You’re dreaming,” Shettsline said.

			“I know that Murphy was up in the room reading the catcher’s signals with a field glass that cost seventy-five dollars,” Hanlon said. “It is so powerful he can see an eyelash at two hundred and fifty yards.”

			Flustered, Shettsline accidentally conceded his team’s guilt.

			“There is where you are way off,” he said. “The glass cost only sixty-five dollars.”

			Despite Chiles’s puckish humor and Shettsline’s clumsy denials, the Phillies did see a marked decline in their batting average at home after Corcoran discovered the box.

			Before that game, the Phils batted .336 at National League Park, better known as Baker Bowl. After Corcoran and the Reds dug up the wires, the Phils’ home batting average dipped to .292.

			Though the Phillies were the most egregious sign stealers that year, they weren’t the only team doing it. On September 29, the same Tommy Corcoran led teammates on a mission to center field in Pittsburgh’s Exposition Park.

			There, they found a corner that was fenced off. A Reds player mounted the fence and found a trap door on the other side—mission control for a cheating scheme less sophisticated than the one Chiles and Murphy had run with the Phillies.

			The Pirates had stationed a person behind that fence who would use field glasses to steal signs, then operate the hands of a clock to replay the pitch to the batter: twelve o’clock for fastball, nine o’clock for outside curve, and three o’clock for inside curve.

			
			It turned out that the Phillies and Pirates knew about each other’s methods and had entered into a gentleman’s agreement to not steal signs against each other. To prove their sincerity, the Phils agreed to keep Murphy on the bench during games against the Pirates.

			The season ended amid rising tension over sign stealing in the league, with the Phillies a particular target of suspicion.

			During the annual postseason meetings in October, owners argued about the issue. Brooklyn president F. A. Abell wanted the Phils’ batting averages expunged from the record books, and their wins vacated.

			On October 2, the Phillies’ majority owner, Colonel John I. Rodgers, delivered his response in a defiant speech. Teams, he said, had been stealing signs to gain an advantage since the game began. There was nothing wrong with this, provided it was done with the naked eye.

			Sure, there had been some talk of field glasses, Rodgers continued. But it was absurd to think that those could actually help.

			As for the wooden contraption under Chiles in the coach’s box, and the wires inside it? That was easy to explain, Rodgers said. An amusement company had used the field in July and brought electric lights. They must have left some equipment behind.

			“It is absolutely too silly to further discuss the subject, and I therefore dismiss it,” Rodgers said. “I will certainly not dignify the charge by pleading ‘not guilty,’ because minimis non curat lex (the law does not cure trivial matters).”

			The issue did not strike Hall of Fame pitcher Christy Mathewson as trivial. In a book written years later, Mathewson asserted that the sign stealing had convinced opponents that the Phillies were an excellent fastball-hitting team—and as a direct result of that false perception, they were fed an inordinate amount of breaking balls for several additional seasons.

			
			The team’s denials did not prevent reporters from continuing to probe. Charles Dryden, a traveling beat writer covering the Phils, laid out the scheme in an October 8 article in The North American and traced its origins to Chiles’s trip to the racetrack in New Orleans the previous winter.

			Dryden reported that, with the Phillies, Murphy had first used a rolled-up piece of paper, holding it horizontally when a fastball was coming and vertically for a curve. Opponents soon began to notice, so Chiles thought back to a time earlier in his life when he’d been shocked by a live wire. That gave him the idea of adding electricity to the scheme.

			It did not turn out to be Chiles’s most serious infraction during this period. On a train bound for Hot Springs on February 15, 1901, Chiles and a friend named D. B. Sherwood ran a confidence game on a soldier named Benjamin F. Henry. After initiating a confusing wager and argument, Chiles and Sherwood made off with ninety-five dollars belonging to Henry. A state ranger apprehended them on the train and jailed them in El Paso.

			As a contemporary press account described it soon after:

			“Pearce Chiles, the famous coach and buzzer manipulator of the Philadelphia club, is now lost in the sea of despair. He has signed a new contract, but not for any $2400, nor will any American League team try to steal him away from his new employers. Chiles is to do two years on the Huntsville convict farm, and his uniform will be black and white, with the number 24876 across his back. He will not stop at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, but will sleep in an abandoned hog pen, and his daily menu will include sour bacon, hominy, corn bread and pure water. Incidentally, Chiles will be allowed to work from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., and the work will be so different from that of last year that it will be an interesting novelty….Such is the fate of Pearce Chiles. How this man ever got on the Philadelphia team is a mystery. He was run out of Kansas and Texas years ago for serious crimes, and now gets the two-year trick for working a flimflam game.”

			
			On August 19, 1902, Chiles escaped from the Huntsville prison. From there, he continued to float around the country and even play minor league ball.

			Other than a few more newspaper mentions of his criminal behavior—the Portland Browns of the Pacific Coast League released him in 1903 after an arrest for punching a young woman in the face—“What’s the Use” Chiles drifted into anonymity, his mark on baseball history already made.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			NO, THE 1951 GIANTS DON’T JUSTIFY THE ASTROS

			In the spring of 1947, several Brooklyn Dodgers circulated a petition around the clubhouse stating their unwillingness to play with Jackie Robinson or any other black man. Pitcher Ralph Branca stood up and objected.

			“If you don’t want to socialize with Jackie,” Branca told teammates, “at least work with him. Unless you’re blind you can see he’ll help us win the pennant.”

			The petition failed. Soon after, Branca was pitching for the Dodgers in an exhibition against their farm team, the Montreal Royals, of which Robinson was still a member. During the game, Robinson walked past the mound and muttered a quiet thank-you to Branca for his support. When it came time for the historic opening day a few weeks later, Branca stood next to Robinson on the field, signaling to white fans that the newcomer had his support.

			He did the same in private. Noticing that Robinson was often alone in the locker room, Branca made sure, despite the objections of some others, that Robinson knew he could use the showers at the same time as his teammates. If the Dodgers could play with Robinson, Branca thought, they could certainly share the showers with him.

			Branca extended many other gestures big and small to make Robinson feel welcome. They ate meals together—and once, when Robinson lunged into the Dodgers’ dugout in St. Louis in pursuit of a foul ball, almost falling hard on the concrete floor, Branca reached out and caught him to prevent a nasty injury.

			
			“That will help show the world this is a united team,” Robinson told him after that subtle act of support.

			When Robinson died in 1972, Branca was a pallbearer at the funeral. By then, he was into his third decade of being identified by the public not as the kind and generous person he was, but as the goat of perhaps the most famous home run in baseball history.

			As Branca wrestled with hurt and anger, he also stood as the embodiment of the human cost of cheating via high-tech sign stealing.

			Whatever players like Clayton Kershaw and Aaron Judge later felt about the Astros, Branca suffered through all those feelings first.

			

			—

			After the Astros’ scheme came apart in the fall of 2019, many of the team’s fans and defenders pointed to Bobby Thomson’s 1951 “Shot Heard ’Round the World” home run against Branca as evidence that sign stealing had been part of the fabric of the game forever. What was the big deal about sign stealing? they asked. Even Bobby Thomson did it.

			That was true, but misleading. At least as far back as Pearce Chiles’s 1900 Phillies, plenty of ballplayers and teams have designed and executed electronic-sign-stealing schemes. But—and this is key—every time a player or team is caught, outrage ensues. Careers and lives are affected and people are hurt.

			It has always been a big deal.

			In other words, high-tech sign stealing has always been a part of the game, like, say, fraud has always been a part of business—it’s persistent, but persistently wrong. And the world knows it.

			The Yankees, for example, were first busted for sign stealing so long ago that they weren’t even called the Yankees yet, and they ended up embroiled in a very public scandal. In 1910, New York’s American League team still went by the Highlanders, because their ballpark was at one of Manhattan’s highest points, Hilltop Park, on Broadway between 165th and 168th Streets. One afternoon that season, during a home game against Detroit, New York batters seemed so comfortable against pitchers Bill Donovan and George Mullin that the Tigers began to suspect their opponents knew what pitches were coming.

			
			Detroit trainer Harry Tuthill took it upon himself to investigate, marching out to the scoreboard in distant left-center field. When he got there, Tuthill heard a rustling sound, as if someone had just hurried out of the area. Then he saw a half-eaten cheese sandwich and an unconsumed bottle of beer. He also found a handle that was connected to a shutter on the scoreboard. It turned out that the shutter shaded part of a letter O on the scoreboard in order to indicate the pitch: When the center of the O was open, a fastball was on the way. When it was closed, the batter knew to expect a curve. When partially shaded, a slow ball was coming.

			New York sportswriters ultimately outed the sandwich eater as Arthur Irwin, a Highlanders scout. Irwin had been a player, manager, and friend of skipper George Stallings. Stallings, in turn, had once been a teammate in Philly of Morgan Murphy, one half of Pearce Chiles’s sign-stealing scheme.

			Also on the Highlanders’ scoreboard was an advertisement for Young’s Hats, which featured a large, movable derby. When a fastball was coming, the hat remained still—but it always managed to swing to the right or left to indicate a curveball or changeup.

			As with the Phillies a decade earlier, these revelations hit baseball hard. American League president Ban Johnson threatened to suspend Stallings if he was caught again, and the team soon dismissed him as manager. This scandal, like the one involving the 1900 Phillies, would linger in the common memory for years. It would not, however, be anywhere near as notorious as the game’s most famous pre-Astros sign-stealing story, the one that clouded the final sixty-five years of Ralph Branca’s life.

			

			—

			
			Born in Mount Vernon, New York, in 1926, Branca was the fifteenth of seventeen children of John Branca, a trolley car conductor, and his wife, Katherine. As the only member of his sizable family to grow to be more than six feet tall, Ralph felt he could provide financial support for the others by pursuing a baseball career.

			“Why me?” he would often ask one of his brothers, feeling the pressure brought on by his talent. “Why did God give me this gift of being big and strong?”

			For several years, the Dodgers reaped the benefits of those gifts. In 1947, Branca went 21-12. He was a National League All-Star in 1948, 1949, and 1950.

			In 1951, manager Chuck Dressen entrusted Branca with the most important spot of the year, in the ninth inning of a playoff game against their bitter crosstown N.L. rivals, the New York Giants. The game was the culmination of one of the wildest pennant races in baseball history. On August 11, the Dodgers had led the second-place Giants by thirteen and a half games. Then, from August 12 to August 27, the Giants won sixteen straight games, cutting the Dodgers’ lead to six. The Giants finished the regular season on another streak, winning their last seven games. The Dodgers lost six of their final ten, and the teams closed the regular season with identical records of 96-58.

			The rules then called for a three-game playoff series to settle the pennant. The Giants and Dodgers split the first two games, which set the stage for a winner-take-all contest on October 3 at the Polo Grounds, the Giants’ home stadium in upper Manhattan.

			A crowd of 34,320 packed the ballpark, and millions more watched around the world. The game was the first to be nationally televised and was also broadcast on Armed Forces radio to soldiers in Korea.

			Behind ace Don Newcombe, the Dodgers led 4–1 after eight innings. In the ninth, Newcombe began to tire, allowing three hits and one run. With two on, one out, and Thomson coming up, Dressen called for Branca.

			
			Branca’s first pitch, a fastball, caught the inside corner. Strike one. He followed with another fastball, this one up and in. He expected it to be a ball, setting Thomson up for the next pitch, which was to be a curveball.

			Branca never got the chance to throw his curve. Thomson drove the 0-1 fastball deep into left field. Branca spun his head around and watched. “Sink, sink,” he begged, but the ball did not listen. It continued to rise, sailing over the left-field wall for a three-run homer.

			Radio announcer Russ Hodges screamed, “The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant!” over and over. Manhattan partied. Brooklyn mourned.

			As the Dodgers players left the field, dejected, Jackie Robinson was the only one who thought to look out for his friend. He stood alone on the infield, watching to make sure Thomson touched every base during his home-run trot. When Thomson made it home and Robinson finally walked toward the clubhouse, he found Branca sitting on the steps, sobbing.

			“Hang in there, Ralph,” Robinson said. “If it wasn’t for you we wouldn’t have even been here.”

			Branca cried through a cold shower, then met his fiancée in the parking lot. She stood there with her cousin, who was a priest.

			“Why me?” Branca said.

			“Ralph,” the priest said, “God chose you because he knew you’d be strong enough to bear this cross.”

			Branca was strong enough, but three years later the cross became much heavier. Now a member of the Detroit Tigers, he heard a disturbing story from his new teammate Ted Gray. Gray had had a friend on the Giants who told him about an elaborate sign-stealing scheme New York had used in 1951: The team had an electrician wire a buzzer system between their clubhouse—which was located in center field—and their bullpen.

			
			A coach named Herman Franks sat at a window in the clubhouse and looked at the catcher with a high-powered telescope. He would then hit the buzzer once for a fastball, and twice for an off-speed pitch. The bullpen catcher would toss a ball in the air to tell the batter that a breaking ball was coming or hold it to indicate fastball.

			Hearing this, Branca couldn’t help but feel bitter—and he held on to that feeling for many years. At an old-timers’ event in 1962, he refused a journalist’s request to pose for a photo with Thomson.

			“It’s taken years to live down that hurt,” he explained. “If you want a picture, take one of the guy with the binoculars who was stealing our signs that day.”

			That year, commissioner Ford Frick heard of the allegations and considered them serious. He said that if they could be proven, he would vacate the Giants’ win. But no conclusive proof emerged, and the scheme faded from the public consciousness.

			Unfortunately for Branca, memory of his failure remained vivid to him and many who entered his life. Fans heckled him for the rest of his career, often with his young daughters in the stands. Grocery store clerks mentioned the home run to his wife while scanning her items. He never stopped hearing about it.

			“A guy commits murder and he gets pardoned after twenty years,” Branca once lamented. “I didn’t get pardoned.”

			Publicly, Branca carried the pain with grace and humility. He warmed to Thomson, and in old age traveled with him, making money from appearance fees while discussing the classic game.

			In 2001, a journalist named Joshua Prager convinced several Giants to admit to the sign-stealing scheme. In a groundbreaking story published in The Wall Street Journal, Prager described the operation in detail. Franks denied everything, but Thomson admitted to using the system—though he went to his grave in 2010 denying that he had had Branca’s signs in that famous at-bat.

			Reached at his home by New York Times columnist Dave Anderson after the story broke, Branca said, “I’ve known it since 1954, but I never said anything. I didn’t want to cry over spilled milk. I became friendly with Bobby and I didn’t want to demean his home run. I didn’t want to cheapen a legendary moment in baseball.’’

			
			But in candid moments with family, Branca made his hurt and anger clear. He relied on the memory of the home run and his relationship with Thomson for extra income but felt he had been wronged.

			In 2009, Franks, now ninety-five years old and weeks from death, summoned Prager to his home in Salt Lake City. Now he wanted to admit it. Franks sat in his den, hooked up to an oxygen tank and surrounded by his wife and son, and made a startling confession: After spying the signal, Franks would look through his telescope at the batter’s eyes, in order to make sure they looked toward the bullpen to pick up the sign.

			Franks spent much of the afternoon of October 3, 1951, hiding in the clubhouse bathroom in between stealing signs. He had Branca’s final pitch and relayed it via one buzz to the bullpen: fastball. Through his spyglass, Franks then homed in on Thomson’s eyes. Sure enough, Thomson glanced toward the bullpen. He had the sign.

			Late in Branca’s life, he discovered that his mother had been born Jewish. That meant that Branca, a lifelong devout Roman Catholic, was technically Jewish, too. The writer broke this bit of news to Branca.

			“Maybe that’s why God’s mad at me—that I didn’t practice my mother’s religion,” Branca said, still searching for a way to understand his heartache. “He made me throw that home-run pitch.”

			Branca died in 2016 at ninety years old. The story of Thomson’s “Shot Heard ’Round the World” dominated his New York Times obituary. Sign stealing wasn’t mentioned until the twenty-seventh paragraph.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			THE ADVENT OF TV AND SCOUTING CAMERAS

			One night in 1968, when Bobby Valentine was an eighteen-year-old phenom playing for the Dodgers’ affiliate in Ogden, Utah, he took his manager, Tommy Lasorda, to dinner at a steakhouse.

			For most of the evening, the two talked baseball. But as they were leaving Lasorda asked if Valentine had any general questions or problems.

			“There is one thing,” the youngster said.

			“What’s that?” asked Lasorda.

			“I know this sounds sort of silly,” Valentine said, avoiding eye contact. “But…at my age, I think I should have hair on my chest.”

			Lasorda told Valentine that if he ate more of the fat on his steaks, it would help him grow chest hair.

			A few weeks later, Valentine approached Lasorda in the locker room.

			“Hey, skip—you were right,” he said, beaming. “Look at this—there’s hair growing on my chest.”

			It was true: Tiny hairs were poking through the skin on Valentine’s otherwise-bare chest.

			Lasorda would remember the moment for years. He walked away thinking that if this kid could summon the willpower to grow hair on his own chest, he would end up making an impact in the big leagues.

			
			Valentine did make an impact, though not in the way he initially hoped. A serious leg injury in 1973 forever altered his career, and he failed to achieve what his abilities as a top recruit and prospect seemed to promise.

			But he developed as a heady player, one of the guys who could use his eyes to pick up on pitch tipping and decode sign sequences. While standing on second base, he would often give pitches or location to his friend and teammate Bill Buckner, who batted behind him in the order.

			Because of this, people around the game began to speak of Valentine as a future manager. His playing career fizzled before he turned thirty, and he was soon coaching for the Mets. In 1985—at the nearly unheard-of age of thirty-five—he was named manager of the Texas Rangers.

			This was only the latest entry on an already varied résumé. As a youth, Valentine had been a championship ballroom dancer. After he’d stopped playing and before he began managing, he opened a restaurant in his Connecticut hometown—and one day, when he was out of bread but well stocked with tortillas, he literally invented the wrap sandwich.

			Later on, it was also Valentine who innovated the use of team-owned cameras to steal signs.

			Though not nearly as aggressive as the Astros’ later scheme—Valentine did not use the information from the cameras during those same games, and he was not looking for the opponents’ pitches—his use of this technology served as a point on the continuum toward what Houston did with its internal video feeds in 2017.

			

			—

			The many stories of sign stealing during baseball’s early days, from Pearce Chiles and the 1900 Phillies to Bobby Thomson and the 1951 Giants, revolve around telescopes, spyglasses, and other relatively low-tech pieces of equipment.

			
			Then, in the middle of the twentieth century, the dark arts took a leap forward with the advent of baseball on TV. Suddenly teams had a far more convenient way to see the opposing catcher’s signs.

			The possibilities for this were immediately clear. In the leadup to the 1959 All-Star Game, NBC hyped a new eighty-inch camera lens in center field. As the Associated Press put it, the lens would “put the catcher practically into the living room.”

			The following week, the network used the camera for a nationally televised Yankees–Red Sox regular-season game.

			In the broadcast booth, Mel Allen and Phil Rizzuto agreed that the new technology was eye-opening, and they used the shot to explain how one finger meant fastball, two fingers curveball, and so on. Throughout the game, they told viewers what pitch was coming, and never guessed wrong.

			Commissioner Frick sensed how these tools could fall into the wrong hands. Saying that the new lens could “cause all kinds of trouble,” he banned it from all future broadcasts.

			Frick was right about the potential for trouble, though he seemed to have overestimated his ability to contain it. TV technology would only get better as the years and decades passed and monitors became more easily available. Naturally, teams saw an opportunity to get an advantage.

			Of the handful of clubs accused of using TV to cheat in the twentieth century, the White Sox of the 1980s—and, some opponents insisted, the 1990s—were perhaps the most notorious.

			During games at Comiskey Park on Chicago’s South Side, a team employee would sit in the manager’s office and pick up the catcher’s signs from the broadcast. He would then use a toggle switch to activate a twenty-five-watt refrigerator bulb on the scoreboard, which told batters what pitch to expect.

			Across town, the 1984 Cubs would assign a player to stand in the clubhouse and watch the tight shot from center field to decode sign sequences and relay them to the dugout verbally or in person.

			
			These relatively primitive forays stretched deep into the 1990s and beyond. Once, the general manager of another club told Blue Jays manager Cito Gaston that he believed Toronto was using cameras to steal signs and warned Gaston not to try it against his team.

			Gaston swore that his guys were not cheating, but simply skilled at getting pitches the legal way.

			In 1996 the Baltimore Orioles heard about red lights blinking on cameras in the outfield at Jacobs Field, the Cleveland Indians’ home ballpark.

			Naturally, this struck the Orioles as suspicious, and they demanded that those cameras be covered before their playoff series in Cleveland. To this day, officials from that Indians team deny any tomfoolery, but Orioles alumni remain convinced.

			Stealing signs via TV does have its limitations. A team cannot control when the broadcast will show the tight shot from center field, which is far more useful in obtaining the catcher’s signs, or the wide shot, which is a more panoramic view. Network employees make those decisions, leaving teams reliant on the whims of a director. If he or she decides to shoot the catcher, great. If not, there is no way to get the sign from TV.

			Scouting cameras, on the other hand, are wholly owned and operated by the ball club.

			

			—

			In 1995, between jobs in Texas and New York, Bobby Valentine spent a year managing in Japan.

			There, he was startled to see scouts in the stands using cameras to film games. No one was doing this in the United States, but it struck Valentine as an effective way to gather information on your opponent.

			He filed that away and returned to the Mets, first as a minor league manager and then as skipper of the big club in 1997.

			During those years, teams began to experiment with using scouting cameras for internal evaluations. Unlike TV cameras, these could be used to home in on specific players to generate footage helpful to them. Pitchers could look at the mechanics of their windup, and hitters could analyze their at-bats.

			
			In 1997, Mets general manager Steve Phillips purchased the team’s first scouting cameras and had them installed in three locations at Shea Stadium: Next to the first- and third-base dugouts and on the screen behind home plate.

			This was legal, but it didn’t take long for Valentine, inspired by his time in Japan, to push the use of these cameras into new territory.

			When he learned that the Mets’ cameras could be moved with
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