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Introduction




ON A COOL, OVERCAST afternoon in early March 1992, I had just finished having lunch in the dining room of George Steinbrenner’s Bay Harbor Hotel, in Tampa, where I was staying for a few days while touring the spring training camps of those major league baseball teams based on Florida’s Gulf Coast. I had not seen Steinbrenner since he’d been banished from baseball by Commissioner Fay Vincent in 1990, and had not spoken to him since he’d fired Lou Piniella as Yankees manager for the second time, after the 1988 season.

Throughout the ’70s and ’80s, I’d enjoyed a mostly pleasant working relationship with Steinbrenner in my capacity as a baseball writer for United Press International and then the New York Daily News, perhaps in no small part because my bosses and mentors at both places, Milton Richman at UPI and Dick Young at the News, were both legendary baseball writers and particular favorites of the forceful New York Yankees owner. During that time he had often solicited my opinion on player deals or manager firings he was pondering (which put me in good company with a lot of the bartenders and cabdrivers in Manhattan), and while his bullying of players, other baseball execs and writers usually left me no choice but to spank him in print, we’d managed to remain friends.

That ended when he fired Piniella after the 1988 season and, in an attempt to justify this, fed me a cockamamie story about how Lou had stolen furniture from the Yankees. That he would use me to discredit Piniella was, in my opinion, a new low, and I determined from that point on to have nothing more to do with him on a personal level other than report and comment in the Daily News on his activities as Yankees owner.

Two years later, I had little sympathy for Steinbrenner when he was tossed out of the game by Vincent for having paid a two-bit gambler for dirt on the Dave Winfield Foundation. It wasn’t until months afterward that I learned from other baseball owners and attorneys who had worked on the case that Vincent’s methods of getting rid of Steinbrenner had been just as underhanded as any of the shenanigans the Yankees owner had been guilty of over the years. I subsequently wrote a series of columns critical of the commissioner and the imperial manner with which he was governing the game.

By the spring of ’92, it was starting to seem likely that Vincent was going to lift Steinbrenner’s ban, and I remember feeling ambivalent about that. Left to his own means, general manager Gene Michael had been doing a commendable job of rebuilding the Yankees in Steinbrenner’s absence, and everyone, fans and media alike, could remember what an absolute menace Steinbrenner had been in the ’80s.

After lunch, I was walking up the long corridor that connects the Bay Harbor dining room to the main lobby when I suddenly saw him approaching from the other end. All I could think of was the opening scene in Gunsmoke, in which Matt Dillon stares down an outlaw off in the distance, getting ready to draw.

“Is that you, Madden?” he hollered.

“I plead guilty,” I shouted back.

“What are you doing here, Madden?” he said as he kept walking toward me.

“I don’t know, George,” I said. “Other than I happen to like your hotel. Why? Am I on the banned list here?”

Then we were standing face-to-face. He smiled, extending his hand, and said, “Whatever happened to us, Billy?”

The way he said this momentarily caught me by surprise.

“What happened, George, was I never could understand why you fired Lou the way you did,” I finally said, “and then, on top of that, you tried to tell me he was stealing from you.”

“Oh, that was all a big mistake,” he said. “I know I was wrong. The biggest mistake I ever made was letting Lou go. He knows how much I think of him.”

After that chance meeting at his hotel, we gradually began to repair our relationship. On March 1, 1993, he was reinstated to baseball. I would like to say that his 29 months of exile had made him a more humble, softer person, but that wasn’t exactly the case. Even as the Yankees, with the additions of Paul O’Neill, Tino Martinez, Jimmy Key, David Cone, and Wade Boggs and the development of players such as Derek Jeter, Bernie Williams and Mariano Rivera, evolved into another championship team for him, he continued to butt heads with his underlings and fellow owners, and I was most often right in the middle of it.

It was not until July 2005, when I wrote a story titled “Life with George”for a special section in the Daily News commemorating Steinbrenner’s 75th birthday, that I first began thinking about doing a book on him. For years there had been periodic reports in the New York gossip columns that Steinbrenner was preparing to write his autobiography. But itnever came to pass, and now, midway through his eighth decade, his health had begun to fail and it had become apparent that he was no longer capable of writing his own life story.

Over the years, Steinbrenner had successfully thwarted the attempts of freelance writers to write his biography simply by telling friends, associates and Yankee employees, past and present, that to cooperate would be at their own peril. But one night in 2005, over dinner at Elaine’s, Steinbrenner’s daughter Jennifer and her then-husband, Steve Swindal, broached the idea of doing her father’s book.

“My father’s getting up there now,” Jennifer said, “and his book has never been written. Somebody needs to tell his story, and you’re the person who should do it. No reporter has known him better than you.”

At the time, she was talking about a collaboration—which I knew would be impossible. Nevertheless, I took her encouragement as tacit approval from the family to go ahead and pursue the project on my own. In late 2006, I began seeking out former Yankee employees and other close associates of Steinbrenner’s, many of whom I hadn’t seen or talked to in 20 years. On a few occasions, I was asked if Steinbrenner was cooperating with me on the book, to which I would invariably reply: “It’s not really necessary. I was there.”

Unfortunately, I’d joined the Daily News in 1978 and had not been around the Yankees on an everyday basis during the period when Gabe Paul was running the team for Steinbrenner. This posed a problem for me. As the baseball man who helped broker the sale of the Yankees from CBS to Steinbrenner in 1973 and became the architect of the 1976–78 championship teams with his trades for Chris Chambliss, Mickey Rivers, Ed Figueroa and Willie Randolph, along with his historic signing of Catfish Hunter, Paul was an integral character in the book. But engaging as I’d found him to be in the years after he left the Yankees to go back to Cleveland as general manager of the Indians, Paul was never very forthcoming about his relationship with Steinbrenner and his trials as president of the “Bronx Zoo” Yankees from 1973 to ’77. He died in 1998 without ever having written his memoirs, and that was a great loss, because he was an important figure in baseball for over half a century and knew Steinbrenner better than anyone.

In an attempt to learn more about Paul’s relationship with Steinbrenner, I contacted his son, Gabe Paul Jr., who, by 2006, had himself just ended a long executive career in baseball, as the point man for the northern Virginia group vying to relocate the Montreal Expos to Washington, D.C. Over lunch in Manhattan, Gabe Jr. confessed to having had little contact with his dad during Gabe Sr.’s Yankee years. However, he had kept many of his father’s files, including Gabe Sr.’s handwritten diary of the entire proceedings—meetings, phone conversations, negotiations—of the CBS sale of the Yankees to Steinbrenner. “I’ll be happy to provide you copies,” he said.

It wasn’t until a year later that I learned Paul had done much more than just keep a diary to preserve his place in baseball history. Gabe Jr. told me that, while cleaning out the garage of the family house in Tampa, he and his brother Henry had come across a large box full of reels of audiotapes. God bless him, ole Gabe made tapes, too—nearly a hundred hours of them—but only about his Yankee years with Steinbrenner.

After painstakingly transferring them onto CDs, Gabe Jr. invited me to listen to selected portions of them for use in the book. The tapes in their entirety are a whole separate book in themselves, detailing the love-hate dynamic between two iconic baseball figures, Steinbrenner and Paul, who, together, restored the Yankee dynasty. But for my purposes, the passages I was allowed to transcribe provided never-before-told detail of Steinbrenner’s continued active involvement in the Yankees during his first suspension, the behind-the-scenes pursuit of Catfish Hunter, and the hiring of Billy Martin for the first time—all of which would be crucial to the book.

From there, it was a sentimental journey for me, revisiting the triumphs and trials of the most controversial owner in baseball history through more than 150 interviews of his friends, associates, employees and enemies. Throughout the process, I was frequently asked if I thought Steinbrenner should be in the Baseball Hall of Fame. I guess it depends on your perspective: his peers on the Hall of Fame Board of Directors saw to it that he wasn’t even included on the executives ballot voted on by the Veterans Committee in 2007 and 2009. It is not my intention here to make the case for him one way or the other, but rather to faithfully tell his story with the cooperation and insight of all those who were there.








Chapter 1
 The Coming Storm




GEORGE STEINBRENNER’S KNEES WERE trembling. He had never felt so anxious, not even before all those obligatory phone calls to his father after the track meets, calls that often ended in rebuke and humiliation.

It was shortly before 3 P.M. on December 19, 1972, and he was waiting in the foyer on the 35th floor of the Columbia Broadcasting System building in Midtown Manhattan. He looked at the door leading to the office of CBS chairman William S. Paley, anticipating what he hoped would be the seminal meeting of his life. Steinbrenner was accompanied by Mike Burke, president of the CBS-owned New York Yankees, who had just briefed him over lunch on how to deal with Paley. The 72-year-old CBS chairman was a broadcasting and business icon, having assumed leadership of the company from his father in 1928, when it was a struggling Philadelphia-based radio network, and transformed it into the preeminent news-gathering and entertainment corporation in the postwar world.

Under Paley, CBS had launched the careers of Edward R. Murrow, Walter Cronkite, Charles Collingwood and Eric Sevareid in the news division and George Burns and Gracie Allen, Jack Benny, Bing Crosby, Lucille Ball, Red Skelton and Jackie Gleason in the entertainment division. At the same time, Columbia Records, a division of CBS, had introduced the 331⁄3 RPM long-playing vinyl disc and signed artists like Johnny Cash, Doris Day, Johnny Mathis, Tony Bennett, and Barbra Streisand. Indeed, almost every decision Paley made at CBS was inspired—with one notable exception: the deal he made in 1964 to purchase the Yankees from sportsman Dan Topping and real estate/hotel magnate Del Webb for $13.2 million.

When CBS purchased the team on November 2, 1964, the Yankees had won their fifth-straight American League pennant, and taken the St. Louis Cardinals to seven games in the World Series. But the team’s stars were past their prime, and the once-fertile farm system was critically exhausted of talent. The team’s legendary scouts, who for half a century had discovered and signed the Lou Gehrigs, Joe DiMaggios, Yogi Berras, Mickey Mantles and Whitey Fords, had all retired or died, and the amateur draft had evened the playing field for less affluent teams. Two years after CBS bought the team, the Yankees finished dead last in the 10-team American League, and by 1972 attendance at the Stadium had fallen to under one million for the first time since World War II.

By 1972, Paley concluded that CBS had failed in the baseball business—more embarrassingly, it had failed in New York—and in July he had discreetly put out the word that the Yankees were for sale.

The 42-year-old Steinbrenner, waiting outside Paley’s office, had a résumé of business accomplishments in his own right. In 1963 he had bought control of his father’s Great Lakes shipping company, Kinsman Marine Transit, and expanded its fleet. In 1967 he purchased a controlling interest in the larger American Shipbuilding Co., then based in Lorain, Ohio, and merged it with Kinsman. The company became the dominant grain carrier in the Great Lakes and, with the acquisition of the Great Lakes Towing tugboat company, quickly expanded into shipyards in Chicago and Toledo. In just five years, Steinbrenner had increased American Shipbuilding’s revenues from $46.9 million, in 1967, to $73.7 million.

Through his shipbuilding enterprise, Steinbrenner had become a big player in Washington, beginning in 1968, when he lobbied Congress to amend the Maritime Act in order to get the Great Lakes more favorable tax benefits for its shipping industry. The Steinbrenners traditionally voted Republican, but the Democrats controlled both houses of Congress, so he happily accepted the job of chairman of the 1969 Democratic Congressional Dinner, one of the principal fundraising events in Washington, where he raised a record sum of $803,000 and developed close relationships with powerful Democrats, most notably Senator Edward Kennedy and House Speaker Tip O’Neill. The next year, Kennedy nominated Steinbrenner for chairman of the Democratic National Committee, but he declined, citing “personal and business obligations,” and the post eventually went to former U.S. Postmaster General Larry O’Brien, who later became commissioner of the National Basketball Association.

Steinbrenner had decided he just couldn’t divert the amount of time and energy away from his shipping business that the Democratic national chairmanship would have required. In addition, Steinbrenner, who was always careful to say that he was not registered with any political party, didn’t want to limit his influence-seeking to the Democrats—not with a Republican, Richard Nixon, in the White House.

So Steinbrenner was no Cleveland bumpkin come to New York for an audience with one of the world’s most powerful titans of business. It had been four years since Fortune had named him one of the country’s 12 young “Movers and Shakers.” As such, he had no reason to feel intimidated in Paley’s presence. Or so he kept telling himself as he waited nervously to be summoned into the great man’s office.

THEY CALLED THEMSELVES “Group 66,” a name bestowed on them by their leader, George M. Steinbrenner, for no other reason than that was the year they first began gathering for lunch every Tuesday around table 14 at Al Bernstein’s Pewter Mug, on 207 Frankfort Street. They were the young business dynamos and bright legal minds of Cleveland who, collectively, injected an energy and vibrant civic spirit into a city that had become economically, aesthetically and philanthropically stagnant.

Other members included: Thomas H. Roulston, president of Roulston & Co. brokerage firm, who’d assembled the group of investors that enabled Steinbrenner to purchase 470,000 of the outstanding 1,197,250 shares in AmShip in 1967 and take control of the company; Robert D. Storey, a prominent black attorney who was director of the Cleveland Aid Society; Ted Bonda, one of the founders of APCOA parking; Sheldon Guren and Ed Ginsberg, partners in a Cleveland law firm; and Al Rosen, the former Cleveland Indians third baseman and American League Most Valuable Player in 1953 who was now an executive with the Bache & Co. brokerage firm.

Together, during the late ’60s and early ’70s, the group sponsored a number of charities and civic projects in Cleveland. Steinbrenner was the driving force behind a program for impoverished high school students that provided them with guidance counseling and scholarships and introduced them to the city’s business leaders.

“Basically, we were just trying to get Cleveland out of the doldrums,” said Rosen.

Symbolic of those doldrums was the mammoth and deteriorating 78,382-seat double-tiered, bowl-shaped Cleveland Municipal Stadium, on the shoreline of Lake Erie, along Cleveland’s northern boundary. Originally constructed in 1928 in an attempt to lure the 1932 Olympics (which ultimately went to Los Angeles), the stadium became home to the Indians in 1932. In 1948, the year they won the world championship, the Indians set a major league attendance record of 2,620,027 at Municipal Stadium and continued to draw over a million fans every year through 1955.

But with the 1960s came a dramatic turn in the Indians’ fortunes, both on the field and at the gate, and the team was bought and sold by a series of owners, none of whom could stem the team’s financial difficulties. Throughout all the fiscally compromised Indians ownerships, one man, Gabe Paul, remained in charge of the baseball operations. Paul had been hired as Indians general manager in 1961 after spending 23 years in the Cincinnati Reds organization as traveling secretary and, later, general manager. A respected baseball executive, Paul was used to operating in a small market, but he longed to work for an owner whose resources would put the team on equal footing with his more privileged peers.

He got his wish in 1964, when, immediately after the Indians signed a favorable 10-year lease to remain in Cleveland Municipal Stadium, frozen-foods magnate Vernon Stouffer bought 80 percent of the club for $8 million. He gave Paul a 10-year contract along with a free hand to spend whatever it took to remake the team. Unfortunately for Paul, he never got to go on a spending spree for the marquee acquisitions he envisioned. Not long after the 65-year-old Stouffer bought the team, Litton Industries, a microwave oven company in which he purchased $21.5 million in stock in order to merge it with Stouffer Foods, began hemorrhaging money. Litton’s stock, which had peaked at $120 per share at the end of 1967, had fallen as low as $18.50 by 1971, severely deflating Stouffer’s personal fortune and his grand vision of restoring the Indians to the heights of a decade before.

The Indians’ problems were a frequent topic of conversation at table 14 in the Pewter Mug every Tuesday. “How could you ignore it?” said Robert Storey. “We were all sports guys who cared a lot about our local teams. Plus, George was always talking about someday hoping to buy the Indians.”

Rosen, a member of the Indians’ board of directors, was particularly disgusted with the way Stouffer was running the team. Stouffer was one of Cleveland’s most prominent and wealthiest citizens, but Rosen viewed him as a cantankerous old man who drank too much and whose personal business failings and lack of baseball knowledge had rendered him another in a long line of bad owners for the Indians and his friend Gabe Paul.

It was during the summer of 1971—when the Indians were on their way to the second-worst season (60-102) in their history and Stouffer was entertaining overtures from a New Orleans group to transfer 27 to 30 games there—that Sheldon Guren invited Rosen to a meeting at Cleveland Stadium with Art Modell, owner of the National Football League’s Cleveland Browns. It seemed Edward DeBartolo, the prominent shopping-mall developer from Youngstown, Ohio, had purchased a large tract of land south of Cleveland on Route 8 and was interested in building a pair of racetracks, as well as two stadiums—one for baseball and one for football. Although the Browns were regularly filling Cleveland’s Municipal Stadium with 80,000 fans every Sunday, Modell was an unhappy tenant in the decaying and outmoded edifice.

“The thought here,” Guren told Rosen, “is that Art could fulfill one half of DeBartolo’s plan by moving the Browns there, but we would need to fulfill the other part by purchasing the Indians from Stouffer. Do you think you could put together a group of investors?”

Rosen thought about it for less than a minute.

“I’m on it,” he said. “Just give me a few days.”

Excited over the prospect of wresting his distressed team from Stouffer, Rosen’s first call was to Steinbrenner. Would George be interested in purchasing his hometown baseball team? “You bet I am,” Steinbrenner said. “This has been my dream. I can do this. I have the people with the money.”

Steinbrenner quickly enlisted Group 66’s Ed Jeffrey (who was also on the Indians’ board of directors) and Ted Bonda, who brought in his parking-lot partner, Howard Metzenbaum. Rosen was also good friends with Paul, who was anxious to keep his stock in the team and become part of a new ownership. “Count me in,” said Paul, who brought to the group his close friend Steve O’Neill, the trucking magnate and Indians trustee who had more money than anyone else in the potential ownership group—a group that, according to Rosen, “had more money and more smarts than all the previous Indians owners combined. We had the ability and were prepared to restore the Indians to greatness.”

Because Steinbrenner had a long-standing relationship with the Stouffer family—he’d attended Culver Military Academy, in northern Indiana, with Stouffer’s son, Jimmy—Rosen and Guren felt he should be the group’s point man in the negotiations. By this time, the elder Stouffer was feeling overwhelmed by the Indians’ financial losses, his deteriorating image in Cleveland and the lack of support for his plight from his fellow American League owners. He was ready to sell. The negotiations between Steinbrenner and Jimmy Stouffer moved swiftly, culminating on December 6, 1971, with the group’s offer of $8.6 million, by which the new owners would absorb the $300,000 debt that resulted from Stouffer borrowing against the team’s 1972 television contract.

“The deal was struck, a handshake was given between George and Jimmy and now all that was left was for Vernon to give his final approval,” Rosen said.

Later that day, Steinbrenner and Rosen waited at Steinbrenner’s AmShip corporate office, on the 14th floor of the East Ohio Building, for a 5 o’clock phone call from Vernon Stouffer, who was in Scottsdale, Arizona. With them on that dark and frigid December afternoon was Marsh Samuel, who had done some public relations work for Steinbrenner and, more than20 years before, for the Indians when they were owned by the flamboyant baseball promoter Bill Veeck. After alerting the media to come to the AmShip offices for an announcement, Samuel left Steinbrenner and Rosen alone and went to another office to prepare the press release.

The call from Vernon Stouffer came shortly after 5 P.M., and it was immediately evident to Steinbrenner that the old man had had more than two martinis over lunch in Arizona.

“I’m not doing this deal,” Stouffer slurred to Steinbrenner, as Rosen listened in on another phone across the room. “You and your friends are trying to steal my team. You’ve already leaked the sale price to the press. I know I can get at least $10 million for it. So forget about it. I won’t be pressured. I’m not selling to you.”

Steinbrenner, his face white, hung up the phone and turned to Rosen. Remarkably composed considering what he’d just been told, he said glumly:

“You heard him, Al. He’s not selling. I guess there’s nothing left but to call Marsh and have him tell the media downstairs there’s no deal.”

But Steinbrenner was devastated.

“He couldn’t believe what had happened,” Rosen said. “He was really pissed, but there was nothing we could do and he realized it. You couldn’t go public with the fact that you thought the old man was three sheets to the wind. That would only have shown us to be disrespectful to the Stouffer name or his son, Jim, who was only following his father’s orders. It was just a terribly disappointing time for us.”

If there had been one positive element of Steinbrenner’s disappointing experience with Stouffer, it was the relationship he’d formed with Paul. A few days after his rejection by Stouffer, Steinbrenner called Paul, who he now knew had close ties to almost all the owners and top officials in baseball, and said: “Let me know if you ever hear of another franchise to come on the market. I’d still love to have you with me.”

In the late summer of 1972, Paul and Rosen happened to sit next to each other on a flight from New York to Cleveland.

“I remember that conversation we had like it was yesterday,” Rosen said. “Gabe looked at me and asked: ‘Is your friend Steinbrenner real?’ I said: ‘What are you talking about?’ ”

“He asked me if I ever heard of a club for sale to let him know,” Paul said, “and I know of a club for sale.”

“What club is that?”

“The Yankees,” said Paul.

GEORGE STEINBRENNER COULD not believe what he was hearing.

“You’ve gotta be kidding, Al,” he said. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” said Rosen. “Gabe says CBS wants to get out of the baseball business. The team’s not doing well, on or off the field, and they’re tired of the losing.”

“Did he say how much they want for them?”

“I think about $10 million,” said Rosen.

The conversation with Rosen energized Steinbrenner, who immediately placed calls to some of the other well-heeled members of his Group 66, including Jess Bell, the CEO of Bonne Bell cosmetics, and Sheldon Guren and Ed Ginsberg. (Rosen had told him he was too busy handling his brokerage business in Cleveland to participate.) In addition to Paul and his wealthy friend Steve O’Neill (who told him they were prepared to sell their shares in the Indians), Steinbrenner was able to summon two other prominent Cleveland lawyers, Daniel McCarthy and Ed Greenwald, into the group.

As Guren said, “Ten million dollars was a lot of money to raise back then,” so Steinbrenner had to reach beyond Cleveland to recruit additional investors, eventually wrangling oil-and-silver magnate Nelson Bunker Hunt, of Dallas; Leslie Combs III, a Thoroughbred breeder from Lexington, Kentucky; Chicago financier Lester Crown, whose family holdings included banking, real estate and hotels; John DeLorean, then vice president of General Motors in Detroit; Cincinnati banker and real estate developer Marvin L. Warner; and, from New York, theater entrepreneur James Nederlander, whose play Seesaw, which was about to open on Broadway, Steinbrenner had helped back. The last two limited investors were Thomas W. Evans, Steinbrenner’s AmShip legal counsel, and, from Columbus, Ohio, Charlotte Witkind, heir to the Lazarus department store chain, which later became Macy’s.

The original investors’ breakdown gave Steinbrenner 11 percent ownership, the largest individual interest, with Hunt, Crown, Warner and O’Neill at 10 percent each and Ginsberg and Guren sharing 11 percent. The rest had 6 percent or less. Steinbrenner’s personal outlay was said to be $168,000.

By late summer 1972, Steinbrenner had assembled his group, and he instructed Paul to begin the dialogue with the CBS and Yankees officials. On September 17, 1972, Paul met with Yankees president Mike Burke over a late breakfast at the Plaza Hotel in New York. At the meeting, Burke informed Paul that CBS chairman Paley had given him the okay to assemble his own group of investors to buy the team, but that he’d been unsuccessful in coming up with a group sufficiently financed to meet Paley’s expected asking price.

Paul assured Burke that his own investor group was “very substantial” and that they were prepared to do a cash deal, “no green stamps or delayed payments.”

The next day, Burke sent Paul an internal memo with sales figures for the team. Paul forwarded them to Steinbrenner, who asked him to set up a meeting with him and Burke at the Carlyle Hotel in New York for Friday, September 29, at 8:30 A.M. Three days prior to the meeting, Steinbrenner had lunch with Paul at the Plaza, where he reiterated his intention to bring Paul in as team president.

But in a meeting with Burke over coffee and ice cream at the Plaza on September 17, the Yankees president was a bit discomfited by the news that, over the past few weeks, Paley had been wavering over whether to sell the team, concerned that it would reflect badly on CBS to sell while it was down. However, after returning from a vacation in Europe in late August, Paley was delighted to find the Yankees in the thick of the 1972 pennant race. His right-hand man, CBS president Frank Stanton, felt that it would now be the perfect time to sell with honor. As the meeting concluded, Paul was heartened when Burke told him that CBS was indeed looking to sell the team for a fair price.

“I’ll be glad to meet with Steinbrenner,” Burke said. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

“What about your interest in the team?” Paul asked.

“I’ll be in the picture at the start, but I don’t think my participation is a must,” Burke said. “I’ll gladly bow out once the sale is completed.”

“What do you think the price will be?” Paul asked.

“Oh, about $11 million,” Burke replied, “but it could probably be knocked down.”

“If Burke’s right,” Paul thought as he waited to hail a cab on Central Park West, “this is a helluva buy!”

Steinbrenner, Paul and Burke met at the Carlyle on September 29, at which time Steinbrenner said he would like his accountants to go over the Yankees’ books. Burke agreed and said he would arrange to make the team’s comptroller, Jack Collins, available to Steinbrenner’s men.

Over the next few days, Burke began to ponder what his own role—if any—might be with the new Yankee ownership. On October 5, he telephoned Steinbrenner and said he would like to stay with the organization and leave CBS, but added that it wouldn’t be a deal breaker if Steinbrenner didn’t want him. “However,” he said, “I do think you could make a more advantageous deal if the dealings were direct.” In their previous conversations, Burke had insisted on a 5 percent stock share of the team as a fee for his role in brokering the deal with CBS, which Steinbrenner had flatly rejected, saying: “My investors will never go for that.”

But now that he could see everything coming together, with Burke convincing Paley it was a good deal for CBS, Steinbrenner relented and began to formulate a plan in which he would offer Burke a stock option of 5 percent and install him as chief operating officer, with Paul as team president. He told Burke on October 4 that the stock option of 5 percent was okay, as long as the purchase price was $10 million and that he would be the COO. However, he neglected to add the part about Paul coming aboard as president and head of baseball operations.

Burke and Steinbrenner spoke by phone periodically over the next few weeks as the accountants and attorneys continued to pore over the books, which revealed a cash loss for the Yankees in six of the previous seven years. Finally, on December 18, the meeting was set with Steinbrenner and Paley.

In a phone call to Steinbrenner in Cleveland, Burke said: “He’ll meet you in his office tomorrow afternoon at 3 o’clock. He wants to sell if the money is right.”

NOW, STANDING WITH Burke outside Paley’s office, Steinbrenner gazed admiringly at the original art hanging in the foyer. Over lunch at the Brussels, they had shaken hands on their own arrangement (Steinbrenner still hadn’t mentioned that Paul would become team president) and agreed that the offer for the club would be $10 million in cash. Burke had dined on calf’s liver; Steinbrenner had been too nervous to eat. He couldn’t help but remember that awful day in Cleveland, a year and a half earlier, when Vernon Stouffer told him to take his offer for the Indians and stuff it. “What if this is all just another jerk-off?” he asked himself. “How do I know Paley isn’t using this as a way of determining what the team is worth? What if he’s decided CBS can’t sell the team at a loss?” Suddenly Steinbrenner felt his knees tremble again as Paley’s secretary interrupted his thoughts.

“Mr. Paley will see you now, gentlemen.”

Years later, Steinbrenner would remember how eerie the whole scene was as they walked into Paley’s office: Paley standing in front of the window, his back to them. Then, without turning around, he said: “So I understand you want to buy my baseball team?”

“I do,” said Steinbrenner, trying to remain cool and calm.

“Well, I hope you didn’t come here with Chinese money.”

“I didn’t,” he said, more firmly. “I came here with cold, hard, genuine American cash. It’s all the money I could raise.”

“I assume you and Mike have worked out an arrangement that is satisfactory to him?” Paley asked.

“Absolutely,” said Steinbrenner. “We wouldn’t have gone into this deal without Mike as a partner.”

When Burke, who’d been president of the Yankees since 1966 and had spearheaded the city’s $100 million renovation of Yankee Stadium, slated to begin in 1974, informed Paley of being given a 5 percent interest and the title of chief operating officer, the old man smiled approvingly. “That’s important to us,” he said, looking directly at Steinbrenner. “Mike’s identified with the Yankees more than CBS is, and we think continuity is important.”

“Mr. Paley,” Steinbrenner said, “I can assure you we wouldn’t want it any other way. I’ve got a ship company to run. I won’t have much time for baseball, so Mike’ll have to carry the load. We’re especially going to need him to follow up with the city on the stadium renovation project. All anyone has to do is walk around the city with him. He’s ‘Mr. Yankee,’ and that’s a helluva asset for us.”

Paley ended the meeting by telling Steinbrenner he would be convening the CBS finance team in the next two or three days and that he’d get back to him. In a private conversation with Burke after the meeting, Paley said he was impressed with Steinbrenner and personally satisfied that the Yankees were being placed in good hands. There was, however, one caveat in his approval of the sale, as he told Burke: Paley said he wanted the point to be made clear at the press conference that CBS hadn’t sold the team at a loss; that tax write-offs of player contracts plus the cash sale effectively made it a wash on CBS’s original $13.2 million investment.

Steinbrenner, too, was impressed with Paley and how the meeting had gone, and flew home to Cleveland confident that, this time, there would be no last-minute double cross on the sale by CBS. Three days later, Burke called Steinbrenner in Cleveland to tell him that Paley had accepted their offer of $10 million and that they would meet again in New York on December 28 to finalize all the details, specifically the financial breakdown from all of Steinbrenner’s partners and the execution of Paul’s and O’Neill’s sale of their stock in the Indians. For years, the final price was reported to be $10 million, but as Steinbrenner later revealed, the deal included a couple of parking garages that CBS had bought from the city. Soon after the deal was completed, the city bought the garages back from Steinbrenner for $1.2 million, making the net cost to his group $8.8 million. The negotiations were concluded on December 29, but the parties agreed to delay announcement of the deal until after the new year. Marty Appel, the Yankees’ assistant director of public relations at the time of the sale, remembers sitting in the office he shared with Jackie Farrell, the director of the Yankees’ speakers bureau, in the basement of Yankee Stadium on the afternoon of January 2 when his boss, Bob Fishel, walked in and began pacing nervously around his desk while fidgeting with some papers. Something was up, but what was it?

“We’ve got a major announcement to make tomorrow,” Fishel said. “The team is being sold. Let’s just hope we can get to tomorrow without it leaking out.”

“It had to be the best-kept secret in history,” recalled Appel. “Imagine something this big—CBS selling the Yankees—and nobody had even an inkling of it until the day of the announcement!”

When asked to prepare the press announcement, Fishel was told only that the buyer was a syndicate headed by Burke and a shipbuilding executive from Cleveland named George Steinbrenner. There were other investors, Fishel was told, but their identities weren’t necessary for the initial announcement. Fishel, who had served as the Yankees’ public relations director since 1954, was relieved that Burke was going to remain as part of the new ownership group.

“There’s always a lot of uncertainty when a team changes ownership,” he said, “and we don’t know anything about these people Mike has aligned with.”

OTHER THAN THEIR mutual interest in running the Yankees, Mike Burke and George Steinbrenner had almost nothing in common. Steinbrenner, the buttoned-up businessman and proud patriot whose close-cropped, perfectly coiffed hair was the product of almost daily trips to the barber, showed up at the office every day in a navy blue suit or sports coat, American designer dress shirt and striped tie—the same attire his father, Henry, had insisted he wear to grade school. Back then, as the only kid in the class wearing a jacket and tie, it had been cause for embarrassment and ridicule, but in the 1970s, Penthouse magazine called him the “best-dressed businessman in America.”

By contrast, Mike Burke, with his flowing, shoulder-length white hair, fancied himself a ’70s renaissance man in that he embraced the hippie movement of the day and had initiated a series of promotions at Yankee Stadium—Bat Day, Ball Day, etc.—directed toward the young fans, which the previous Yankee ownership would have never considered. (Indeed, Steinbrenner must have been shocked to learn that Burke was actually a war hero, serving with the United States Office of Strategic Services, where his activities took him behind enemy lines in Italy and France in World War II. In France he joined the Resistance in preparation for the D-Day invasion and was later awarded the Navy Cross, the Silver Cross and the French Médaille de la Résistance.) There is a picture in the 1973 Yankee yearbook that defines the contrasting styles and demeanors of Burke and Steinbrenner. Side by side at spring training, Burke looks relaxed in a pair of slightly yellowed white flannel jeans and a faded blue denim shirt, unbuttoned almost to his navel, a warm smile on his face, while Steinbrenner, appearing stiff in a blue blazer with a golf shirt buttoned to the top, scowls at something in the distance.

Prior to joining CBS in 1956, Burke had managed the Ringling Brothers Circus and was responsible for taking the circus out of the tents and into large indoor arenas. In 1968, a few of the American League owners, citing this flair for promotion, had nominated him to replace the fired William D. Eckert as baseball’s commissioner. After none of the proposed candidates, including Burke, National League president Chub Feeney, Yankees general manager Lee MacPhail and Montreal Expos president John McHale, was able to garner the necessary three-fourths votes from each league, the owners settled on National League attorney Bowie Kuhn as a compromise candidate. Though the Yankees had sunk to their lowest depths under CBS, most baseball officials felt that it was due more to the neglect by the previous owners, Topping and Webb. Burke was regarded as an able leader of the major leagues’ signature franchise with a style and personality perfectly suited for New York. Paley’s esteem for him was evident. But would Steinbrenner be able to see past their outwardly differing styles?

ON THE MORNING of January 3, 1973, Bob Fishel and Marty Appel were frantically working their rotary phones, dialing the Associated Press and United Press International, all the New York and suburban newspapers and the radio and TV stations, alerting them to a “major” press conference that would be taking place at noon in the Yankee Stadium club. The night before, while sitting at his desk writing the release, Fishel had turned to Appel and repeated his sentiments of the day before: “I’m really glad Mike is still going to be part of this so it won’t be such a dramatic transition.”

Shortly before noon, they met Steinbrenner for the first time when he strolled into their office and asked to look at the press release. Upon giving it a cursory reading, he turned to Fishel and said, “Nice job,” before heading upstairs to the stadium club.

In his opening statements to the reporters assembled in the stadium club, Fishel read the release and then turned the proceedings over to Burke, who, in keeping with his pledge to Paley, made a point of saying, “CBS substantially broke even on the deal, taking into account player-contracts depreciation and things like that. Some years were profitable, some were not. The first half of last season was disastrous, but in the second half our attendance doubled.”

Unfortunately, Burke’s effort to portray the sale as a good deal for both sides was immediately undermined by the enthusiasm of the new owner.

“It’s the best buy in sports today,” Steinbrenner crowed. “I think it’s a bargain! But they feel the chemistry is right—they feel they haven’t taken a loss on the team.”

Burke was stunned and enraged at Steinbrenner’s remarks.

“How could he?” he fumed to himself. “He was told of Mr. Paley’s desires.”

Years later, Burke said that Steinbrenner’s “bargain” statement “in a stroke destroyed my relationship with Mr. Paley. The damage was irreparable. Explanation was pointless. Everyone knows you never erase from the mind the first impression of a newspaper story, and subsequently I learned that Paley held me responsible for Steinbrenner’s boast and felt I had not been faithful to his request.”

When asked later in the press conference about his future involvement with the team, Steinbrenner reiterated what he had said to Paley: “We plan absentee ownership as far as running the Yankees. We’re not going to pretend we’re something we aren’t. I’ll stick to building ships.”

In the days following the January 3 press conference, arrangements were made for a second press conference to introduce the rest of Steinbrenner’s investment group to the New York media. Paul had the trickiest job: divesting himself of his interest in the Indians before he could officially announce his involvement with Steinbrenner. In that respect, Paul’s trade of Indians star third baseman Graig Nettles to the Yankees on November 17, 1972—at a time when he was working behind the scenes to help Steinbrenner with the CBS sale—later raised questions from the media and other baseball officials about a conflict of interest on his part. Whenever he was asked, Paul defended the trade by pointing out that, in outfielder Charlie Spikes, the Indians had received the Yankees’ top prospect. In addition, he noted that in Buddy Bell, then a top minor league prospect who would go on to play in five All-Star Games, the Indians had a third baseman they considered to be potentially as good as or better than Nettles. In retrospect, the deal did make sense at the time for the Indians, who used an increasingly expensive but expendable commodity in Nettles to secure a highly regarded outfield prospect—and only began to call into question Paul’s integrity when Nettles emerged as a third base force for the Yankees and Spikes failed to pan out for the Indians.

On January 9, Paul met in Cleveland with the new Indians owner, Nick Mileti, who had bought the team from Stouffer for $10 million, $1.4 million more than Steinbrenner’s bid. They agreed to an amicable parting, with Paul, as his final act, signing a proxy authorizing the vote of his Indians stock for the ownership’s latest reorganization. Later that afternoon, Paul flew to New York and met with Steinbrenner’s freelance public relations man, Marsh Samuel, and Bob Fishel in the dining room of the Carlyle Hotel to go over the press release for the investors’ press conference, which had been scheduled for the next day in a private room upstairs at the “21” Club.

Paul was dismayed to see that the press release Fishel presented him at the Carlyle listed him as one of the investors and made no mention of his being named team president. Steinbrenner had obviously still not clarified his front office alignment plans to Burke.

“What’s this?” Paul asked Fishel.

“Well, we have to do it this way for internal reasons,” Fishel replied. “Mike doesn’t want to announce that just yet.”

The next morning Steinbrenner called Paul in his hotel room and attempted to placate him over the confusion as to his role.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Everything’s the way we said it was. You’re the president. Mike’s the chief operating officer. He’ll deal with the business stuff and the stadium renovation. I want you running the baseball operation.”

“Will you tell that to Mike in front of me?” Paul asked.

“Absolutely,” said Steinbrenner. “We’ll talk it all over on the car ride over to ‘21’.”

After the three of them climbed into the limo, Steinbrenner in the front seat, Paul and Burke went at it in the backseat.

According to Paul in his recorded notes, Burke complained that, in their December 29 meeting in which Steinbrenner had laid out his planned front office structure, “it didn’t seem all that definitive.”

Steinbrenner said nothing, allowing Paul to make his case in this clash of egos.

Pointing his finger at Burke in the backseat of the car, Paul said angrily: “Do you understand it now?”

“Yes,” said Burke. “I’ll simply say you’re coming on in a very selective position.”

“Fine,” said Paul, “as long as you make it understood I’m coming aboard in a major executive capacity.”

But at the press conference, Burke was seemingly deliberately nebulous in his reference to Paul’s role in the organization. “Gabe is 63 and has a nice home in Florida where he and his wife, Mary, will retire in a few years,” he said. “This is a nice swan song for him to end his baseball career.” But as he later admitted in his 1984 memoir: “The New York sportswriters smelled a rat and duplicity added itself to my perception of Steinbrenner’s emerging character. It was apparent that he and Gabe had reached an understanding about Gabe’s role different from that described to me. It was a clear warning.”

Paul’s role, once it finally became known, didn’t sit well with Burke’s right-hand men in the front office, general manager Lee MacPhail and vice president of administration Howard Berk (who’d come over with Burke from CBS in 1964). MacPhail was driving Berk from the “21” press conference back to Yankee Stadium when he stopped at a red light and turned to Berk, his face flushed with uncharacteristic anger.

“Why did Mike play things so close to the vest?” MacPhail said. “Why didn’t he let me in on this? If only I’d known, we could have put a group together and made this thing work!”

“I was as much in the dark as you were, Lee,” said Berk. “I didn’t know anything about it until the day after New Year’s. He called me at home and said CBS had just sold the club to a fellow from Cleveland. I asked him who the guy was and he replied, ‘His name doesn’t matter. He’s a terrific fellow, but he’s going to be totally absentee.’ ”

For the next two months, Burke struggled in vain to get Steinbrenner to define his own role with the team in regard to just which areas he was in charge of—to no avail. His only recourse now was to get his lawyers involved, and discussions between them and Steinbrenner’s attorneys dragged on into 1973 spring training. In the meantime, Steinbrenner was careful not to show any overt signs of exercising his authority, as the sale of the team had still not been formally approved by the American League owners. However, on one occasion Steinbrenner happened to be walking through the offices at Yankee Stadium when he spotted a vase of fresh yellow chrysanthemums on the coffee table outside Burke’s office.

“What’s this?” he snapped at one of the secretaries.

“Oh, sir, those are fresh flowers Mr. Burke always has in the office.”

“Fresh flowers?” Steinbrenner thought. “That’s the way this guy spends money? There’s no way I’m letting him run my ball club.”

One Saturday morning in early March, Berk’s wife, Phyllis, was having breakfast by the pool at Fort Lauderdale’s Schrafft’s Hotel, where the Yankees were staying for spring training, when she overheard Steinbrenner, dining with two male friends, launch into a diatribe about Burke.

“He thinks he’s gonna run this team?” Steinbrenner howled. “Him and his fucking fresh flowers and long hair? Wait till we take over this club! Then you’ll see some discipline and some fiscal responsibility around here! I’ll make that long-haired Irish sonofabitch dance to my tune.”

Phyllis Berk was aghast at Steinbrenner’s rant and immediately found her husband in the hotel lobby. After having the conversation relayed to him, Berk dialed Burke on the house phone and said it was urgent that he meet him in the lobby. A few minutes later, Burke got off the elevator and Howard and Phyllis Berk intercepted him as he was coming down the corridor.

“Looking around for a place for us to huddle, Mike opened a door to a broom closet, which we all crammed into,” Berk recalled. “It was like a scene out of a bad spy movie.”

Phyllis repeated what Steinbrenner had said. Burke looked at her husband and said firmly, “Don’t worry, Howard. I’ll take care of this.”

By Monday Berk had returned to New York, where he got a call from his boss. Mike Burke told him that he’d spoken with Steinbrenner and that he was satisfied Steinbrenner wasn’t looking to push him out. Again, he assured Berk that everything was okay.

“I couldn’t believe Mike still didn’t get it,” Berk said. “He was a very bright and incisive guy, but in many ways he was also very naïve.”

Burke used that meeting with Steinbrenner to work out the details of a formal agreement on his position with the team, with lawyers from both sides present. At the end of the session, Burke shook hands with Steinbrenner, satisfied that they had a firm agreement, and the lawyers—Bruce Haims for Burke and George Martin for Steinbrenner—drew up the long-negotiated contract on the flight back to New York. A couple of days later, however, Burke got a call from Haims with disconcerting news.

“Steinbrenner has repudiated the deal,” Haims said. “All of it!”

“He what?” Burke exclaimed. “We shook hands on it!”

“He says the paper we drafted on the plane back from Fort Lauderdale is not what we agreed to at the meeting.”

“Well, doesn’t it?”

“Of course it does. As long as I’ve been practicing law, I’ve never experienced anything quite like this.”

Burke was crushed.

“Okay,” he said. “That wraps it for me. The man’s word is worthless.”

Years later, Haims ran into George Martin at a cocktail party in New York where the two men discussed the broken agreement and his long-ago adversary revealed the story behind the story.

“He told me that plane ride back to New York had been one of the most miserable experiences of his life,” Haims said. “It seemed that after we’d concluded our meeting in Fort Lauderdale, Steinbrenner called Martin back into the room and told him: ‘Everything we talked about here, forget it. We’re not doing any of that. Just don’t say anything to them.’ That whole process of putting the contract together on the plane was a sham.”

Burke would endure Steinbrenner’s plotting and carping for another month, including a particularly rancorous exchange over the $100,000 contract he’d given the Yankees’ star player, Bobby Murcer. A few days after that yearbook picture of Burke and Steinbrenner was taken, the owner telephoned Burke from Cleveland with another of his attorneys, Thomas Evans, patched in from New York.

Steinbrenner was furious about the Murcer contract.

“What did he make last year?” he demanded.

“Eighty-five thousand,” Burke replied.

“So why would you give him a hundred?” Steinbrenner ranted. “What do you think this is, a money tree?”

Burke went on to explain that Murcer had led the Yankees in batting in 1972, that he had hit a career-high 33 home runs and was a fan favorite, one of the few the Yankees had. He went on to explain that Murcer was viewed as the second coming of Yankee legend and fellow Oklahoman Mickey Mantle, and that the six-figure contract would serve as a terrific psychological boost for him.

Steinbrenner was only mildly mollified by the explanation and ended the conversation by saying that Murcer had better live up to it. When, on Opening Day, Murcer struck out in the ninth inning with the tying and winning runs on base, Steinbrenner stormed into Burke’s office immediately after the game and bellowed: “There’s your goddamned $100,000 ballplayer!”

By now, though, Burke was immune to Steinbrenner’s rages. This had been the case ever since that phone call from Haims, informing him that Steinbrenner had reneged on everything the two of them had agreed upon at their summit meeting in Fort Lauderdale only days before. So on April 25, barely more than four months after Steinbrenner had pledged his allegiance to him in William Paley’s office, Mike Burke sat down at his desk in Yankee Stadium and put pen to paper on a letter of resignation as general partner of the Yankees.








Chapter 2
 Cleveland




HE WAS BORN ON the Fourth of July, 1930, in Rocky River, Ohio, a red-white-and-blue circumstance of fate he trumpeted so often and so proudly, it prompted skeptics to suggest that perhaps George Steinbrenner made up his Independence Day birth in order to further enhance his credentials as a genuine American patriot. Could it be a fiction, like the article published in the Columbus Citizen in 1954, headlined THE AMAZING MISTER STEINBRENNER? According to the Citizen, a panel of New York sportswriters had named Steinbrenner one of the 25 most outstanding athletes in the country in 1952, and he had played defensive halfback for the New York Giants, signing as a free agent upon graduating from Williams. It’s likely Steinbrenner was not the source of that completely fictionalized article—in interviews through the years he talked about only his hurdling successes, hardly ever mentioning his brief flirtation with football during his senior year at Williams—and his birth certificate bears out July 4, 1930, as the official date of his entry into the world.

Steinbrenner grew up in Bay Village, Ohio, a suburb west of Cleveland along Lake Erie. His father, Henry, was by George’s own account “one tough German”—a strict disciplinarian and unyielding perfectionist. Henry Steinbrenner’s great-grandfather Philip J. Minch was a German immigrant who in the mid-1800s had settled in Lorain, Ohio, some 30 miles west of Cleveland along the shores of the lake, and founded Minch Transit, a shipping company. Minch’s daughter, Sophia, was college-educated at Oberlin. She became president of the company, expanding it and renaming it Kinsman Marine Transit, and relocated it as the first tenant in the John D. Rockefeller Building in downtown Cleveland. When Sophia died, the presidency of the company passed to her son George Steinbrenner II and then to his son, Henry.

Henry Steinbrenner had been a marine engineering honors scholar, a naval architect, and a world-class intercollegiate low hurdles champion at MIT who introduced his son to the hurdles at age 12. (Thomas Evans, George’s Williams College classmate and early general counsel with the Yankees, recalled a visit to the Steinbrenner horse farm in Ocala, Florida, in the early ’70s, where he saw the lonely figure of Steinbrenner’s oldest son, Hank, who was not yet a teenager, practicing hurdles on a track off in the distance.)

George Steinbrenner was intimidated by his father, a fact he never denied, but he credited the old man with instilling in him the perfectionist, will-to-win competitiveness that would come to define his management style as president of American Shipbuilding Co. and, later, as owner of the Yankees. “Always work as hard, or harder, than anyone who works for you,” Henry counseled him. Another lesson George took to heart: “It is always better to be the hammer than the nail.” The fact that George was so dismissive of and often even abusive toward his employees can probably be directly attributed to his failure ever to win his father’s approval. He once said: “I never really appreciated my dad or liked him growing up, but I appreciated him more as every day of my life went on, and now I can’t give enough credit to my dad. Anything I ever accomplished I owe to him. Whatever’s good in me is through him. Whatever’s bad is me.”

A close friend of Steinbrenner’s said, “George was permanently scarred by his father’s rigidity and lack of affection, and I have no doubt he’d have given up all his championship rings just to have gotten a hug and an ‘I love you, son’ from the old man. The sad part is he treated his own kids the same way.”

In his mother, Rita, Steinbrenner could at least find sympathy and understanding, if not outward displays of affection. “It was my mom,” he said, “who gave me compassion for the underdog and for people in need.”

As a successful businessman and sports entrepreneur, Steinbrenner’s acts of charity and philanthropy—the antithesis of the bully and tyrant that so characterized his public side—were far less publicized, most notably the hundreds of anonymous kids he put through college and the tens of millions of dollars he raised through his Silver Shield Foundation for the widows and families of New York City police officers and firefighters killed in the line of duty. In Cleveland, he ran the March of Dimes program and was director of Cleveland Now and chairman of the Junior Olympic Games, taking it upon himself to fund the trip to California for Ohio’s participants in the Special Olympics. When the Call & Post, a newspaper that served the black community in Cleveland, sought sponsorship for its dinner honoring young black athletes in the city, George picked up the tab. Another time, he footed the bill to send a group of kids from Bay Village High to New York, putting them up at the Carlyle Hotel and arranging for tickets for them to a Broadway musical and the NIT basketball tournament.

The Steinbrenners were Christian Scientists, which meant they didn’t believe in medical science or, for the most part, doctors. (It was because of this, friends surmised, that Steinbrenner refused to get an operation on his knee in his later years when his doctors warned him that the torn cartilage causing him so much pain would eventually lead to arthritis. Others said, however, that he was merely fearful of anesthesia. In any case, the arthritic knee finally rendered him wheelchair-bound in 2008.) Steinbrenner’s childhood was one of grim regimentation—school, work, hurdles practice, piano lessons and precious little time left over for just plain recreation or social life. He often said the greatest pleasure of his youth was reading James Fenimore Cooper novels.

And, in fact, his work took up almost as much time as his schooling. Instead of an allowance, his father gave him chickens and told him to start his own business. “Earn your money through them,” Henry instructed. George established a thriving little neighborhood poultry business, in which he would rise early, clean the coops, feed the chickens, and then go about selling the eggs door-to-door. He called it the George Company, and when he went away to school, he sold it for $50 to his two sisters, Susan and Judy, who renamed it the S&J Company. The two girls had an equally suppressed childhood under the strict rule of their father. Only in their adult years could they look back on it with a sense of humor, recalling how Henry would stiffly greet their gentlemen callers in a suit and tie at the front door before retiring to his reading room, only to make himself pointedly heard 15 minutes later, calling out, “Rita, is that goddamned kid still here?”

When George was 14, he was sent to Culver Military Academy, in Culver, Indiana, which had been established in 1894 “for the purpose of preparing young men for the best colleges, scientific schools and businesses of America.” Culver’s alumni include Jack Eckerd, founder of the pharmaceutical firm; actors Hal Holbrook and Adolphe Menjou; film director Joshua Logan; U.S. senator Lowell Weicker; comedian Jonathan Winters; yachtsman and businessman Bill Koch; Los Angeles Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley; playwright Luther Davis; and Alexander, the Crown Prince of Yugoslavia. Through the years, Culver became the Steinbrenner family school as all of George’s four children—Hank, Hal, Jessica and Jennifer (a separate women’s academy was established in 1971)—attended, as have their children. Because of George’s donations, two buildings—the Steinbrenner Recreation Center and the Steinbrenner Center for Performing Arts—now bear the family name.

At Culver, Steinbrenner wasn’t the honor student his father had been at MIT, although he was always proud to point out the A+ he earned in military science. Considering his passion for the military—he often extolled General George Patton as the one person he admired most in life, and also professed to be a student of Attila the Hun—it is clear that Culver had a profound impact on him.

Steinbrenner ran hurdles for the Culver track team and played football and basketball, but not baseball. When asked about that after he bought the Yankees, Steinbrenner replied: “Baseball was always my favorite sport as a kid, growing up as I did with the Cleveland Indians and all those great teams they had with Bob Feller, Early Wynn, Larry Doby and Bob Lemon in the ’40s and ’50s. I only wish I was better at playing it, but I wasn’t. So I stuck to track, something I was good at, and football.”

Upon graduation from Culver in 1948, Steinbrenner matriculated to Williams College in Massachusetts. It wasn’t MIT—as Henry never failed to remind him—but in terms of educational prestige, it was regarded to be just a notch below the Ivy League schools.

At Williams, Steinbrenner majored in English, continued to run the hurdles and became fully engaged in the arts. In addition to playing in the college band for one year, he spent four years in the glee club and, with a classmate named George Kellogg, collaborated on a “dual pianos” act that they would perform before concerts and glee club recitals. Classmate Tom Evans recalls that “they were really quite good and were well received by the audiences.”

Jack Horner, who sang in the glee club with Steinbrenner, said of him: “He was a tenor and he was distinguished. The one remarkable thing I remember was when he was able to obtain for Williams the original Brahms Requiem for the four-hands piano from Baldwin-Wallace College. Something like that was priceless, and I don’t know how he was able to get it.”

What Horner, who was close enough with Steinbrenner to have double-dated with him a few times, remembered most about him was the fear George had for his father.

“He had to call his father after every track meet,” Horner recalled, “and inevitably every time his father would be ticked off because he didn’t do better. I thought his father was a nasty guy.”

In 1978, MIT built the $300,000 Henry G. Steinbrenner Stadium, a varsity game oval that serves as the venue for football, men’s lacrosse, soccer and track and field. It was a gift to the school from George in honor of his father.

Suzyn Waldman, the Yankees’ radio announcer, who grew up in Boston, recalled a Yankee road trip to the city in the early ’90s. She and Steinbrenner were walking around the MIT campus, taking in the sights. Waldman had wanted to show Steinbrenner the Kresge Auditorium, where she had performed in shows as a youngster, and the Yankees owner asked her if she had ever seen the athletic facility. As the two of them approached the stadium, Steinbrenner told Waldman how he had brought his father to the dedication, which he’d planned as a surprise for the old man.

“How thrilled and proud he must have been,” Waldman said.

“Actually,” said Steinbrenner, “all he said was, ‘That’s the only way you’d ever get in this school.’ ”

After college, Horner settled in Bay Village, where he couldn’t help but notice that the Steinbrenner family influence in the arts was everywhere—most notably the Huntington Playhouse. which George helped rebuild in 1970 after a fire with a $10,000 gift and a community fund-raiser in which the 240 seats were sold for $100 apiece. George bought the whole first row of 16. “My son played in the high school band,” Horner said, “in which all the tubas had been purchased by George.”

George Steinbrenner a real-life Professor Harold Hill! Who knew?

For whatever reason, Steinbrenner never made much of his musical prowess, even though his friends and family said playing the organ at home was one of his favorite forms of leisure. For the most part, his Yankees employees were unaware of this side of him. Eddie Layton, the longtime Yankee Stadium organist, was practicing in the solitude of an empty stadium on the day before the Yankees were to open a season when suddenly he felt a shove.

“Move over!” Steinbrenner ordered.

The startled Layton got up and made way for Steinbrenner to slip behind the organ.

“What’s this, George?” Layton said.

“This,” said Steinbrenner, “is how you play the organ! You go walk around the stadium and see how the sound is and then come back here.”

Layton began to walk around the stadium, first along the loge level and then to the upper deck, all the while listening in amazement to the Yankees owner’s riffs. Layton remembered being particularly taken aback when Steinbrenner launched into one of his own signature Yankee “rally” songs, Chopin’s “Tarentelle.” It was as if Steinbrenner was letting him know that, even at the organ, he was the Boss.

When Layton returned to the organ booth, Steinbrenner was grinning.

“Well, Eddie, what did you think?”

“You’re fired, George,” Layton shot back, and they both burst into laughter.

In addition to his studies, the glee club, the dual piano act with Kellogg and running the hurdles in both the indoor and outdoor track programs, Steinbrenner’s real passion, as he would later take pleasure in telling the media covering the Yankees, was sportswriting. He joined the Williams Record during his freshman year, and by the time he was a junior, he was co–sports editor, with his own column, Right from the Record.

Like Steinbrenner the bloviating baseball owner, Steinbrenner the neophyte sports columnist was not afraid to express his opinions or take swipes at his perceived enemies. He sprinkled his columns with phrases like “a strictly untitanic Colby team”; writing about rival Amherst’s top-30 football ranking in the Associated Press, he said it was “as much out of place as Dolly Madison at a Sunday milk punch party.”

Steinbrenner aimed the most brutal of his journalistic barbs at Amherst. In November 1951, he chided Amherst football coach John McLaughry for not allowing the varsity soccer team to participate in the Amherst football pep rallies. “I must admit, I find your arguments highly amusing, almost as I found your rating within the ‘Top 30’ teams in the Nation way back in early October,” Steinbrenner wrote under the headline AN OPEN LETTER TO COACH MCLAUGHRY AT AMHERST. He continued, “I must admit that I do not believe that any coach should ever speak out openly against the supporting at rallies of any other team but his own. . . . And as for your assertion that, ‘if we were over in England we would have to take a backseat to soccer’ I have only this to say: You might have found the going a little better in England than you did ‘here’ this season.”

But in what most surely was a precedent never repeated by Steinbrenner, three weeks later he penned an apology to McLaughry.

“Several matters on the agenda today,” Steinbrenner began his December 8 Right from the Record column, “but first an apology that is long overdue on my part. Several weeks ago, I published a letter to Coach John McLaughry of Amherst. Since that time, there have been many compliments and many criticisms on that particular piece of journalism. Though it violates the gospel of a newspaper writer to abandon his convictions after they are in ‘black and white’ I am afraid I must cast my lot with those who have criticized my letter as ‘cheesy’ and ‘totally unwarranted’ journalism.”

In his January 12, 1952, column, Steinbrenner criticized the selection of Princeton running back Dick Kazmaier as Male Athlete of the Year by the Associated Press. Though Kazmaier had won the Heisman Trophy in 1951 as the college football player of the year, Steinbrenner disparaged the AP sportswriters for overlooking pole vaulter Bob Richards, who’d become the second man in history to vault over 15 feet four times; Ben Hogan, who won his third Masters golf tournament that year; and Bob Feller, who won 21 games and pitched his third no-hitter for the Cleveland Indians. “I accuse the writers of the Associated Press of letting heavy publicizing and a degree of absurdity in building up of athletes to sweep them along to a decision of mediocrity,” he wrote. Then, once again invoking his pet metaphor, he concluded: “These gentlemen are way wrong—their choice as much out of place as Dolly Madison at a Sunday milk punch party.”

It’s just as well that Steinbrenner’s readership didn’t extend much beyond the Williams campus. As a principal booster with the National Football Foundation, Steinbrenner would see Kazmaier at the College Football Hall of Fame induction dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York every December. In a 2007 interview, Kazmaier told me he couldn’t remember ever talking to Steinbrenner at the dinner. Nor was he aware that the Yankees owner had dissed him many years ago in the pages of the Williams paper.

“I’m frankly a little surprised he would have written that,” Kazmaier said. “He hardly ever saw me play. I played against Williams only once, in 1950, and then I was only in about half the game, so George wouldn’t have had a whole lot to judge me on.”

I asked why he hadn’t played much in the game, and Kazmaier replied: “Well, we beat them 66–0, and I only played in the first half. I believe it was the worst beating ever given a Williams football team, which, come to think of it, might have been George’s motivation for writing what he did.”

In January 1952, Steinbrenner’s sportswriting career came to an end. In his final column he bade a fond adieu to his readers:


Now that it’s all about to come to an end, I’m finding it hard to decide just what to say to you readers—be you many or few. I know there are some among you who would just as soon I said nothing. To this group I can only say that even though you have criticized my writing, I still consider you among my more rabid readers. To those of you who have found my columns of any interest at all, I extend my sincere gratitude for your support—to both of you!



“That’s it,” he concluded, “and now with due respect to my most faithful critic Philsy Gregware—good luck to all good sports and ‘orchids to y’all.’ ”

No doubt Steinbrenner would have loved to defy ole Philsy and the rest of his critics, but he knew his father had not sent him off to Culver and then to Williams to be a sportswriter. The deal was to get a thorough, top-notch education and then come home to Cleveland and help Henry run Kinsman Marine. Henry had been preparing him for that during the summer months. In a 1981 interview with Marie Brenner of New York magazine, Steinbrenner recounted how he’d spent hours of his summer vacations crawling through the underdecks of ships, counting rivets and checking out what needed replacing in the filthy, close-quartered, stifling crannies.

Still, working full-time for the old man would wait a few more years. He graduated from Williams in June 1952—in the college yearbook he placed fifth in the voting for “Done Most for Williams” and second in “Shovels It Fastest”—and then, as the Korean conflict was coming to an end, he joined the Air Force and was assigned to Lockbourne Air Force Base in Columbus, Ohio, a two-hour drive from Cleveland. At Lockbourne, Steinbrenner was appointed aide to the commanding general and was assigned to oversee the base’s struggling athletic program. According to articles in the Columbus Citizen, Steinbrenner succeeded in revitalizing all the athletic teams at Lockbourne, in the process reducing what had been a growing number of AWOLs due to low morale. Even though he admittedly knew nothing about baseball—years later he would tell Harry Reasoner on 60 Minutes, “I just bought a good book and stayed one page ahead of the team”—Steinbrenner decided to coach the Lockbourne team, which played a pretty formidable schedule.

Bob Sudyk, who would go on to have a long, checkered relationship with Steinbrenner as a sports reporter for the Cleveland Press, remembers vividly one of the first Lockbourne baseball games under Coach Steinbrenner that spring.

“I was a freshman on the jayvee Ohio State baseball team,” Sudyk said, “and we had driven over to Lockbourne for the game when our bus pulled up in the parking lot and we were confronted by this guy standing there waving his arms wildly and screaming at us. It was Steinbrenner. It seemed he thought he was playing the varsity and he was yelling at our coach for us to stay on the bus. He wasn’t going to play us! Finally, our coach prevailed and we wound up playing them—and winning—which got George even more upset. He was yelling at the umpires the whole game, storming up and down, waving a rule book.”

When he wasn’t coaching baseball and overseeing the basketball and football teams at Lockbourne, Steinbrenner ran hurdles for the track team and even set an Air Force record for the 440-yard low hurdles. In a reincarnation of his boyhood poultry venture, he also demonstrated his budding business acumen by establishing his own coffee cart franchise, in which he used a half dozen Air Force pickup trucks to peddle coffee and doughnuts around the base.

UPON BEING DISCHARGED from the Air Force in 1954, Steinbrenner decided to stay in Columbus and enroll at Ohio State, where he studied for a master’s degree in physical education. Ohio State, under the legendary coach Woody Hayes, was a football powerhouse, its 10-0 ’54 team ranked first in the nation after beating Southern Cal, 20-7, in the Rose Bowl. The star of that team was Howard “Hopalong” Cassady, a speedy, 5-10, 177-pound junior running back. The following year, Ohio State dropped to number six in the country at 7-2, but Cassady was awarded the Heisman Trophy as the outstanding football player in the nation.

It was only natural that Steinbrenner would get caught up in the aura of big-time college football, and, in addition to attending every OSU home game, he would frequently be seen hanging around the practice sessions during the week, looking to pick up plays and strategies he could bring back with him to St. Thomas Aquinas High School, in Columbus, where he had become an assistant football and basketball coach. He got to know Cassady, with whom he also shared a couple of phys-ed classes. One day, Cassady remembered, Steinbrenner approached him after a class to inquire about a certain tall, slender, blond co-ed five years his junior named Elizabeth Joan Zieg, whose father, Harold, a prominent real estate developer in Columbus, was a wealthy Ohio State football booster.

“I was friends with the Zieg family and knew her dad especially,” said Cassady. “At the time, she had been dating another player on the football named Doug Goodsell. George asked me if I would introduce him to her, and they started dating right away.”

Steinbrenner courted Joan for over a year, frequently double-dating with Cassady, who later was asked to be part of their wedding party.

Steinbrenner and Joan (pronounced Jo-Ann) Zieg were married on May 12, 1956. The union, according to friends, was a stormy one almost from the beginning, with Steinbrenner’s controlling and demanding persona quickly wearing thin with Joan, as well as his absences from the home because of all his other activities. Besides the Kinsman business and all his civic work with Group 66, his side venture into pro basketball further strained the marriage. On July 7, 1962, Joan filed for divorce in Cuyahoga County Domestic Relations Court. Two months later, however, she dropped the suit and it was reported by her attorney that the two had reconciled. If anything, they remained “reconciled” to each other as Joan, according to friends, developed just as much of a public temper as George and learned to give it as much as she had to take it. That’s why, after Cassady had worked for the Yankees for nearly 40 years in various capacities, first as the team’s first strength-and-conditioning coordinator and a scout and then a coach with the team’s Triple-A farm team in Columbus, the joke among the front office underlings was that “George gave Hoppy a lifetime job so he could torture him for having introduced him to Joan.”

Although they would go on to have four children, Hank, Hal, Jessica and Jennifer, and celebrated their golden wedding anniversary at a gala event at the Tampa Yacht Club in June 2006, Steinbrenner’s closest friends attest it was anything but 50 years of marital bliss. More like a 50-year War of the Roses as George and Joan’s public fights at parties and in restaurants were the talk of the Cleveland and Tampa social circuits. It was not uncommon for Joan to make an idle comment about something at dinner with friends, only to have George cut her short with a terse “Shut the fuck up, Joan” as everyone around them squirmed silently and uneasily in their chairs.

Steinbrenner’s old friend Tom Evans remembered one such dinner confrontation vividly.

“My wife, Lois, and I were visiting George and Joan at the farm in Ocala,” Evans related. “This was right after George and our group had bought the Yankees and the deal was just being announced. The year before, there had been rumors going around that, in order to raise money to buy a piece of the Chicago Bulls, George had sold Joan’s stamp collection, which I guess must have been pretty valuable.”

(Apparently, after Steinbrenner’s losing venture as owner of the Cleveland Pipers of the American Basketball League, which had contributed to the strain on their marriage, he’d promised Joan he would never get involved in basketball again. However, when offered a share of ownership of the NBA Bulls in 1972, he couldn’t resist, but may have figured that if he’d become a minority owner, Joan would never know.)

“Anyway, Lois and Joan were watching TV when suddenly the news report came on that the Yankees had been sold to guys who had interests in the Chicago Bulls. This came as a great surprise to Joan, and when George and I walked into the room, she lit into him with both barrels with some of the saltiest and most colorful language I’ve ever heard from a woman.”

Steinbrenner steadfastly avoided appearing in public as a couple with Joan, especially in New York. Gabe Paul found himself in the middle of the Steinbrenners’ ongoing domestic hostilities when Joan called him to complain about being banned from the private Yankee Club dining room upstairs at Yankee Stadium.

“I can’t for the life of me understand why he won’t let Joan eat in the dining room,” Paul said at the time, in one of the first entries into the tape-recorded diary he kept during his years with the Yankees and Steinbrenner. “He’s showing off with all his friends and cronies up there, but he won’t let her up there and I’ve got to try to explain to her why. For all I know, he’s got a broad up there.”

As a matter of fact, on numerous occasions, that was the case—the “broad” in question being Barbara Walters, the celebrated TV journalist who was one of the few females in the Boss’s inner circle of friends who attended big occasions at Yankee Stadium. Steinbrenner first met Walters in Cuba in 1977. She was there to interview Cuban premier Fidel Castro, and he was there with Yankee pitching great Whitey Ford on a top-secret mission to scout Cuban baseball players. As Walters related numerous times, Steinbrenner was furious when he spotted her and her camera crew in the hotel where they were staying, mistakenly thinking she was there to report on him. Over cocktails later that day, she explained that she was actually in Cuba to interview Castro, and that Steinbrenner’s secret was safe with her.

Steinbrenner and Walters were often seen together around and about in New York, and Steinbrenner was fond of telling intimates how he and Walters would be walking down Fifth Avenue together and would make bets as to which one of them would be recognized first. And throughout the ’80s and ’90s, Walters was a frequent guest in Steinbrenner’s private box at Yankee Stadium and in the Yankee Club.

Steinbrenner and Walters always insisted they were nothing more than good friends. But some members of Steinbrenner’s inner circle of confidants back in the ’80s suspected they might be something more. Joan Steinbrenner may have had her suspicions, too.

“They used to refer to each other as Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn,” said a Steinbrenner pal. It was common knowledge that the screen legends carried on an affair that endured until Tracy’s death, in spite of the fact that he was married.

But Walters was always quick to dismiss suggestions that her relationship with Steinbrenner was romantic, and years later, in her 2009 memoir, she barely mentioned him.

As for Steinbrenner’s secret mission in Cuba, he wasn’t able to get himself any of Castro’s players. Ford recalled how the two of them were sitting together at a game in Havana’s stadium when one of Castro’s uniformed emissaries approached them. Pointing to the premier sitting in his private box a few rows behind them, the emissary announced: “Premier Castro requests the pleasure of your company in his box.”

But as Steinbrenner stood up, the guard put his hand on his chest.

“Not you,” he said to Steinbrenner. “This man here,” and he nodded at Ford.

“I felt bad for George,” Ford said. “I sat up there for three or four innings talking baseball with Castro and I could see George was really pissed.”

STEINBRENNER SPENT ONE year studying at Ohio State, where his involvement with OSU football and his coaching gigs at St. Thomas Aquinas had inspired him to continue working in sports. Instead of going home to Cleveland, he took a job as an assistant coach under Lou Saban at Northwestern University.

The 1955 Northwestern football team went 0-9, resulting in the dismissal of Saban and his entire coaching staff. Steinbrenner would remain friends with Saban, at one point hiring him as president of the Yankees, a position he held for barely a year before returning to football. The following year, now married to Joan, Steinbrenner moved on to Purdue University as the backfield coach under Jack Mollenkopf. The 1956 Purdue team fared better than Steinbrenner’s first venture into Big Ten football, going 3-4-2. The Boilermakers’ star quarterback, Len Dawson, would go on to become a member of the National Football League Hall of Fame.

“George wasn’t nearly the vocal, animated guy he became later,” Dawson told me in a 2008 interview, “but that may have been because Mollenkopf was about as vocal a coach as there was, and we didn’t need two of them.”

Although his time with Steinbrenner was limited to that 1955 season, Dawson recalled a conversation he had with his backfield coach midway through the year that had a profound impact on him. With the season fast becoming a lost cause, Dawson, who was a senior with an eye on the upcoming NFL draft, was dragging out a shoulder injury, sitting out practices.

One day, over lunch, Steinbrenner said not so subtly: “You know, Len, there are a lot of guys hurting on this team. How do you think the offensive linemen, who protect you, feel?”

“He made his point with me,” Dawson said, “and it was a lesson I never forgot.”

Much as Steinbrenner may have wanted to continue in his football-coaching career, by 1957 Henry Steinbrenner felt it was time his son began sowing the seeds of his expensive Culver and Williams education. The family shipping concern beckoned, and the old man regarded George’s football coaching as folly. He would feel the same way about George’s venture into pro basketball a few years later. “I raised you to be able to take over the family business,” Henry told him, “not to be coaching football.” Steinbrenner didn’t fight him because he knew he was never going to get rich coaching football and he dreamed of being a big man in Cleveland—which could come about only if he was running the family business. When he returned home, Henry made him treasurer of Kinsman Marine, and told him to go out and find business for the company’s five boats that serviced the Great Lakes with coal, iron and ore.

In his travels around the region, Steinbrenner made stops every other Tuesday in Buffalo. One day in 1957, after a luncheon at a private club down the block, Steinbrenner walked into a jazz club called the Royal Arms. After ordering an old-fashioned with extra sugar, Steinbrenner asked the bartender who owned the place. The bartender nodded at a man sorting checks at the end of the bar.

“After sending over a drink to me, we got to talking and George started going on about how he owned all these freighters out in the harbor,” Max Margulis recalled. “I didn’t believe him. I figured he was just a traveling salesman.”

Steinbrenner stayed at the Royal Arms for the rest of the day, and that night Margulis took him downtown to dinner at the Normandy Steakhouse.

“I picked up the check, and that was the last one I ever picked up for him,” Margulis said. “He said: ‘I’ll be back in two weeks to take you out. Bring your friends!’ ”

Two weeks later, Margulis was at the Royal Arms when Steinbrenner phoned and asked him to meet at the Normandy again for dinner.

“Bring your friends,” Steinbrenner said. “We’ll have some fun!”

It turned out Steinbrenner wanted to talk about getting into the restaurant business. Margulis warned him that it was “an awful business that you wind up being a slave to,” but Steinbrenner wasn’t deterred. Every time he’d come to Buffalo over the next few years, he’d pester Margulis about looking for a place they could buy. Margulis kept putting him off until finally, in 1964, the two of them, along with Max’s friend Jim Naples, went in with Steinbrenner (who secured the loan) on a place called the Chateau.

“Before we opened, we discussed policy and we decided to serve only sandwiches at the bar and hot dinners in the dining room,” Margulis said. “That was because the bar was four-deep from 4:30 to 8 o’clock. So who’s the first guy to try and order dinner in the bar? George and two friends! The waitress comes over to me and tells me this, and I go to George and say: ‘You know we can’t serve dinner in the lounge!’ ”

“It wasn’t long before George backed away from the restaurant,” said Naples’s son, Jim Jr., who, years later, went to work for Steinbrenner as the food-and-beverage manager at Yankee Stadium. “If he hadn’t, Max would have killed him.”

“George was George,” sighed Margulis. “He made it very difficult to operate, constantly calling with changes he wanted to make in the menu, the prices, the decor. The problem was, he didn’t have any understanding of the business.”

But even after selling out his share of the restaurant when he moved to Tampa in 1973, Steinbrenner remained a loyal friend and benefactor to Margulis.

In 1977, Buffalo suffered one of the worst blizzards in its history, forcing Margulis to close the Chateau for 11 days. For the first two days of the storm, some 30 to 40 people were stranded in the restaurant.

“George called every day to check in on us,” Margulis said. “I told him: ‘We’re okay. I just gotta get people back in the place.’ Most of our customers were suburbanites who had found places closer to home during the storm.”

“Don’t worry, Max,” said George. “I’ll bring ’em back!”

During the last week of January 1978, just before the opening of spring training, two chartered jets filled with Yankees legends landed in Buffalo.

“Billy Martin, Phil Rizzuto, Mickey Mantle, Gene Michael, Lou Piniella, Mel Allen, Willie Randolph—all of ’em—came over to the restaurant, where we sold tickets at $100 apiece for a three-to-four-hour open bar and buffet,” Margulis said. “Unfortunately, I made more enemies than friends, because we could only let 250 people in the place.”

IN THE LATE ’50s, Kinsman Marine Transit began to face formidable competition from the large steel companies’ own fleets, and found itself in severe financial difficulties. By 1963, Henry Steinbrenner, then 59, was ready to retire. George realized that in order to succeed his father as company president, he was going to have to buy up all his relatives’ shares. When Steinbrenner, with no capital of his own, was unable to obtain a loan for a down payment from any of the Cleveland banks, he went to New York, where he found a small bank that bought his argument about shipping on the Great Lakes still having a future and loaned him $25,000. After securing that sum, he was able to convince Union Commerce Bank in Cleveland to give him a more substantial loan in order to buy up the fleets of the other independent Great Lakes companies that were going out of business. He also bought four larger vessels from U.S. Steel. With the expanded and upgraded fleet, Steinbrenner managed to restore Kinsman to strong financial health by 1964 by shifting its fleet’s shipping workload from the shrinking ore business to grain.

But consumed as Steinbrenner was with his work as Kinsman treasurer, he was never able to get past his yen for sports—a vocation effectively squashed by Henry’s insistence that he abandon football coaching and focus on the family business. In the spring of 1960, Steinbrenner and his pals had been sitting around table 14 at the Pewter Mug discussing the plight of the Cleveland Pipers, a semi-pro team in the National Industrial Basketball League. Ed Sweeny, a plumbing-company executive who owned the Pipers, was beset with financial troubles and had put the team up for sale. Seeing an opportunity to get involved again in sports, Steinbrenner assembled a group of 16 of his business and civic associates, including Pewter Mug owner Al Bernstein, and together they offered Sweeny $125,000 for the Pipers. Steinbrenner, the principal investor, reportedly raised $250,000 for his share, plus operating expenses, by selling his Kinsman Marine Transit stock.

The Pipers were one of nine company-sponsored teams in the NIBL, which was considered to be a high-level “minor” league to the established National Basketball Association. Their coach, John McLendon, was one of the first African-American coaches in pro basketball and had quite a record of achievement, having won three consecutive small-college national championships at Tennessee A&I, as well as both the AAU and NIBL titles in 1961. Despite that success, in his 2007 biography of McLendon, Breaking Through, author Milton S. Katz reported that Steinbrenner had wanted a bigger-name coach, but the Pipers partners, citing the 45-year-old McLendon’s popularity with the Cleveland fans, voted to keep him on. Several board members told Katz the vote was 15–1—with Steinbrenner the lone dissenting vote.

Although the NIBL was comprised of teams sponsored by some of the biggest and most respected companies in America—the Phillips 66 Oilers and the Akron Goodyears, to name two—Henry Steinbrenner was not impressed. He ordered his son to keep his new “hobby” separate from the Kinsman shipping business after Henry caught him talking Pipers business on the company phone and promptly cut the connection with a jab of his finger. George’s response to that was to have a separate phone installed, with a red light on it that blinked for incoming calls, which he hid in his desk drawer when he wasn’t in the office.

Bob Sudyk, who had taken a job as a sports reporter for the Cleveland Press after graduating from Ohio State, recalled a visit he made to the Kinsman office in an attempt to interview Steinbrenner shortly after his purchase of the Pipers.

“As I walked into the offices, Henry Steinbrenner immediately confronted me and demanded to know who I was and what I wanted,” Sudyk said. “When I told him I was there to interview his son about the Pipers, he screamed, ‘Get the hell out of here! This is a business!’ He really intimidated me. I can only imagine what he did to George.”

By 1961, however, the NIBL, unable to lure the top college players, was losing attendance to the NBA, which had gradually become integrated through the ’50s and was now becoming dominated by prominent black players such as Wilt Chamberlain, Elgin Baylor and Bill Russell, who had emerged as exciting gate attractions. Steinbrenner, above all, recognized the shortcomings of the NIBL and, in 1961, he jumped at the offer from Harlem Globetrotters founder Abe Saperstein to have the Pipers join his fledgling American Basketball League, which he’d launched to challenge the NBA.

There were eight original franchises in the ABL, with Saperstein establishing himself as the owner of the Chicago team. A renowned promoter, Saperstein arranged for his Globetrotters to play exhibitions prior to the ABL games, and also invented the three-point field goal, which later became a staple of both the college and pro games.

By all accounts, Steinbrenner, in his first venture as owner of a sports team, was exactly what New York Yankee fans would experience 20 years later—manic, fiercely competitive, and frequently guilty of outrageous behavior, charging down to courtside from the stands to vent at opposing players and officials. The Cleveland Press, citing his referee-baiting antics in the stands, called him “congenitally unsuited” to own a sports franchise. Sudyk, who became the Press’s beat man with the Pipers, recognized Steinbrenner as the same wild man he’d first encountered at Lockbourne Air Force base 10 years earlier. “He would sit in the stands right behind the Pipers bench and scream at the officials throughout the game,” said Sudyk, “and there were a couple of occasions when he’d charge right down onto the court and get in their faces.”

More than anyone, it was the quiet, reserved McLendon who bore the brunt of Steinbrenner’s rants. When Steinbrenner wasn’t railing at the officials, he was openly criticizing McLendon’s coaching and creating morale problems on the team with frantic personnel changes. In an effort to boost low attendance at Pipers games, Steinbrenner signed “name” players such as former Kentucky seven-foot All-American Bill Spivey, a central figure in the 1950s college point-shaving scandal who had been banned from the NBA, and 6-8 center Bevo Francis, who’d achieved fame at tiny Rio Grande State, in Ohio, for having scored 113 points in one game. Neither Francis, Spivey nor Larry Siegfried, the former Ohio State All-American guard who was the most acclaimed college player to sign with the ABL, fit into McLendon’s fast-break system, and Steinbrenner bristled when the coach kept them on the bench.

Steinbrenner’s most outrageous stunt occurred in the Pipers’ first game of the 1961–62 season, when he sold forward Grady McCollum at halftime to the opposing team, the Hawaii Chiefs. Before the game, Chiefs coach Red Rocha had asked Steinbrenner if he would be interested in selling McCollum to him. Seizing an opportunity to pick up some quick operating cash, Steinbrenner told Rocha as the teams were walking off the court at halftime that he had a deal, and then went into the Pipers’ dressing room and ordered McCollum to report immediately to the visitors’ locker room to suit up for them for the second half. Shocked at such callous treatment of one of his players, McLendon told McCollum he didn’t have to play against his teammates and to go sit up in the stands.

The tension between Steinbrenner and McLendon reached a breaking point on Sunday, January 14, 1962, when the Pipers lost the first-half ABL championship, 120–104, to the Kansas City Steers before a sparse crowd of just 2,313 at Cleveland’s Public Hall. After the game, Steinbrenner stormed into the locker room, yelling that “heads will roll,” and then had their paychecks withheld the next day.

Sudyk found out from two of the Piper players that no paychecks had been delivered to the team offices and, as a result, the team had voted not to go to Pittsburgh for that night’s game. When Sudyk’s story of the Pipers players’ boycott hit the streets at 10 o’clock the next morning, Steinbrenner flew into a fury and called McLendon to tell him the players would not be paid until they signed a letter denying Sudyk’s story. Then he called Sudyk.

“This story is a pack of lies! I’ll see to it that you never work at a paper again!” Steinbrenner screamed.

“After he got done yelling at me, he called my editor, Lou Seltzer, and tried to get me fired,” Sudyk said.

The same morning, McLendon, disgusted over all that had just transpired, went to the Cleveland Press building and told Sudyk he was resigning.

Steinbrenner’s fury shook Sudyk, but his phone call to Seltzer had the opposite effect: Sudyk actually received a raise.

A month later he was walking down Euclid Avenue in downtown Cleveland when he heard someone behind him shouting, “Sudyk! Sudyk!” Turning around, he was stunned to see Steinbrenner and thought, “Oh, God, what do I do now?” But when he caught up with him, Steinbrenner put his arm around Sudyk and said, “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. Let’s go get some drinks.”

“We went into this little place and he apologized for everything he’d said to me,” Sudyk said. “We talked all afternoon and then he took me to dinner with all his cronies. I have to say, he became a friend from that day on.”

McLendon was similarly forgiving. In an October 2008 interview, his widow, Joanna, told me that McLendon never thought Steinbrenner was anti-black, just perhaps “anti-people,” she said with a chuckle. “John just wasn’t one to hold grudges or anything,” she said. “He didn’t like the way Steinbrenner treated him and the players, and that’s why he did what he did. But I never heard him say anything harsh about Steinbrenner other than the fact that he treated everyone the same—like dogs.”

McLendon wasn’t the first Pipers employee that Steinbrenner drove from the job. Mike Cleary had been the Pipers’ general manager since 1958. At the beginning of the 1961 season, he was able to lure Dick Barnett, a star shooting guard, from the NBA’s Syracuse Nationals—a wonderful coup for the less established league that was made possible, in part, by Barnett’s having played for McLendon at Tennessee A&I. Steinbrenner had promised to give the Cleveland Press, which was the afternoon paper, the exclusive on Barnett’s signing if it would agree to run the story on page one, and Cleary sent out the press announcement with an embargo for 6 A.M. But that night, the local TV station broke the embargo on its 11 o’clock sports report, which, in turn, compelled the morning paper, the Cleveland Plain Dealer, to run the story as well—but in the back pages of its sports section. The next day, when Steinbrenner picked up the Press (which had lost its exclusive), he was enraged to find just a tiny two-inch story on the Barnett signing.

“George called me and was berserk,” said Cleary, “and that was the day I became the first general manager to be fired by George Steinbrenner.”

Cleary wasn’t out of work for long. A month after his firing, he was hired to be the general manager of the Kansas City Steers. Apparently, Steinbrenner felt that he didn’t need to pay Cleary for his final two weeks as Pipers GM. After calling Steinbrenner on numerous occasions about the outstanding pay and never getting a response, Cleary decided to take matters into his own hands.

“When the Pipers came to Kansas City,” he said, “I took four weeks’ worth of pay out of the visiting team’s gate receipts and wrote George a letter in which I said: ‘You inadvertently forgot to give me my last two weeks’ pay, and knowing how magnanimous you are, I’m sure you’d want to give me that plus two weeks’ severance.’ He called me back and said: ‘Okay. You got me!’ ”

Cleary, who remained friends with Steinbrenner, said he was actually more fearful of the Pipers owner’s father than he was of George.

“Every so often Henry would call me up and ask about our payroll checks,” Cleary said. “He’d say: ‘What’s going on here? Why are you paying these salaries to these bums?’ I’d try to be respectful to him and he’d scream: ‘Don’t give me that Mr. Steinbrenner shit! You think he’s paying you that salary? That’s my money!’ ”

With McLendon’s resignation, Steinbrenner was able to bring in the big-name coach he’d wanted all along, in the person of Bill Sharman, the Hall of Fame Boston Celtics forward who had been coaching the ABL’s Los Angeles Jets franchise until it folded at midseason.

“The day after the team folded, I got a call from George offering me the Pipers job,” Sharman told me in 2007. “He said he’d promoted John [McLendon] to the front office, without giving a reason.”

Under Sharman, the Pipers went on to win the overall 1961–62 ABL championship over the Kansas City Steers. Still, troubled by drooping attendance figures, Steinbrenner was becoming increasingly concerned about the league’s viability. In order to attract more fans—and with an eye to gaining admittance to the NBA—in the spring of 1962 Steinbrenner pulled off a stunning coup when he signed Ohio State’s 6-8 forward Jerry Lucas, the college basketball player of the year, to a unique player-management contract. By virtue of the NBA’s territorial draft rule, Lucas was already technically on the reserve list of the Cincinnati Royals, who had selected him out of high school in 1962 and were just waiting for him to finish his college career to give him a contract.

After signing Lucas, Steinbrenner took the Pipers out of the ABL and entered into a secret deal with NBA commissioner Maurice Podoloff in which the NBA would take in Lucas and the Pipers and merge them with the Kansas City Steers, which would effectively kill the ABL. George McKean, the owner of the San Francisco Saints during the first year of the ABL, was supposed to go partners with Steinbrenner on the merged Pipers-Steers team. A meeting in which the parties worked out the details of the Pipers-Steers admission to the NBA took place on Podoloff’s yacht on Long Island, and there was even a schedule printed for the 1963–64 season in which the Pipers were to open up against the New York Knicks.

“It would have been a pretty darn good team, too, with our five best players, the Pipers’ best five players, plus Lucas!” said Cleary.

But McKean turned out to be underfinanced, having expended much of his resources to keep the Saints afloat, and when he and Steinbrenner fell behind in their payment schedule with the NBA, Podoloff killed the deal. The ABL ended up folding halfway through the 1962–63 season, leaving Steinbrenner with Lucas on the payroll and nowhere for the team to play.

“The NBA only wanted Cleveland because I was signed to a personal services contract with them,” Lucas told me. “I signed with George because he offered me $40,000, which was $10,000 more than the Royals had offered me. But in the end, I never got a nickel of the $40,000 because the league folded.”

Lucas sat out the 1962–63 season, then joined the Cincinnati Royals in the NBA the following year—for $30,000.

With the demise of the ABL, Steinbrenner faced over $125,000 in debts as well as personal losses of nearly $2 million.

“When the league folded, I was devastated,” Steinbrenner told me in an interview I had with him on the occasion of his 25th anniversary as owner of the Yankees. “I didn’t want to walk around the streets of Cleveland. It was embarrassing. But I was determined not to leave anyone holding the bag. It was my team, my debts, my problem. The easy thing would have been to just declare bankruptcy and walk away from it all, but as a businessman with a reputation to uphold, I just couldn’t do that.”

Over the next three years, Steinbrenner, using his Kinsman salary and the money derived from a separate company he formed to ship ore, paid off all of his partners and settled all of his debts. In 1984 he would counsel Ron Guidry to do the same when the star Yankee pitcher discovered that a series of bad investments by his agent had put him $400,000 in debt. “Essentially what George told me was, ‘If you can remedy it, remedy it. But don’t run away from it,’ ” Guidry told me.

WITH STEINBRENNER’S FIRST venture into professional sports a crushing failure, he poured his energy into the shipping business. After having completed his majority-interest purchase of Kinsman from his father and the other stockholders, George implemented new measures—expanding fleets, shifting the emphasis from ore to grain—to return the company to profitability. Next, he turned to his Group 66 pal Thomas Roulston, who headed a prominent Cleveland brokerage firm, and put together a deal to purchase 470,000 out of an outstanding 1,197,250 shares of stock in the American Shipbuilding Company for the purpose of merging Kinsman into it. On October 11, 1967, in the face of a threatened proxy fight, the board of directors named Steinbrenner to succeed William H. Jory as president and chief executive officer of the company.

It was in his new role as president of the largest shipping company on the Great Lakes that Steinbrenner began making frequent trips to Washington to lobby politicians to change the Merchant Marine Act, which had been in existence since 1936. “From the start, I knew the secret of American Ship was to get the Great Lakes included in the maritime act so they could get their share of assistance,” Steinbrenner once told me. “I saw the whole Great Lakes fleet had to be rebuilt and the only way this could be done was with help from the government.”

It took three years of schmoozing, cajoling and arm-twisting with the Democratic-controlled Congress, but Steinbrenner’s lobbying effort to get the maritime act changed to include the Great Lakes finally proved successful. In the process, he developed close friendships with many of the leading Democrats, including Senators Ted Kennedy, Daniel Inouye and Vance Hartke and House Speaker Tip O’Neill. As chair of the annual Congressional Dinner in 1969 and 1970, Steinbrenner raised $803,000 the first year and over $1 million the second, setting new records for most money raised.

Suddenly, Steinbrenner, who was also contributing thousands of dollars to the 1970 Senate Campaign Committee of new Democratic pals through donations from AmShip, was a very high-profile Democratic activist in Washington—a fact his friends warned him could lead to repercussions for AmShip with a Republican, Richard Nixon, in the White House. Those fears proved to be well founded. On February 11, 1972, Secretary of Commerce Maurice Stans rejected AmShip’s bid to be compensated for its $5.4 million cost overrun on the construction of an oceanographic survey ship, Researcher. Stans left the Commerce post a couple of days later to head up Nixon’s campaign finance committee, but on May 2, 1972, his successor, Peter G. Peterson, determined that AmShip had to pay an additional $208,000 for late delivery of the vessel and another $22,000 in various construction penalties.

It was largely because of his concerns about the Nixon administration that Steinbrenner sought out and hired as AmShip general counsel his old Williams College classmate Thomas W. Evans, who had been Nixon’s chief counsel in 1968 and was then deputy finance chairman of Nixon’s 1972 reelection campaign.

After the Stans and Peterson rulings, a distressed Steinbrenner went to Evans and asked for his advice as to what do about his Republican problem.

“My impression was, he just wanted to be closely associated to presidential power,” Evans said. “He told me he wanted to donate to Nixon’s campaign and, in that regard, I introduced him to Herbert Kalmbach.”

Kalmbach had replaced Evans as deputy finance chairman of Nixon’s reelection campaign. His boss, Maurice Stans, had left the Commerce Department to become campaign finance chairman two days after rendering the decision against AmShip. Unbeknownst to Evans, Kalmbach was already engaged in a series of illegal schemes to raise money for Nixon—the heart of the Watergate scandal that, in 1974, would bring down the Nixon presidency and result in dozens of felony convictions, among them that of George M. Steinbrenner III, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, American Shipbuilding Co.
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