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ABSTRACT 

Baseball is not only the national pastime, but also a business and a workplace. After a 

century of the reserve system, players finally secured the right to become free agents and 

negotiate contracts in 1975. This thesis examines the influence of Curt Flood and Jim Bouton on 

the labor struggle in professional baseball in the long 1960s, directed by the inquiry “How were 

Curt Flood and Jim Bouton’s rebel narratives related in their challenges to the baseball 

establishment in the early 1970s?” This study relies on archival research conducted at the 

Giamatti Research Center at the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, analysis and 

comparison of Ball Four, by Jim Bouton, and The Way It Is, by Curt Flood, and interviews 

conducted both by the author and the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR). I 

conclude that the combined effects of Curt Flood and Jim Bouton’s personal narratives advanced 

the fight for free agency because they were able to inspire empathy among and for baseball 

players as employees treated unfairly by owners. 

This is the first work that compares Flood and Bouton extensively, and argues that the 

two stories ought to be considered together to understand the state of baseball in the long 1960s. 

Players were suppressed through formal means, such as the reserve clause, but also by 

“unspoken codes” that dictated appropriate behavior. Baseball’s relationship with the US 

Supreme Court determined the course of baseball expansion, which delayed the realization of 
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free agency. The rise and fall of the black activist athlete complicated progress in American 

athletics in the long 1960s. Bouton and Flood were the first to present narratives that illustrated 

how difficult it was to make a living as a baseball player with overt political messages that called 

on the readers to find it in their humanity to empathize with the struggle of the players as men. 

By understanding how these stories confirmed one another’s accounts, unfolded at the same 

moment in American history, the role of race in society and baseball, and the success of the fight 

for free agency, it is clear that Flood and Bouton made significant progress by presenting their 

narratives. 
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For 

 Roy Haynes, a family legend 

Inez Mae Haynes Lockman, his daughter, my grandmother 

And 

Tariq, Kairee, and Garrison.  

“Baseball, it is said, is only a game. True. 
And the Grand Canyon is only a hole in Arizona.” 

–George Frederick Will, Men at Work  

"That's beautiful: the hurrah game! well—it's our game: that's the chief fact in connection with it: 
America's game: has the snap, go, fling, of the American atmosphere—belongs as much to our 

institutions, fits into them as significantly, as our constitutions, laws:  
is just as important in the sum total of our historic life." 

       –Walt Whitman, in With Walt Whitman in Camden 
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Introduction 

“You ain’t read nothing yet until you see ‘Ball Four.’”  1

My relationships with two books made it clear to me what can be uncovered through 

American Studies scholarship. On April 7, 2012, I watched a special airing of the 1962 film 

adaptation of To Kill A Mockingbird, on USA Network on April 7, 2012. To celebrate the film’s 

50th anniversary, USA Network aired To Kill A Mockingbird ad-free, with an introduction by 

President Barack Obama. I reeled at the impact a novel could have: a novel concerning social 

ills, provocative for its time; adapted for film during the Civil Rights Movement; a film that won 

Academy Awards; a film and a novel that together helped form my understanding of racial 

inequality in the United States; and the meaning behind the first African American President of 

the United States introducing the 50th anniversary viewing on cable television.  

My mother gave me The Brothers K, a novel detailing the story of the Chance family in 

Washington state, told through the coming of age of four brothers, their father’s return to minor 

league baseball, and twenty years—1956 to 1975—of American political and cultural history. 

Author David James Duncan delicately wove together a story about family, religion, education, 

work, America, and baseball with an unmatched talent for hilarity and tragedy. Looking at my 

adoration for To Kill a Mockingbird and the Brothers K now, I see the same interests that inspired 

this thesis: the impact of race relations in the 20th century, the 1960s as an era, the utility of 

understanding American culture through intersectional and interdisciplinary lenses, and, of 

course, baseball. I’ve looked a number of times to a passage in Duncan’s novel that describes 

radicalism and rebellion, and baseball, in the 1960s.  

 Jerome Holtzman, “Jewish Fan Club for O’Brien?,” The Sporting News, May 23, 1970, 21.1
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The Sixties, as we know and love and hate them, didn’t begin in earnest till a 
subterranean nullity named Lee Harvey Oswald took it into his head to go hunting in 
downtown Dallas in the autumn of ’63. And they didn’t completely end till the year we 
call ’73, when another nullity, this one a penitent, secretly met with a journalist in a 
Washington, D.C., parking lot and effectively did for Richard Outhaus Nixon what 
Oswald had done for J.F.K. . . . 
True, [baseball] had been marred off and on by absurdities and injustices, but like the 
nation that first invented then worshipped it, our National Pastime seemed to possess an 
ability to cough up new rules, definitions or heroes before a crisis ever quite stripped it of 
all credibility and appeal. Against its early lowbrow amateurism it pitted the two-league 
system and the “World” Series; against the tyranny of greed-crazed owners it hurled the 
Players Association; against the dull superiority of pitchers it threw the live ball and the 
shrunken strike zone; against discrimination it pitted Jackie Robinson, Hank Aaron, 
Roberto Clemente, Willie Mays. 
But in the mythoclastic climate of the Sixties . . . the very scriptures of baseball . . . were 
finally called into question.  2

  
Baseball wasn’t just a game in the 60s; it was part of an American experience of change, with its 

own rebels, heroes, villains, victories, and failures. One who called into question those “very 

scriptures of baseball,” was Jim Bouton. 

Research Question and Argument 

 In 1969, after a six-year career with the New York Yankees, Jim “Bulldog” Bouton was 

traded to the Seattle Pilots, an expansion team in the American League that lasted only one year. 

Bouton kept a diary of his 1969 season using a tape recorder, which he decided to have 

transcribed and edited into a book. With the help of baseball writer Leonard Schecter, Bouton 

published Ball Four in June 1970. The book is mostly known for its profanely delivered stories 

of sexual escapades, drunken debauchery, and use of amphetamines, affectionately known as 

“greenies.” Ball Four caused outrage in baseball’s ranks for revealing secrets that were supposed 

to remain behind locker room doors. It went on to sell hundreds of thousands of copies and has 

 David James Duncan, The Brothers K (New York: Dial Press, 1992), 269-270.2
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since been issued in several anniversary editions. When I speak to baseball fans who read the 

book as teens—who tend to be men my father’s age—almost all of them smile and recall a 

certain coming of age they experienced from laughing at the pages of Ball Four.  

After reading the book, I started to research its reception and impact to better understand 

its importance to the sport. There are no biographies of Bouton, very few analyses of his prose, 

and rarely do books about baseball mention him or his book on more than a few pages. Every 

few years a news outlet brings up the success of the book, usually around the time of the release 

of a new edition. The lack of biographies is not surprising, given Bouton went on to publish 

further autobiographical texts, such as the follow up to Ball Four, entitled I’m Glad You Didn’t 

Take It Personally. I found myself asking why one of the most important sports books of all time, 

a “book of the century” according to the New York Public Library, that “changed the course of 

baseball writing forever,” remains virtually ignored in academic discourse.   3

In his overview of baseball in the 1970s, historian Joseph Preston declares the “faults” of 

Ball Four—it’s relative tameness, a cast of players mostly forgotten, and Bouton’s knack for 

deep thinking about life but not baseball—prevent the book “from being the grand opus that 

certain baseball geeks insist it is.”  Yet Preston also defends the impact of the book, writing 4

“Those that doubt the impact of Ball Four upon the game’s psyche and image are advised to 

consider the hoopla that surrounded its publication.”  I can see why baseball effectively rejected 5

 New York Public Library, “The New York Public Library’s Books of the Century,” accessed February 28, 3

2016, http://www.nypl.org/voices/print-publications/books-of-the-century; and Joseph G. Preston, Major League 
Baseball in the 1970s: A Modern Game Emerges (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2004), 22.  

 Preston, Major League Baseball in the 1970s, 24. 4

 Ibid., 21.5
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Bouton’s book with its tabloid-worthy sensational stories, yet the book still has meaning in 

baseball’s history, not only for what it did to baseball, but also for its publication at a volatile 

time for baseball and American society. I looked to other players and changes in baseball at the 

time. The same year that Bouton published Ball Four, center fielder Curt Flood brought forward 

one of baseball’s most important lawsuits.    

In a letter to Commissioner Bowie Kuhn sent on Christmas Eve, 1969, Curt Flood 

rejected the trade that sent him from the St. Louis Cardinals to the Philadelphia Phillies. He 

wrote, “After twelve years in the major Leagues, I do not feel that I am a piece of property to be 

bought and sold irrespective of my wishes. I believe that any system which produces that result 

violates my basic rights as a citizen and is inconsistent with the laws of the United States and of 

the several states.”  When the Commissioner did not allow Flood to consider contracts as what 6

we would now call a “free agent,” Flood filed a lawsuit on the grounds of anti-trust law and the 

13th Amendment.  

Until 1975, baseball, not unlike all other American professional sports, restricted the 

movement of players between teams through a section of their contracts known as the reserve 

clause. Section 10(a) of the uniform player contract allowed for owners to renew players’ 

contracts in perpetuity without the signature of the player.  The owners felt they needed this code 7

to prevent players from switching teams midseason for higher salaries and better records.  

 See Appendix A. Curt Flood, letter to Baseball Commissioner Bowie Kuhn, December 24, 1969, National 6

Archives Catalog, Item 278312, Flood v. Kuhn, Supreme Court Briefs and Records, National Archives, Washington, 
D.C., accessed February 4, 2016, https://research.archives.gov/id/278312.  

 See Appendix A. “Exhibit A, a copy of the contract between the St. Louis Cardinals Baseball Club, Inc. 7

and Curtis Charles Flood,” National Archives Catalog, Item 278309, Flood v. Kuhn, Supreme Court Briefs and 
Records, National Archives, Washington, D.C., accessed February 4, 2016, https://research.archives.gov/id/278309. 
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The reserve clause was cemented in 1922 when the Supreme Court granted the National 

and American Leagues what became known as baseball’s “anti-trust exemption.” The Federal 

League, which went bankrupt in 1915, used the Sherman Anti-Trust Act to challenge the 

established baseball clubs, who raised player salaries to keep them from going to the new league. 

The court decided professional baseball did not constitute interstate commerce and could not be 

regulated by the federal law. Some say that the court disregarded baseball as a large business 

because they held the sport in special regard as the national pastime. This was in place until what 

is now know as the Seitz decision in the Messersmith-McNally arbitration of 1975 which 

reinterpreted section 10(a) as a one year renewal of contracts rather than extension in perpetuity.  8

Despite the support he received from the Major League Baseball Players Association and its 

executive director, Marvin Miller, Flood lost his case. The Supreme Court upheld the 1922 

decision, pointing to the US Congress as the only body that could change the law.  

During the case, Curt Flood followed Bouton’s example, publishing a memoir, The Way It 

Is, co-written by Richard Carter.  I wondered if Flood could have written the type of memoir he 9

did without Bouton publishing his book the year before. Given the magnitude of Flood’s case, 

the publication of his memoir, and the simultaneous timing of these events with the publication 

of Ball Four, I directed by research with the question, How were Curt Flood and Jim Bouton’s 

rebel narratives related in their challenges to the baseball establishment in the early 1970s? 

 Rodger I. Abrams, “Arbitrator Seitz Sets the Players Free,” Society for American Baseball Research, 8

Baseball Research Journal (2009), accessed February 26, 2016, http://sabr.org/research/arbitrator-seitz-sets-players-
free. 

 Curt Flood, The Way It Is (New York: Trident Press, 1971). 9
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The cover art for Flood’s book features a broken baseball lying on green grass. At the top 

of the ball, the stitching is undone and one of the leather halves is pulled up to reveal the ball’s 

core. It’s a suitable metaphor for what Flood did: he ripped open baseball to show what it was 

like on the inside. If it were a real baseball, it would be ruined, unfit for play. Curt Flood’s 

crusade against baseball was one of the most important events in the sport’s history. Jim Bouton 

didn’t have the same impact Flood did, but to extend the metaphor to his actions, we can think of 

what he did as picking up the ball and tearing off the other half, or throwing it up to himself and 

hitting it despite the preexisting damage, blasting the ball apart. Curt Flood uncovered what was 

wrong with baseball under the reserve system in a new light, and Bouton helped destroy it by 

showing how far the ills of the reserve system extended. I argue that the combined effects of Curt 

Flood and Jim Bouton’s personal narratives advanced the fight for free agency because they were 

able to inspire empathy among and for baseball players as employees treated unfairly by owners.  

“Their works create a necessary, balanced view of sports in this country.”  10

Primary Research Methods 

My research was framed by the two memoirs. Jim Bouton created a flamboyant image of 

baseball as a raucous cultural experience. The book is a fun-filled whirlwind through a season 

with a team of misfits. Yet, through the stories of the Seattle Pilots, and of some New York 

Yankees, Bouton also illustrated that being a baseball player wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. 

Curt Flood delivered his story with a much more serious and politically charged tone. He 

explored without reservation the oppressive relationships between ownership and players, and 

 Dick Friedman, “Literary Equilibrium,” The Sporting News, March 27, 1971, 4.10
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especially the role of race in those relationships. I sought to understand the narratives of the 

players themselves and the reception of those narratives. My research revealed that a relationship 

between the narratives was virtually nonexistent, but the combined reception and effect of these 

stories, especially as they pertain to labor and race in the legal struggles baseball faced in the 

long 1960s, makes for a compelling story of shifting opinion in America and its national pastime. 

While reading these texts I looked for examples of dissatisfaction with the status quo, 

moments where the authors departed from accepted player narrative, political opinions and 

rhetoric, emotional appeals, and patterns that emerged within each text and between texts. When 

looking for patterns, I took notes on style, theme, and content. I anticipated the books to feature 

political rhetoric, thanks to their reputation, and, I hoped, the social climate of 1970 and 1971. I 

expected Bouton to favor white, liberal ideas and for Flood to be influenced by the Civil Rights 

Movement and his perspective as a black man. What surprised me was Bouton’s commentary on 

the labor issues facing baseball. Bouton’s anecdotes and Flood’s lawsuit made it clear that player 

dissatisfaction with salaries, trades, and negotiations was ubiquitous. The majority of my primary 

research beyond Bouton and Flood’s memoirs relied on news articles. I accessed these 

documents through online databases and archival research at the National Baseball Hall of Fame 

and Museum Giamatti Research Center in Cooperstown, New York.  

I began my online research with the Paper of Record database, through which I gained 

access to records from The Sporting News, the foremost publication in sports writing on baseball, 

from the pastime’s inception well-through the twentieth century. I conducted keyword searches 

for “Bouton book,” “Flood Bouton,” and “Flood book,” to find articles that specifically 

addressed the memoirs I compared. I limited my search to articles appearing between January 
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1970 and December 1973, capturing the publication of both books and the proceedings of 

Flood’s case. My objective was to find language in support of or opposing Bouton and Flood’s 

books, and to find connections between the two narratives.  

At the Giamatti Research Center, I reviewed the player files for Jim Bouton and Curt 

Flood, as well as Bowie Kuhn’s correspondence file, which consisted primarily of news articles 

and personal letters. Curt Flood had an extensive file detailing his full career, proceedings from 

Flood v. Kuhn, pieces written after his retirement from baseball, and a number of eulogizing and 

memorial pieces following his death. I limited my use of articles pertaining to the daily 

proceedings of the trial and looked instead for stories that explored Flood’s motivations, his 

book, and ideas about labor relations or race in baseball. I narrowed my focus mainly to articles 

from 1969 to 1975, though there were outlier articles that I found useful from early in Flood’s 

career and in his commemoration after exiting the game and upon his death.  

The Jim Bouton file was much smaller, though it, too, detailed his full career, including 

his time as a news broadcaster, his comeback, and the legacy of Ball Four. Again, I tried to focus 

on materials from between 1969 and 1975. Many of the articles were duplicates from my 

research in the Paper of Record database. I took note of articles from early in his career in which 

he challenged rules regarding information about players’ salaries, especially when he held out on 

settling his own contract with the Yankees.  

I briefly reviewed files related to Baseball Commissioner Bowie Kuhn to see if I could 

find anything in his personal correspondence I wouldn’t have in the news articles. I found 

tangential references to troubles facing baseball in the forms of drug abuse and litigation in the 
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correspondence between Kuhn and President Richard Nixon, but the Kuhn files were ultimately 

far less useful than the other files.  

I also listened to and partially transcribed interviews recorded for the Society for 

American Baseball Research (SABR) Oral History of Baseball Project in the 1990s.  These 11

interviews were essential to my understanding of the effects of their endeavors on each player 

and bridging the gaps between their views of the reserve clause and the Players’ Association. 

This research was conducted with the assumption that there would be a connection between 

Flood and Bouton, especially through their books, which would be considered discussion-worthy 

by sports writers.  

As a supplement to the interviews from the SABR project, I conducted a phone interview 

with Jim Bouton on November 4, 2015.  I asked him about his motivation to write Ball Four, 12

his feelings about the reception of the book, and the use of Ball Four in the Messersmith and 

McNally arbitration. I also asked him about what he thought of Curt Flood and The Way It Is. I 

hoped Bouton could provide further insight into the creation of the book and the battle for free 

agency, especially given the lack of scholarly resources about him. While the interview did not 

provide substantially more information than what I had already learned from the book, it was a 

welcome supplement to the SABR interview. It was helpful to hear reflections on the book and 

arbitration, as well as Bouton’s words about Flood, since the two rarely if ever commented about 

one another. I did not reach out to Flood’s family. The center fielder died in 1997 after fighting 

 Curt Flood, Interview with the Society for American Baseball Research Oral History project, 1992. 11

Accessed at the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, Cooperstown, NY. Appears henceforth as: Flood, 
SABR interview; and Jim Bouton, interview by Society for American Baseball Research Oral History project, 
August 12, 1992. Appears henceforth as: Bouton, SABR interview. See Appendix B for partial transcripts. 

 Jim Bouton, phone interview with the author, November 4, 2015. See Appendix B for transcript. 12
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throat cancer, and a number of thorough biographies written in the last fifteen years describe his 

story in great detail, thus I did not find it necessary to contact the Flood family. 

Further research would require another trip to the Hall of Fame to review files on Marvin 

Miller, the Major League Baseball Players’ Association, the Flood v. Kuhn papers, and the Seitz 

Decision in the arbitration brought for by pitchers Andy Messersmith and Dave McNally in 

1975. Due to the limited time, resources, and pages allowed for this project, I decided not to 

pursue this primary research, and relied on secondary sources available to me through the 

Georgetown University Lauinger Library, books and articles borrowed on InterLibrary Loan or 

as a part of the Washington Regional Library Consortium, or purchased by me. 

Literature Review 

Four biographies about Curt Flood are referenced most frequently in baseball scholarship. 

The most thorough, Brad Snyder’s A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in 

Professional Sports, is an extensively detailed and masterfully written account of Flood’s career-

ending decision to sue.  Self-proclaimed as the “first in-depth look at Flood’s lawsuit and its 13

impact on both professional sports and the man who had the courage to see it through to the 

highest court in the land,” Snyder, “sets the record straight, connecting the dots between Flood’s 

suit and the arrival of free agency, while providing insights into the political mechanisms of both 

Major League Baseball and the federal judicial system and the heart and mind of Flood 

 Brad Snyder, A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in Professional Sports (New York, 13

NY: Viking Penguin, 2006).  
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himself.”  Stepping Up: The Story of All-Star Curt Flood and His Fight for Baseball Players’ 14

Rights, by Alex Belth, was actually published prior to Snyder’s book, though the latter may still 

claim to be the most “in-depth,” thanks to its length and hefty bibliography. Snyder’s work 

informs much of my analysis, especially as it pertains to Flood’s connection to ideas from the 

Civil Rights Movement and his relationship with Marvin Miller.  

I consult Robert Goldman’s One Man Out: Curt Flood versus Baseball in supplement to 

the aforementioned texts.  Goldman’s book, published in 2008, synthesizes analysis from all 15

three and adds briefly to their arguments based on articles published during the interim.  In The 16

Curt Flood Story: The Man Behind the Myth, historian Stuart Weiss seeks to debunk the 

martyrdom myth surrounding Curt Flood, by understanding Flood’s personal life—particularly 

his poor decisions that affected those close to him—as intrinsic to his lawsuit against baseball.  17

Weiss criticizes Flood’s memoir and disregards it as a reliable source because it was co-written 

with journalist Richard Carter. However, I agree with Abraham Iqbal Khan, author of Curt Flood 

in the Media: Baseball, Race, and the Decline of the Activist Athlete, who argues the book was “a 

 Snyder, book jacket. Snyder’s book, while very academic, lacks an introduction or preface and reads 14

much like a novel. I refer to the book jacket because it provides the most succinct summary of the author’s thesis 
and goals.  

 Robert M. Goldman, One Man Out: Curt Flood versus Baseball (Lawrence, KS: University Press of 15

Kansas, 2008). 

 Goldman’s text, being the last of the four books published in a brief period of time, presents little new 16

information. Moreover, he provides no citations for the records he consults. However, I felt it necessary to consult 
his analysis, as all four biographies are frequently cited in scholarly articles. For further assessment of Goldman’s 
book, see: Nathaniel Grow, review of One Man Out: Curt Flood versus Baseball by Robert Goldman, The American 
Journal of Legal History, Vol. 50, No. 1 (January 2008-2010), 114-115, accessed February 28, 2016, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/25664493.

 Stuart Weiss, The Curt Flood Story: The Man Behind the Myth (Columbia, Missouri: University of 17

Missouri Press, 2007). 
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strategic document that helped Flood make his way between the whims of the Players 

Association and the racial imagery of the well-paid slave,” which is significant in considering 

Flood’s public rhetoric.  I seek to present not only Flood’s case as a singular experience, but 18

rather how his actions in conjunction with Bouton’s created a perfect storm within baseball to 

chip away at the reserve clause system by changing perceptions of the system in place. 

A useful dissertation about Ball Four was written by Moreau Crosby Hunt, entitled 

“Frozen moments in the interior stadium: Style in contemporary ‘proseball.’” Hunt identifies the 

re-inventive nature of Bouton’s book as well as the breaking of baseball’s “unspoken code,” a 

concept explored further by historian Jason Turbow in The Baseball Codes: Beanballs, Sign 

Stealing, and Bench-Clearing Brawls: The Unwritten Rules of America’s Pastime.  Hunt also 19

identifies that Ball Four was “the perfect book for the year 1970,” placing importance on the 

social climate in which Bouton published his book. Hunt proceeds to then analyze the style of 

writing Bouton employed and the character created by Bouton’s prose. He explores the 

presentation of Bouton as a hero to readers and the tension created between Bouton and the rest 

of baseball. Hunt primarily compares Bouton’s book to The Long Season, by Jim Brosnan.  

Two papers about Jim Bouton were presented at the Cooperstown Symposium in 2008: 

“Now Batting, Peter Pan: Jim Bouton’s Ball Four and Baseball’s Boyish Culture,” and “Writing 

 Abraham Iqbal Khan, Curt Flood and the Media: Baseball, Race, and the Demise of the Activist Athlete 18

(Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2011), 27. 

 Jason Turbow, The Baseball Codes: Beanballs, Sign Stealing, and Bench-Clearing Brawls: The 19

Unwritten Rules of America’s Pastime (New York: Anchor Books, 2010). 
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from the Bullpen: Jim Brosnan and Jim Bouton, Two Baseball Diarists.”  While this information 20

richly informs my understanding of Ball Four, these texts focus on the writing and literary 

analysis of Bouton’s book, whereas I speak to the interaction of Bouton’s text with baseball and 

American society, and its effects when combined with Curt Flood’s book as disruptions to the 

status quo.  

  Two themes emerged over the course of my research: first, the pressing matter of labor 

relations in baseball in the 1960s and 70s, which I refer to as the long 1960s. Baseball labor 

history stretches back to the late 19th century, but this project spans from the creation of the 

Major League Baseball Players’ Association (MLBPA or Players’ Association) in 1954 to Peter 

Seitz’s decision in the arbitration brought forth by Andy Messersmith and Dave McNally in 

1975. There exists an extensive collection of literature about labor relations in baseball. I referred 

to The Sports Industry and Collective Bargaining, by Paul Staudohar, for background on labor 

practices in American sports.  For further background on events in the long 1960s, I look to 21

chapters relating to labor relations and race, addressed later, in Major League Baseball in the 

1970s: A Modern Game Emerges. To narrow interpretation of the legal history of collective 

bargaining in baseball to the 1960s, especially Flood v. Kuhn and the Messersmith and McNally 

arbitration (also called the Seitz Decision), I looked to the following articles: “A Historical 

Review of Litigation in Baseball,” Richard Irwin; “At the Brink of Free Agency: Creating the 

 Elizabeth O’Connell, “Now Batting Peter Pan: Jim Bouton’s Ball Four and Baseball’s Boyish Culture,” 20

presented at the Cooperstown Symposium, 2008; and Charles DeMotte, “Writing from the Bullpen: Jim Brosnan 
and Jim Bouton, Two Baseball Diarists,” presented at the Cooperstown Symposium, 2008.  

 Paul D. Staudohar, The Sports Industry and Collective Bargaining (Ithaca: NY: ILR Press, 1986). 21
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Foundation for the Messersmith McNally Decision—1968-1975,” Ed Edmonds; and “From 

Flood to Free Agency: The Messersmith-McNally Arbitration Reconsidered,” Henry D. Fetter.   22

One of the most important developments in collective bargaining in baseball was when 

Marvin Miller took the helm of the Players’ Association in 1966 as its executive director. Miller 

was instrumental in both Flood and Bouton’s stories. He is mentioned in both Ball Four and The 

Way It Is, and interacted with both players on a number of occasions in the context of Players’ 

Association, coaching Flood through his lawsuit, and convincing Bouton to testify on behalf of 

the players in the Messersmith-McNally arbitration hearing. I rely primarily on how Bouton and 

Flood describe their own relationships with Miller, as well as Snyder’s extensive interviews with 

Miller. Also of use to this study were Miller’s memoir A Whole Different Ballgame: the Inside 

Story of the Baseball Revolution and “Talent Grab,” by Malcolm Gladwell, a feature in The New 

Yorker about his legacy in sports and business.  While acknowledging the importance of Miller, 23

and the extensive scholarship about his accomplishments, this thesis seeks to place the particular 

importance of Flood and Bouton within the history of litigation and collective bargaining in 

baseball. I argue that the cultural impact of their narratives changed the minds of players, 

lawmakers, fans, and, reluctantly in many cases, sportswriters. As much as Miller orchestrated 

 Richard Irwin, “A Historical Review of Litigation in Baseball,” Marquette Sports Law Review, Vol. 1 22

No. 2 (Spring 1991): 283-300; Ed Edmonds, “At the Brink of Free Agency: Creating the Foundation for the 
Messersmith-McNally Decision—1968-1975”, Southern Illinois University Law Journal, Vol. 34 (2010): 565-619; 
and Henry D. Fetter, “From Flood to Free Agency: The Messersmith-McNally Arbitration Reconsidered,” Albany 
Government Law Review, Vol. 5 (2012): 156-187.  

 Marvin Miller, A Whole Different Ballgame: the Inside Story of the Baseball Revolution (Chicago: Ivan 23

R. Dee, 2004), Kindle; and Malcolm Gladwell, “Talent Grab: Why do we pay our stars so much money?,” The New 
Yorker, October 11, 2010, accessed February 27, 2016, http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/11/talent-
grab.
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the changes in baseball’s business practices, Flood and Bouton inspired empathy for baseball 

players as part of the cultural zeitgeist liberalizing opinions in 1960s America.  

The second prevalent theme in my research was the state of race in baseball in the long 

1960s. My approach to this idea is framed by the way Flood and Bouton experience and 

comment on race in baseball. For historical background on black athletes in American sport, I 

read The Strange Career of the Black Athlete: African Americans and Sports, by Russell 

Wigginton, and Race, Culture, and the Revolt of the Black Athlete: The 1968 Olympic Protests 

and Their Aftermath, by Douglas Hartmann, for background specific to the late 60s.  The most 24

useful scholarship for this study comes from Gerald Early’s book A Level Playing Field: African 

American Athletes and the Republic of Sports.  The second chapter of this work, “Curt Flood, 25

Gratitude, and the Image of Baseball,” provided the analysis on which I based my understanding 

of white confusion at Flood’s dissatisfaction. My consideration of race, while informed by 

Wigginton, Hartmann, and especially Early, uses the arguments set forth in these texts to 

understand the weight Flood carried in his crusade at the hindrance of his race and timing at the 

end of white America’s willingness to listen to black activism. I also include the importance of 

Bouton’s observations of racial inequality in baseball, and interpret the decisions made in the 

wake of Flood’s loss. The impact of race in this study is nuanced as it relates to baseball’s 

colorblindness, yet pronounced in its conspicuousness during Flood’s case and its aftermath.   

 Russell T. Wigginton, The Strange Career of the Black Athlete (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2006); and 24

Douglas Hartmann, Race, Culture, and the Revolt of the Black Athlete: the 1968 Olympics and Their Aftermath 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). 

 Gerald Early, A Level Playing Field: African American Athletes and the Republic of Sports (Cambridge, 25

MA: Harvard University Press, 2011). 
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“You spend a good piece of your life gripping a baseball  
and in the end it turns out that it was the other way around the whole time.”  26

Overview 

Baseball is complex to understand as a business because of the unique relationship the 

sport has with American identity. To some, baseball is an art, but at the very least it is a sport, 

and a particularly American cultural phenomenon. Baseball is a business, and, disguised behind 

an advertised mandate to uphold the good of the game, those in charge want to make money. 

Anti-trust lawsuits call forth images of railroad monopolies of the late nineteenth century, not 

baseball. Professional baseball was a product monopolistic business ideology until the advent of 

free agency. Players were tied up in an emotional game controlled by owners, who played on 

their employees’ ambitions through paternalistic know-how and sacred ritual. Young players in 

the game were naïve to the unjust business practices they were subjected to prior to free agency 

because it was the accepted means of business. The relationship between baseball player and 

owner or team management is, quite simplistically, between an employer and employee. 

 In assessing the baseball as a business, I follow suit of those before me by the use of the 

term “baseball establishment.” The phrase is a loaded one, that is limited in some cases to the 

commissioner’s office and club owners, while in other cases it includes all parties involved in 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 398.26
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upholding the cultural importance of baseball based on precedent, and who in turn profit from it. 

The latter definition can also include managers and coaches (also referred to as the clubhouse, 

when paired with owners), journalists or sportswriters, diehard fans, and even players who toe 

the party line. In simpler terms, the baseball establishment includes anyone at the time that 

disagreed with Curt Flood or Jim Bouton. They may have obeyed establishment protocol from 

time to time, but in the events examined in this study, Flood and Bouton’s concerns lie in direct 

opposition to the establishment. 

 I evaluate the effects of Flood and Bouton’s narratives in four chapters. First, I examine 

how the scope illustrated by each story created a full picture of the universality of problems that 

faced players as employees in a cultural business. Rookie to All-Star, minors to majors, 

American League to National League, black or white, North to South, East to West, historic 

teams to expansion franchises, the reserve clause was an equalizing force because, with very few 

exceptions, all players were ruled by it.  

Second, I consider the importance of time and place, namely America in the 1960s and 

the status of the national pastime within social dynamics. The shared timeline of the ends of their 

careers (with the exception of Bouton’s comeback) and their public defamation of baseball’s 

oppressive practices created a headache for a conservative institution like baseball during an 

ever-liberalizing time. 

Third, I discuss the role of race in these narratives. Intimately tied to the era in which 

these stories unfolded, racial dynamics created very different narratives for Flood and Bouton. 

This helped attack the reserve clause in a more robust way by complicating the oppressive 

practices of the baseball establishment through political and social means. It emphasized the 
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problem of racial discrimination in an institution accepted as integrated or colorblind, but it also 

appeased those who were less sympathetic to Flood’s charged version of conditions.  

Fourth, I explore the importance of Flood and Bouton in the success of the Messersmith-

McNally arbitration. Flood lost his case, but he continues to receive credit for the advent of free 

agency. Bouton wrote a book often deemed puerile, but at the request of Marvin Miller it was 

used as evidence in the arbitration. I conclude with a contemplation of the legacies of Curt Flood 

and Jim Bouton, reflecting on the role of memory in understanding their impact on baseball.  

Sadly, for a baseball fan, this study ignores what happened on the field in the long 1960s. 

Flood and Bouton made their impacts in the courtroom, on bookstore shelves, and changing 

perceptions of baseball as an institution. In many ways—age, profession, hobbies, and 

grievances— Flood and Bouton were remarkably similar.  Yet, their differences in their intent 27

and approach to baseball’s labor question inspired a response that cultivated the climate that 

overthrew the reserve clause. 

 Curt Flood owned a portrait studio in St. Louis, Missouri and earned his off-season income by painting. 27

Flood discussed his business in The Way it Is, and a number of news clippings about his artistic career are in his 
player file at the archives at the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in Cooperstown, New York. Jim 
Bouton painted less formally, but an article of an unidentified publication appearing in his player file at the National 
Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum is headlined “The Pitcher Who Paints,” and calls Bouton, “the only pitcher in 
the major leagues who stands a change to end up in both the Hall of Fame and the Guggenheim Museum of Art.”
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Chapter One: “The players have zero recourse.”  28

Curt Flood was furious when he was told to move from St. Louis to Philadelphia. He 

reacted to the news of his trade by telling Mariam Johnson, a lifetime friend, “There ain’t no way 

I’m going to pack up and move twelve years of my life away from here.”  Flood felt betrayed 29

by the organization and had no desire to leave St. Louis. He met with a lawyer while on a trip to 

Copenhagen after the news of his trade. Flood said, “St. Louis is my home… I’m known and like 

here. I have business possibilities here. What the hell is there for me in Philadelphia?”  He saw 30

the demands of trade without negotiation as disgracefully unfair. “Like other human beings, 

baseball players crave stability and continuity. They want to live, work and grow old in familiar, 

congenial surroundings. Having found a niche in life, they are unlikely to want to dislodge 

themselves, terminate various business and social relationships and move to strange communities 

for no reason other than a few thousand dollars a year.”  31

Only outstanding talent could relieve a player from the pressures of this reserve clause, 

by increasing his value to baseball and therein his salary. But even he who made the greatest 

salary on any team during the long reign of the reserve clause endured subjugation to the clause, 

perhaps more apparently at the beginning of his career, and was still subject to it even when 

earning a high salary. A player—an employee—who lacks rights remains bound to those 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 229. 28

 Flood, The Way It Is, 186. 29

 Ibid., 190. 30

 Ibid., 141.31
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practices that could endanger him, even if they rarely or less visibly do. At the time of his trade 

to the Philadelphia Phillies, Curt Flood earned $90,000 a year with the St. Louis Cardinals, and 

had the opportunity to earn more if he had followed through with the trade. It was Flood who 

said, after all, “A well-paid slave is nonetheless a slave.”  32

If one only considered Flood’s protest of a $100,000 contract because he didn’t want to 

move, he sounded overpaid and ungrateful. If one only considered Bouton’s decline from an All-

Star pitcher with the Yankees to a buyout for an expansion team, he was just a player who wasn’t 

as good as he used to be. But when one considers that this system was upsetting and unfair to 

players who received large checks and small ones, for those who moved four times a year or 

those who moved once in twelve years, for those who won World Series titles and those who 

didn’t, one begins to understand that the problem affected every player.  

Bouton described a number of players’ experiences to prove his point in his 400 page 

volume: Flood’s book affirmed these stories by echoing them from his own and his teammates’ 

perspectives, particularly of his friend and roommate Bob Gibson. Bouton’s diary style of 

storytelling, wherein he provides anecdotes of his own or that were shared with him by other 

players, provides a wider breadth of understanding of conditions for players through the 

frequency at which he recorded his thoughts and the number of teammates he spoke with on the 

three teams he played on. Flood did not rely on daily records like Bouton, offering instead a 

retrospective examination of the experiences in his career that formed his understanding of 

relationships between players and the clubs they played for.  

 Clyde Haberman for Retro Report, “Curt Flood: The Athlete Who Made LeBron James Possible,” The 32

New York Times, October 5, 2014, accessed November 12, 2015. http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/06/us/curt-flood-
the-athlete-who-made-lebron-james-possible.html?_r=0.

!  20



!21

Bouton refused to sign a statement at the demand of Baseball Commissioner Bowie Kuhn 

that stated Ball Four was a work of fiction, yet what could truly have an impact on the 

perception of the life of a baseball player was the affirmation of Bouton’s stories by a player who 

had experienced similar circumstances.  In an interview, Bouton said his and Flood’s stories, 33

ended up confirming each other’s perspectives.”  Bouton and Flood, and their teammates, 34

encountered shared struggles as employees of baseball clubs. Regardless of team, league, or race, 

players felt the weight of the reserve clause.  Bouton and Flood’s narratives in combination 

presented the labor question in baseball as a problem that affected players across both leagues 

and at all levels.  

“You don’t sign that contract and you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”  35

Baseball management did little to offer information regarding contracts or much else 

early on in a player’s career, but often communicated that a young player doesn’t deserve much 

in the first place. Bouton and Flood both explained how players were introduced to their 

contracts in the minor leagues and with their first major league contracts. These experiences were 

nuanced for each player and team, but share the same results. Namely, young players signed low-

paying contracts and learned early in their careers not to expect significant raises just for a good 

year.  

 “Bowie’s Book Review Burns Bouton’s Ears,” The Sporting News, June 13, 1970, 34. 33

 Bouton, interview with the author. 34

 Bouton, Ball Four, 5. 35
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When Bouton moved from college baseball to Major League Baseball in 1962, becoming 

a part of the New York Yankees organization, he had vast misconceptions of what to expect as a 

professional baseball player. He “was ready to love the baseball establishment. In fact I thought 

big business had all the answers to any question I could ask. As far as I was concerned club 

owners were benevolent old men who wanted to hang around the locker room and were willing 

to pay a price for it, so there would never be any problem about getting paid decently.”  But 36

Bouton wasn’t out of line in thinking so, or at least not as the prominent sports journalists 

depicted it. While players and management may not have had symbiotic relationships, 

management and sportswriters did. Bouton figured, “I got that way reading Arthur Daley in The 

New York Times. And reading about those big salaries. I read that Ted Williams was making 

$125,000 and figured that Billy Goodman made $60,000.”  As we will see later, sportswriters 37

played a crucial role in maintaining the power of owners in the employee-employer relationship.   

Unlike Williams or Goodman, most players started out with very small contracts in the 

minor leagues. Salaries doubled when they rose to the major leagues. When Bouton played in the 

 Ibid., 4. 36

 Ibid. 37
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minors in 1961, he made $3,000.  His first major-league contract was for $7,000 with the New 38

York Yankees. Bouton recalls the experience, writing, “Just before the game was about to start 

[on opening day] Roy Hamey, the general manager, came into the clubhouse and shoved a 

contract under my nose. ‘Here’s your contract,’ he said. ‘Sign it. Everybody gets $7,000 their 

first year.’”  Similarly, Curt Flood accepted his minor league contract for $4,000 for 1957.  39

 In his book, Flood bluntly explained the powerless position of the player under, “baseball 

law.”  Curt Flood began his professional career with the Cincinnati Reds organization in the 40

minor leagues in 1956. “As my first employers, the Reds now had exclusive rights to my 

baseball services for as long as they chose to retain them. I could play only where they elected to 

send me.”  They sent Flood to the south, where he faced discrimination unfathomable to the 41

Oakland, California native. When Flood met with management to discuss his contract for 1957, 

the manager reinforced the unequal nature of the relationship between player and organization. 

Flood listened as the manager told him, “the club’s expenses were dangerously out of hand,” and, 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 4; The average family income in 1961 was $5,700. For men, the median income was 38

$4,200. U.S. Census Bureau, “Current Population Reports: Consumer Income; Income of Families and Persons in 
the United States: 1961,” Series P-60, No. 39, February 28, 1963, accessed March 1, 2016, http://www2.census.gov/
prod2/popscan/p60-039.pdf; The top earner in baseball that year was Willie Mays, who earned $85,000 with the San 
Francisco Giants. Michael Haupert, “MLB’s annual salary leaders, 1874-2014,” Outside the Lines, Society For 
American Baseball Research Business of Baseball Research Committee Newsletter (Fall 2012), accessed January 
30, 2016, http://sabr.org/research/mlbs-annual-salary-leaders-1874-2012; In 2014, the average family income was 
$53,657. For men, the median income was $50,383. U.S. Census Bureau, “Income and Poverty in the United States: 
2014,” P60-252, September 2015, Accessed March 1, 2016, https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/
publications/2015/demo/p60-252.pdf; That year, the minimum salary for a player in the MLB was $500,000.  Player 
contracts exceeded upwards of $28 million, in addition to endorsement earnings. Associated Press, “MLB minimum 
salary rises by $7,500,” November 26, 2014, accessed March 1, 2016, http://espn.go.com/mlb/story/_/id/11943160/
mlb-minimum-salary-rises-507500-500000. 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 4.39

 Flood, The Way It is, 41. 40

 Ibid. 41
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“The Reds were in deep trouble.”  The manager said to, “be patient,” and that the players should 42

work to, “develop ourselves as rapidly as possible, so that we could bring a National League 

pennant to Cincinnati and make money for us all. Those who put their shoulders to the wheel 

would be rewarded.”   43

Young players lacked leverage to negotiate, but also accepted the ideas presented to them 

by management. For all they knew, the team was having financial trouble. More importantly, 

young men breaking into professional sports often wanted to impress their coaches and gain 

attention for working hard. Flood wrote, “The constructive thing to do was sign a 1957 contract 

for $4,000, accept promotion to a higher minor league and do my very, very best. I wanted to be 

well thought of. I agreed.”  Enraged by their refusal to give him a raise, Flood played so poorly 44

during winter ball that the team he played on in the Dominican Republic released him.  He 45

wrote, “I wanted to get away from baseball for the first time in my life… neither spirit nor flesh 

was willing… I was too strung out to care.”  

 Those young players who attempted to negotiate received firm resistance from 

management. Jim Bouton began challenging the limited raises the Yankees offered him in his 

second year at the major league level. He was told, “Just sign here, on the bottom line,” for a 

contract that paid him $9,000 if he made the team or $7,000, when he had intended to ask for 

 Ibid.  42

 Ibid.  43

 Ibid., 42. 44

 Ibid. 45
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$12,000 and accept $11,000.  Bouton turned to the man who gave him the contract (the owner’s 46

son, Don Topping, Jr.) and demanded a $10,000 bonus at the end of the season. He was told to 

sign the contract or go home, so he did. The next day he was offered a $9,000 contract regardless 

of results, but he still turned it down. “You know, people don’t usually do this,” Topping, Jr. told 

him. “You’re our first holdout we’ve had in I don’t know how many years.” Bouton wrote that 

he, “hated to mess up Yankee tradition, but I wasn’t going to sign for a $2,000 raise.”  When 47

Topping, Jr. called the general manager, Hamey, Bouton got an earful. Regarding the $9,000 

contract, Hamey shouted, “You better sign that contract. That’s all there’s gonna be… You don’t 

sign that contract you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”  Like Flood, and many young 48

players, Bouton was a rookie and he was scared, but he resisted. He eventually strong-armed the 

Yankees into giving him $10,500.  

“They want to keep us ignorant, and it works.”  49

Curt Flood pointed to player contracts to explain the necessity of silence outside the 

locker room and highlighted the “commercial necessity of kidding the public.”  Section 3(b) of 50

the Uniform Players Contract read, “In addition to his services in connection with the actual 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 4. 46

 Ibid., 5. 47

 Ibid. 48

 Ibid, 7. 49

 Flood, The Way It Is, 49-50. 50
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playing of baseball, the Player agrees to cooperate with the Club and participate in any and all 

promotional activities of the Club and its League, which, in the opinion of the club, will promote 

the welfare of the Club or professional baseball, and to observe and comply with all requirements 

of the Club respecting conduct and service of its team and is players, at all times whether on or 

off the field.”  Baseball’s gag order was less formal and far stricter than any language indicated 51

in player contracts.  

Unspoken rules in baseball have an incredible amount of power. Perhaps they linger from 

the days of baseball fraternities in the nineteenth century when there was an emphasis on 

decorum in the game. Regardless of the origin of these strong cultural expectations and accepted 

practices, they have significant repercussions for those who choose to violate them. In his 

Introduction to The Baseball Codes: Beanballs, Sign Stealing, and Bench-Clearing Brawls: The 

Unwritten Rules of America’s Pastime, historian Jason Turbow writes, “Baseball protects its own, 

no mater what the offense, as long as the offense stays within the confines of the baseball 

world… (The team) will keep your secret as long as you perform, and as long as you keep your 

problem to yourself.”   In Curt Flood’s words, “To challenge the sanctity of organized baseball 52

was to question one of the primary myths of the American culture.”  The codes apply to the 53

fans, too, in an indirect way, but “the industry treats its customers the same as other industries 

 Ibid, 49. See Appendix 1, “Exhibit A, a copy of the contract between the St. Louis Cardinals Baseball 51

Club, Inc. and Curtis Charles Flood,” National Archives Catalog, Item 278309, Flood v. Kuhn, Supreme Court 
Briefs and Records, National Archives, Washington, D.C., accessed February 4, 2016, https://research.archives.gov/
id/278309. 

 Turbow, The Baseball Codes, 11. 52

 Flood, The Way It Is, 16. 53
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treat theirs,” according to Flood. “That is it treats them like customers, getting as much from 

them as the traffic will bear and giving them no more than it must. Because of baseball’s 

privileged place in our culture, the traffic bears somewhat more than it might.”  These codes, 54

particularly about players staying quiet about their problems— in theory for the sake of the 

customer— are what made Bouton and Flood’s actions so unprecedented in their time, and 

played a leading role in the suppression of players’ negotiating power.  

At the end of the 1957 season, the Cincinnati Reds traded Curt Flood to the St. Louis 

Cardinals. Some questioned Flood’s decision to challenge the reserve clause when he was traded 

to Philadelphia in 1969, yet he “neglected to sue the Reds when they traded me in 1957.”  He 55

countered this question in his book. It reads,  

Implication: Flood’s 1970 attitudes were freshly minted, opportunistic and inconsistent. 
Answer: I did not sue the Reds in 1957 because the possibility did not even occur to me.   56

Flood didn’t have the luxury of protesting his trade as a rookie, so he never considered it an 

option. “If it had, I would not have dared to act on it. I was a nobody. Not only that, I was a 

nobody unwanted by the Reds.”  A young baseball player was lucky to play at all, and wanted 57

any chance to play. Even after his anger following his raise-deficient contract for 1957, Flood’s 

 Ibid., 175-176. 54

 Ibid., 47. 55

 Ibid. 56

 Ibid. 57
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most pressing concern wasn’t the money. Like any nineteen year-old, he wondered: “I wondered 

if the Cardinals would like me. I wondered if I could fit in.”    58

Youth and naïveté in rookies helped baseball remain, in outward appearances, a cultural 

touchstone: when young men went to play professionally, it was difficult to think objectively 

about their employment as just a job. After all, these young men had the opportunity to remain 

boys who didn’t really work for a living. Flood called the Reds “a grand family,” and asked, 

“Where had I failed Big Daddy?”  The idea of disappointment was a powerful psychological 59

tool that helped reinforce the owner’s wants. Bouton’s jovial idea of “benevolent old men who 

wanted to hang around the locker room” was what a player would imagine because he thought of 

his boss as an employer as much as he thought of himself as an employee. Bouton spoke about 

this experience, saying, “The players believed that the owners had their best interest at heart. 

They really believed that. And when the owners said… ‘You know we’re giving you a special 

deal, don’t tell anyone else’ . . . most people believed that.”  Management would cash in on this 60

perception, using condescending paternalism to, among other actions, point to negative changes 

in minor statistics in response to players’ lobbies for raises based on overall improvement.  It 61

was a simple method to induce complacency and ensure players would be quiet in order to work 

to please “big daddy.” 

 Ibid.  58

 Ibid. 59

 Bouton, interview with the author. 60

 Peter Gammons for Sportscenter Cover Story, ESPN, accessed November 20, 2015, https://61

www.youtube.com/watch?v=AwhmfqKVx0&index=7&list=PLifJpgDVr5sjeMf0r375a1JTTwc5tv0Lr.
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The coaches—the “big daddies”— “make the rules and break them, and there’s not a 

thing the players can do about it.”  As Turbow explained, what happened in baseball needed to 62

stay within the clubhouse, because fans didn’t need to know and they couldn’t understand. The 

reinforcing nature of the rules made by management and the rituals of the players created an 

internal culture that meant the establishment had little extra work to do to keep players at bay. 

Part of what maintained the system the lingering knowledge that any player could be traded at 

any moment. Bouton said, “It’s difficult to form close relationships in baseball… (Players are) 

not really friends… Next week one of you could be gone. Hell both of you could be gone.”  63

Players had their own image to maintain, too, so despite whatever injustices he may have felt 

were committed against him, no player would publicly condemn baseball. Flood wrote, “In the 

pregame interview and the postgame wrap-up, and finally in his nightmares, the player dutifully 

recites, “Baseball has been good to me. I love the game. Baseball has been good to me.”  It 64

wasn’t a lie, at least for Bouton and Flood: in interviews long after their careers had ended both 

men still emphasized their love for the sport, and that their actions were committed out of love. 

An unconditional love for all, but a blind love for many.   

Baseball culture among players promoted the kind of naïveté that allowed management to 

box players in without knowing how to resist standard practice. Baseball sportswriters 

maintained the imbalance in favor of the baseball establishment. The sportswriters are part of 

that establishment, so much so that they determine the heroes of baseball as the voting group that 

 Ibid. 62

 Bouton, Ball Four, 76. 63

 Flood, The Way It Is, 143.64
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elects players to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, and have since 

1936.  The status enjoyed by sportswriters prevented players from publicly questioning 65

authority and reinforced the idea that no one would listen to a player’s objections. In his book, 

Flood noted, “how hesitant most reporters are to reveal the nitty-gritty fundamentals of baseball 

economics and baseball politics.” Rather, 

They observe how the front office uses the sporting page as a bargaining instrument, 
releasing statements (often attributed to unnamed sources), that diminish the player’s 
power to wrangle better contracts for himself. This effect is achieved by the merest hint 
that all is not well with the player’s personality, his relationship with management, his 
attitude, his stamina, his arm, his glove or his batting eye. Which is why so many 
naturally sociable players become surly or secretive when the writer walks through the 
clubhouse door.   66

Leeches and lifeblood in one, sportswriters fell into the same ambiguous space as the players, 

somewhere between cultural icons and men trying to make a living. In the words of Jim Bouton, 

“Hell, baseball needs the newspapermen.”  The Flood quote shows how writers held on to their 67

position as the keepers of the cultural integrity of baseball. After all, it wouldn’t make sense for a 

sportswriter to upset baseball management and lose access to a team while his colleagues seized 

the chance for a scoop. Competition and cultural responsibility make for a powerful pair.  

Management discouraged players from talking to sportswriters. This reinforced player’s 

lack of agency in salary negotiations, thanks to the unofficial yet specific rule that players 

 The Baseball Writers’ Association of America (BBWAA) is the voting body that elects players to the 65

National Baseball Hall of Fame. The particular role of association members who wrote negatively about players, 
like Flood and Bouton, who resisted the reserve clause is ironic, as the association was formed as a union in the 
early twentieth century to ensure collective bargaining privileges and workplace protections. “Voting Rules History,” 
National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, accessed January 22, 2016, http://baseballhall.org/hall-of-fame/
voting-rules-history.  

 Flood, The Way It Is, 91. 66

 Bouton, Ball Four, 34.67
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weren’t supposed to reveal their salaries to the press. Again, the vast majority of players followed 

this rule, though Bouton never did. “They want to keep us dumb,” Bouton wrote.  

Because if Joe Pepitone knows what Tom Tresh is making and Tresh knows what Phil 
Linz is making, then we can all bargain better, based on what we all know. If one of us 
makes a breakthrough, then we can all take advantage of it. But they want to keep us 
ignorant, and it works. Most ballplayers in the big leagues do not know what their 
teammates are making.   68

Bouton detailed his conflict with Ralph Houk of the Yankees over publicly discussing his salary, 

during which Houk seemed genuinely hurt that Bouton would betray a simple rule of trust 

between player and manager.  

Part of what made Bouton so problematic to the baseball establishment was his fondness 

for speaking to the press. The Yankees called him “a bad influence” for speaking his mind to 

reporters and his teammates about politics, religion, and other taboo subjects, especially salaries, 

contracts, and resistance. Bouton thought the frustration with his “breaking the rules” was 

misplaced. “Suppose you break the rules about staying up late and getting drunk. That’s okay. It 

may hurt the team, but it’s better than talking to newspapermen.”  When Ball Four was 69

announced for publication, an article in The Sporting News called him “politically aware, almost 

an activist,” and an adherent to, “respectable liberalism, with focal points on stopping the war in 

Vietnam, improving the environment, battling for social justice and raising the quality of life.” 

Journalist John Wilson called him “a rarity—if not unique—in baseball,” for having “a lot to 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 7. 68

 Ibid., 34. 69
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say.”  Players knew the status quo, and when Jim Bouton broke the rules his teammates and 70

colleagues distanced themselves from him. His rare boldness earned him the title “social leper.”  71

Bouton was an exception to the contingency plan, but the other players knew well enough that 

they needed to avoid associating with someone who broke the rules. 

“It’s not just baseball. It’s a job.”  72

Management, not players, defined the brief and exciting period of a man’s life that is a 

baseball career. Beyond indoctrination that the player is powerless, and a realization that one is 

too deep in the system and too dependent on it to challenge it, players suffered the damaging 

effects of the reserve clause throughout their careers, regardless of league or prestige. Bouton 

and Flood provided two windows into which one can look at the experiences of rookie and 

veteran players, American League and National League, majors and minors, and two careers 

concluding on very different notes, though both compelled by the lopsided system that left 

players devoid of control. Flood captured the complex nature of understanding the importance of 

baseball as entertainment and employment when he said, “It’s not just baseball. It’s a job. It’s a 

job that has a very special place in our culture.”  73

 John Wilson, “Bouton Book to Reveal Beer Slosher’s Viewpoint,” The Sporting News, April 11, 1970, 70

47.

 Stan Fischler, “Yankees Greet Old Pal Bouton With Icy Stares,” The Sporting News, October 17, 1970, 71

28. 

 Flood, SABR interview. 72

 Ibid.73
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As with many underpaid or short-term employees, many players had to work in the off-

season to supplement their income and prepare for life after baseball, since massive paychecks 

were reserved for those select few top players. Some played in the winter leagues outside the 

United States, as Flood did in the Dominican Republic and Venezuela in his minor league career. 

In the early days of professional baseball, all players held other jobs during the day or the 

workweek, as was true well into the twentieth century. Curt Flood was a portrait painter with his 

own studio. Jim Bouton explored the real estate business. Substantial second jobs were difficult 

to arrange along with a baseball career, not only because of the limited availability of a player to 

work during the year (Flood called this the “absentee partner”), but because their lives could be 

relocated with the ring of the telephone, a manager on the other end telling the player he’d been 

traded to an organization across the country.   74

Work as a baseball player was damaging to the desire to lead a life where one could be 

present at home with a wife and family. Bouton wrote that the worst part of being a baseball 

player was “that you become a part-time father.”  In his year with the Pilots, Bouton, and many 75

of his teammates, had to move several times, taking his children out of school, paying to 

relocate, losing security deposits on apartments. On fellow Seattle Pilot Jerry Stephenson, 

Bouton said, “[He] was outrighted to Vancouver today just as he was moving into his new 

apartment. I know he lost a deposit and some rent money when he was called up from 

 Flood, The Way It Is, 182.  74

 Bouton, Ball Four, 151. 75
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Vancouver.”  Stephenson’s wife suffered a miscarriage while he was on the road with the team, 76

and he was barely given a chance to play. When Bouton’s teammate Mike Marshall faced a trade 

down to the minors, he fought for the opportunity to be traded to Toledo, Ohio, rather than 

Vancouver, Washington, so he could be closer to his family. Meanwhile, former teammate Bob 

Lasko lived in Vancouver but was playing in Toledo. “Why couldn’t they just have been 

switched around? Because nobody thought of it. Because nobody cared. I agree with the title of a 

paper Mike Marshall wrote in college: ‘Baseball Is An Ass.’”  77

Bouton received a contract for $22,000 upon his trade from New York to Seattle. He and 

his wife decided at the end of the 1968 season that he needed to make at least $15,000 to afford 

to play baseball. Marvin Milkes, general manager of the Pilots, initially declined to meet 

Bouton’s request. After considering Bouton’s improvement at the end of the season, Milkes 

offered Bouton the $22,000 contract, and agreed on Bouton’s request that the contract remain the 

same whether Bouton stayed at the major league level or got sent down to the minors. Getting 

traded to an expansion team was far from a compliment for any player, and Bouton knew his 

career was slowing down rapidly. Though he made $30,000 a year earlier in his career with the 

Yankees, he happily accepted the $22,000 for 1969.   78

 Ibid., 260. 76

 Ibid. 77

 Ibid., 2-10.78
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Chapter Two:  “It was not a year to treasure, nor yet one to forget too quickly”  79

American cultural lore and ritual places the national pastime in a space that is lost in 

time. Organ music blasts through loudspeakers, beer flows a plenty in the company of hot dogs, 

and equipment technology seemed to stop at wooden bats and leather gloves. But baseball is 

evolutionary, not static. The pastoral scene on the field has evolved time and again since the New 

York City Knickerbocker Base Ball Club, and baseball’s place in society waxes and wanes. 

When Jim Bouton and Curt Flood brought their respective scandals to light, separated only by a 

matter of months between December 1969 and June 1970, the infallibility of baseball was 

challenged on a level of inspection matched in such extreme circumstances as the Black Sox 

Scandal of 1919 and Jackie Robinson’s breaking of the color barrier in 1947.  

Not only Flood and Bouton’s stories unfold at the same time, but their challenges to 

baseball norms came during the long 1960s, when far more than baseball was rattled by massive 

social change. Though the memory of their contributions is muted, Flood and Bouton, two of 

baseball’s most outspoken rebels, cracked open the sport’s outdated treatments of labor relations 

and racial prejudice during a time that enabled and promoted transparency, activism, and 

change.   80

“Even sports, one of our most sacred escapes from the real world,  
cannot forever remain in a vacuum, unaffected by the world in which it exists.”  81

 Roger Angell, “The Baltimore Vermeers,” The New Yorker, October 31, 1970, 110. 79

 I will discuss at greater length the legacy and remembrance of Flood and Bouton my conclusion. 80

 Harold Schefski, “Sports’ Revelation,” Voice of the Fan, The Sporting News, June 20, 1970.81
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Silence didn’t bode well in 1960s America, “when openness was a key element in the 

transformation of politics, society, and culture.”  Curt Flood and Jim Bouton ignored baseball’s 82

gag order in favor of their individual causes and the momentum of the era. They were each, in 

their own right, products of the 1960s. Curt Flood called himself, “a man of the sixties,” and 

explained his place in the midst of current events: 

During that period of time this country was coming apart at the seams . . . Good men 
were dying for America and for the Constitution. In the southern part of the United States 
we were marching for civil rights and Dr. King had been assassinated, and we lost the 
Kennedys. And to think that merely because I was a professional baseball player, I could 
ignore what was going on outside the walls of Busch Stadium . . . All of those rights that 
these great Americans were dying for, I didn’t have in my own profession.  83

Biographer Alex Belth credited Flood’s “knowledge and understanding of history, American 

capitalism, and labor practices,” as the tools “that allowed Flood to move beyond persona, to 

transcend his fight as something more than his avenging the betrayal of the Cardinals.”  Flood’s 84

understanding of the 1960s was shaped by the way he was treated as a black man and baseball 

player, as well as his interpretation of the Civil Rights Movement, Black Power, and public 

figures like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Muhammad Ali. The third chapter of this study 

examines the influence of race on Flood’s life and his lawsuit in greater detail.  

 Michael Schudson, The Rise of the Right to Know: Politics and the Culture of Transparency, 1945-1975, 82

Chapter One: “A Cultural Right to Know,” (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), Google eBook. 
Accessed February 28, 2016, https://books.google.com/books?id=Dm93CgAAQBAJ&lpg=PP1&dq=The%20rise
%20of%20the%20right%20to%20know%20%3Apolitics%20and%20the%20culture%20of%20transparency%2C
%201945-1975%20%2F&pg=PT5#v=onepage&q&f=true. 

 Alex Belth, Stepping Up: the Story of All-Star Curt Flood and His Fight for Baseball Players’ Rights 83

(New York: Persea Publishers, 2006), 151. Quoted by David J. Leonard, “CURT FLOOD: “DEATH IS A SLAVE’S 
FREEDOM”: His Fight against Baseball, History, and White Supremacy,” appears in Reconstructing Fame: Sport, 
Race, and Evolving Reputations, Eds. David C. Ogden and Joel Nathan Rosen (Jackson, MS: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2008), 33. 

 Leonard, “CURT FLOOD: ‘DEATH IS A SLAVE’S FREEDOM’”: 32. 84
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Gerald Early described Flood as, “artistic, outspoken, and concerned about social justice 

issues.”  Flood was not known for barking his opinions like Bouton, but when he did raise his 85

concerns, it was part of a calculated, purposeful fight for specific gains, or an instance when he 

could no longer keep quiet. For example, Flood recalls an instance from the late 1950s while he 

was in the minor leagues when a black child took a ball off the field. Flood endured the taunts 

directed at him by spectators and tolerated the treatment he received from other players, but he 

made it clear what he refused to allow. Flood wrote, 

One of our lint-head pitchers screamed, “Hey you black nigger, come back with that 
ball!” Then he jumped into the stands, took the ball from the child and returned to the 
field, flushed with triumph. I was waiting for him. 
“Don’t use that word around me,” I said. “You owe me more respect than that. White kids 
steal baseballs all the time without interference, you wool-hat son-of-a-bitch. If you ever 
come near me again you’ll be sorry.” 
I would have killed him without regret. . . . His peers became more civil now that they 
sensed my rage.  86

I will examine more closely the importance of race in both narratives, especially Flood’s, in the 

next chapter, but this example illustrates the severity with which Flood considered social 

dynamics leading up to and during this era in American history.   

Jim Bouton stood out from his colleagues from very early on in his career. He held no 

reservations about speaking publicly of his salary and his dissatisfaction with negotiations with 

Ralph Houk, the manager of the New York Yankees. Bouton was described in the press as a 

politically inclined figure, “a rarity—if not unique—in baseball.” Deemed “almost an activist,” 

though not a radical (except in the eyes of teammate Fred Talbot, who often called Bouton a 

 Early, A Level Playing Field, 74. 85

 Flood, The Way It Is, 40.  86
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communist), “Bouton’s political thought adheres rigidly to that of a respectable liberalism, with 

focal points on stopping the war in Vietnam, improving the environment, battling for social 

justice and raising the quality of life.”  In another unusual move, Bouton campaigned for player 87

representative selection when he played for the Yankees, so he could, in his own words, “get in 

there and fight for the things I felt we were entitled to.”  When his book’s publication was 88

announced, Bouton believed he was afforded, thanks to “the breaking down in the last few years 

of the old taboos about the kind of language that can be used in print,” “a touch of authenticity 

that was missing” from baseball stories.   89

Flood and Bouton both recognized their careers were in rapid decline. Flood missed an 

important catch in the 1968 World Series, a grave error to be emphasized by the club and 

sportswriters as his relationship with the Cardinals organization deteriorated.  Flood went into 90

the 1969 season with the knowledge that management was upset with him, and didn’t 

particularly care for him to succeed. The raise offered to him by Philadelphia was the price they 

were willing to pay to get rid of Richie Allen.  The Cards and the Phillies wanted to trade 91

problem players. Flood may have been able to get another five years out of his career, but he 

 Wilson, “Bouton Book to Reveal Beer Slosher’s Viewpoint”; Bouton provides a number of stories in 87

Ball Four in which Fred Talbot insults him. In Ball Four, Bouton wrote, “It just doesn’t seem right that a member of 
my fan club should be fighting in Vietnam. Or that anybody should be.” Bouton, Ball Four, 119.

 Bouton, SABR interview. 88

 Wilson, “Bouton Book to Reveal Beer Slosher’s Viewpoint.” 89

 Ed Wilks, “Curt Flood and the Handwriting on the Wall,” Super Sports, in Curtis Charles Flood player 90

file, National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, Cooperstown, NY. 
 

 Early, A Level Playing Field, 71. Race is discussed at greater length in Chapter 3 of this study.  91
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knew even the trade to Philadelphia, “a losing and undesirable team in a racist city,” was a 

temporary one, and he would never be the star of a team the way he had been in St. Louis.  92

Bouton got traded to the Seattle Pilots for a meager salary. He had a sore arm, the equivalent of 

baseball’s death sentence for a veteran pitcher’s career.  When Bouton realized 1969 could be 93

his last year in professional baseball, he decided to record the stories his parents so adored when 

he recounted his humorous tales in the off-season.   94

Within months of each other, these two very different players rattled Baseball 

Commissioner Bowie Kuhn with their most public—and not entirely divergent—objections to 

baseball’s long established status quo. Curt Flood addressed a now infamous letter to Kuhn on 

Christmas Eve 1969, when he told the commissioner he wanted to consider offers from any club 

who wanted him and had no intention of reporting to the Phillies.  In January, Flood filed his 95

lawsuit. Ball Four’s publication announcement came in April. Kuhn’s botched reprimand of 

Bouton on June 1, 1970, just weeks before the book’s publication, made the release all the more 

pronounced. Flood announced in July his intention to publish his own book, which followed in 

 Leonard, “CURT FLOOD: ‘DEATH IS A SLAVE’S FREEDOM’”: 32.  92

 Bouton discusses at length the problems of having an injury or being “sore,” throughout the entirety of 93

Ball Four. Another implication for Bouton at losing his knuckleball was that he was not on the protected list from 
the Yankees roster for the expansion draft, thus he was picked up from Seattle. Zimniuch explains the expansion 
draft for Seattle as such: “In the American League, Kansas City and Seattle each paid a $100,000 franchise fee to 
join the Junior Circuit. Each team picked thirty players, three from each team, in the expansion draft for $175,000 
each. The established teams could protect fifteen players, plus three more after each round. And the new teams 
agreed not to share in the national television revenue from 1969 to 1971, which cost them $2,062,500.”  Zimniuch, 
Baseball’s New Frontier: A History of Expansion, 1961-1998 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), 
79-80. Kindle. 

 Bouton, interview with the author. 94

 Curt Flood, letter to Bowie Kuhn.  95
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March 1971. The convergence of these events created an attack on baseball from two fronts 

during an unstable time.  

It is striking that scholarship does not connect Flood and Bouton’s actions because the 

media at the time did. The concurrent nature of Flood and Bouton’s protests against baseball puts 

their stories in conversation, even if the players barely mentioned each other in their own 

words.  When Commissioner Bowie Kuhn attempted to reprimand Bouton for the publication of 96

Ball Four, Mark H. Houser wrote in a letter to The Sporting News, “The merits of the book are 

less significant than the commissioner’s attitude . . . Kuhn’s conduct in the Bouton incident has 

done more to help Curt Flood than all the legal briefs amassed in Judge Irving Ben Cooper’s 

courtroom.”  Jerome Holtzman reported Flood had “joined the ranks,” of Bouton and players 97

who came after the pitcher who said they, too would be publishing autobiographical texts. He 

wrote that Flood was “writing a book, says it’s biographical and will tell how and why he 

reached his decision to sue.”   98

Curt Flood and Jim Bouton’s nearly simultaneously released stories shared the 

desperation of the looming ends to their respective careers but had intrinsically disparate 

 Bouton does not mention Curt Flood in Ball Four. In multiple interviews, Bouton says little about Curt 96

Flood or his lawsuit, other than to affirm that he was aware of the lawsuit, but did not testify. Jim Bouton, SABR 
interview; When interviewed in November 2015, Bouton said, “I don’t’ remember speaking with Curt Flood.” Jim 
Bouton, interview with the author; Curt Flood mentions Bouton briefly in The Way It Is: “ . . . Jim Bouton published 
a quite revealing book and was called onto the carpet of Bowie K. Kuhn, whose job as Commissioner of Baseball 
makes him chief curator of the Integrity, Image and Good of the Game. It was made clear to Bouton that when truth 
challenges mythology a wise ball player keeps his mouth shut. Bouton had to know this to begin with. Most players 
do. It is spelled out in their contracts . . .” Curt Flood, The Way It Is, 49; In 1977, Flood mentioned Bouton in an 
article for Sport Magazine, discussing a player representative meeting of the Major League Baseball Players 
Association arguing for free agency. Curt Flood with Stu Black, “The Legacy of Curt Flood,” Sport Magazine, 
November 1977, 37. 

 Mark H. Houser, “Stuffed Shirt Policy,” Voice of the Fan, The Sporting News, June 20, 1970, 4.  97

 Jerome Holtzman, “Pretty Dull on the Shoreham Roof,” The Sporting News, July 4, 1970, 8.98
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motivations. Over the course of the 1969 season, both players had decided to break the very clear 

gag-order baseball’s participants—players, coaches, managers, owners, and commissioners alike

—had maintained for decades. Bouton didn’t seek to share stories for a malicious or necessarily 

progressive purpose, but he thought fans would enjoy stories about the player’s day-to-day life, 

be it humorous stories of pranks and boyish behavior, or the difficulty of supporting a family 

while playing a game as a job. Flood actively chose to end the system he found unfair. 

When Flood published The Way It Is, Red Smith commended him for his book in 

comparison to Bouton and Ball Four. He wrote, “In one reader’s view, the book is distinctly 

superior to Jim Bouton’s ‘Ball Four,’ which enjoyed a lively ride on the bestseller lists, even if it 

lacked the staying power of ‘The Sensuous Woman.’ As a star, a black man, and a forthright 

critic of the baseball establishment, Flood has much more to say than Bouton did.”  Bob Burnes 99

scoffed at the athlete-author expose genre as “half truths, with inaccuracies, misspellings, wrong 

dates, wrong people.” He wrote, “what perturbs us about the Curt Flood book, the Jim Bouton 

book,” is that “[the] books are supposed to be ‘telling it like it is’ when that is precisely not what 

is being told.”  Burnes may have seen half-truths, but Trident Press saw an opportunity to sell 100

more books. An advertisement for The Way It Is pitted the books against each other, stamped in 

 Red Smith, “Flood’s Book a Level Swing,” February 7, 1971.  99

 Bob Burnes, “Flood Rap at Musial Draws Angry Rebuttal,” The Sporting News, March 13, 1971, 37. To 100

Burnes’s credit, the books are memoirs, and should be read with a healthy sense of the author’s intentions, but 
ultimately what the books were able to portray about the struggles of the life of a baseball player were believable. 
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large print with a quote from Red Smith’s review that reads, “ . . . cuts far deeper than Bouton’s 

Ball Four.”   101

Flood and Bouton didn’t coordinate their stories or their timing. They were rarely in the 

same room, and met on the field only a few times. Baseball historians have failed to examine the 

narratives together, perhaps due to this fact. That two players with no connection would 

challenge baseball in the same year speaks to the state of the game and the discontent of players 

in 1969. Flood and Bouton didn’t pursue an actively organized attack on baseball, but the 

complimentary nature of their objections worked almost harmoniously to push Kuhn, the reserve 

clause, and baseball’s problematic treatment of players up against a wall. When speaking about 

the relationship between Ball Four and Curt Flood’s case, Bouton commented, “the combination 

of the two [stories] struck out the owners.”  Because their narratives unfolded simultaneously, 102

Flood and Bouton “ended up confirming each other’s perspectives.”   103

It’s almost a wonder that the two didn’t connect, though an opportunity may have been 

missed by Bouton not testifying in Flood’s trial. Their vastly different objectives may have been 

reason enough to prevent the two from joining together, but their very real concern for the 

economic conditions in baseball and individual connections to Marvin Miller could have bridged 

the gap. Nevertheless, the simultaneous nature of their disturbances to baseball and the scope of 

their complaints on behalf of players all over the spectrum of professional baseball turned the 

wheels of change as a part of the greater machinations of discourse in America at the time. 

 Trident Press, “ . . . cuts far deeper than Bouton’s Ball Four . . .” (advertisement), April 4, 1971. 101

 Bouton, interview with the author. 102

 Ibid.103
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Not only was it relevant to compare the two players because they both wrote books as a 

part of telling their stories, but they had both very distinctly broken baseball’s rules of 

complacency at Bowie Kuhn’s cost. Kuhn’s frustrations with the players gave them credit. Roger 

Angell, sportswriter for The New Yorker, wrote a retrospective on 1970, a year he deemed “a 

season of much loud foolishness,” and “a year of baseball surprises, in which the bad news, as 

usual, was more interesting than the good.”  “Commissioner Kuhn did not attack the veracity,” 104

of Bouton’s “frank passages about pre-game amphetamine-popping . . . relaxed evening habits on 

the road, about race prejudice and minor cheating on the field, and about the habitual patronizing 

and financial bullying that most players come to expect from the front office.” Instead, Angell 

wrote, Kuhn, “indicated his extreme displeasure with this form of memoir— thus unerringly, if 

unconsciously, confirming much that Bouton had said about Baseball’s closed mind and nervous 

clubbishness.”  Angell called Flood’s lawsuit the commissioner’s “biggest issue of all,” in 105

Kuhn’s “sophomore jinx.” Angell also connected the dots between Flood and Bouton’s stories, 

noting, “[Flood’s] sacrifice is still not understood by many of the same megatheriums who were 

so scandalized by ‘Ball Four.’ When asked about Flood, they shake their heads incredulously and 

mutter, ‘How do you like that for ingratitude?’” 

All of this came on the coattails of 1969, which brought immense change to baseball. 

Historian Joseph Preston called 1969 “a year that had been anything but comforting and 

 Roger Angell, “The Baltimore Vermeers,” The New Yorker, October 31, 1970, 110, accessed January 104

21, 2016, http://archives.newyorker.com/?i=1970-10-31#folio=110. 

 “Bowie’s Book Review Burns Bouton’s Ears,” The Sporting News, June 14, 1970, 34; John Wilson, 105

“Astros’ Cook Whips Up His First Save,” The Sporting News, July 18, 1970, 22. Not only did Kuhn’s reprimand of 
Bouton affirm the truth behind the story, it also probably helped Bouton sell more books.  
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familiar.”  Four expansion teams were added to major league baseball, with the establishment 106

of the Kansas City Royals and Seattle Pilots in the American League, and the San Diego Padres 

and Montreal Expos in the National League. It was the year of “the historic cleaving of each 

league into subsidiary divisions,” each league now consisting of East and West divisions for the 

first time. Bowie Kuhn, known as “a compromise commissioner,” became the commissioner of 

Major League Baseball. Marvin Miller led the Players’ Association in “a preseason mini-strike.” 

Gameplay saw changes with “a contracted strike zone and less elevated pitcher’s mound,” both 

responses to the 1968 “Year of the Pitcher.” 

Historian Fran Zimniuch observes, “It was also at this time of heightened social 

awareness that baseball began to reflect the charged atmosphere in the country demanding civil 

rights and more personal freedom . . . suffice it to say that society and baseball were 

changing.”  “The facts are that nobody who plays professional baseball or owns its teams or 107

reports its goings-on to the public is exempt from what takes place beyond the stadium walls. 

Some of the players hope that they are and most of the more sedentary members of the cast 

pretend that they are, but you will get no such mythology here,” wrote Flood.  Players like 108

Flood and Bouton made baseball a part of the cultural zeitgeist pushing America to embrace the 

liberations of the long 1960s. For baseball, or at least these two players, this meant showing how 

American society had failed to adapt to cultural and political change in the era. 

 Preston, Major League Baseball in the 1970s: A Modern Game Emerges, 6. All subsequent quotes in 106

this paragraph appear on the same page. 

 Zimniuch, Baseball’s New Frontier, 78. 107

 Curt Flood, The Way It Is, 14.108
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“Baseball, like everything else, changes all the time and always has.”  109

While baseball is not unchanging, it is an institution so opposed to transition and 

adaptation that those who control it have resisted many, if not all, of the most profitable 

adjustments in the sport’s history. Radio and television broadcasting, night games, Sunday 

games, beer sales, and integration are among the most notable modifications the game has 

resisted, all in the name of “The Good of the Game.”  In the midst of one of America’s most 110

tumultuous eras, baseball found itself divided between establishment idealists who clung to past 

ritual and a generation defined by resistance who yearned for change. “In a veritable instant, the 

game’s greatest strength—its sense of continuity over the decades—became a weakness . . . 

Between the natural effects of aging, decades of studied neglect, and multiple reconfigurations of 

variable architectural merit, the game’s past was threatening to entomb its future.”  111

Since its last pronounced moments of activism with the breaking of the color barrier, 

Major League Baseball had grown from sixteen teams in ten cities, to twenty-four teams in 

twenty-two cities.  Expansion is one of the most visible historical changes in baseball. 112

Professional baseball teams in existence before World War II were concentrated in the Northeast 

 Leonard Koppett, “Baseball Will Survive Law Suit: Baseball Sure to Survive Regardless of Antitrust 109

Suit Decision,” The New York Times, June 14, 1970, 179. 

 “The Good of the Game” is a phrase Curt Flood uses in The Way It Is to describe the cult of obedience 110

to tradition promoted by the baseball establishment. 

 Joseph G. Preston, Major League Baseball in the 1970s, 25. 111

 Arguably, the California Angels and the Los Angeles Dodgers shared a market, as did the Oakland 112

Athletics and the San Francisco Giants. The expansion into the California markets was highly controversial, 
especially at the cost of New York’s storied baseball history and loss of two of its three teams.  
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and Midwest, with New York City boasting three teams (the Yankees in the American League, 

and the Giants and the Brooklyn Dodgers in the National League), and two teams in Philadelphia 

(the Athletics in the AL and the Phillies in the NL), St. Louis (the Browns in the AL and the 

Cardinals in the NL), Chicago (the White Sox in the AL and the Cubs in the NL), and Boston 

(the Red Sox in the AL and the Braves in the NL).  Economic factors made expansion 113

particularly viable in the post World War II period, including commercial air travel, increased 

incomes, rapid population of the West—most notably to California— and the flight of 

inhabitants from the city center to the suburbs.   114

Efforts to expand baseball began long before the 1950s, but the legal history of baseball 

indicates why the number and location of teams remained remarkably stable between 1903 and 

1953. Expansion is intimately tied to Flood and Bouton’s stories through this legal history, which 

also informs the persistence of the reserve clause. Without the court decisions of the early 

twentieth century, the reserve clause would not have upheld the monopoly of the National and 

American Leagues, nor would it have held its grip on players. The Seattle franchise could have 

come to fruition long before 1969, and baseball may never have had Ball Four.  

After the national agreement of 1903, an effective truce between the National and 

American Leagues that produced the two-league system which remains today, baseball did not 

 The Chicago teams are the only franchises on this list that did not move during this era. The Boston 113

Braves went to Milwaukee in 1953 and the Philadelphia Athletics moved to Kansas City in 1955. The St. Louis 
Browns moved to Baltimore in 1954 to become the Orioles. Zimniuch credits the transfer of these franchises as the 
impetus that made baseball “increasingly open to the concept of shifting franchises and moving west.” Additionally, 
professional football moved West to Los Angeles and San Francisco in 1946 and 1950, respectively, which she 
suggests made the idea of professional sports spanning coast to coast a more comfortable idea. Fran Zimniuch, 
Baseball’s New Frontier, 3. 

 Ibid., 2-4.114
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expand for fifty years.  The agreement between the leagues came after a messy bout of player 115

defection from the National League to the American League. The National League attempted to 

prevent players from switching leagues through legal means, but the American League won in 

the courts and continued to take players from the older league. Recognizing the unavoidable 

persistence of the competing league, National League owners proposed an agreement with 

American League owners to solidify the two-league system and reinforce the reserve clause.  116

When the rise of the Federal League became a credible threat to add a third league to 

professional baseball, the decision went to the courts again. Most court cases involved in the 

Federal League’s lawsuits were based on individual player contracts and their legality concerning 

compliance with the reserve clause. American League Baseball Club of Chicago v. Chase was 

the first anti-trust lawsuit against baseball.  The United States Supreme Court decided in favor 117

of the Chicago club, based on the grounds that baseball was not subject to anti-trust laws because 

it did not constitute interstate commerce. Hal Chase was bound by his contract with Chicago, and 

the Federal League stumbled as its finances floundered. The Federal League folded despite 

continued efforts to break up the baseball monopoly or prove conspiracy to destroy the Federal 

 David Quentin Voigt, American Baseball, Volume 1: from gentleman’s sport to the commissioner system 115

(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1966), 309. 

 Ibid. Also see: Richard Irwin, “A Historical Review of Litigation in Baseball”: 288. 116

 American League Baseball Club v. Chase, 86 Misc. 441, 442 (N.Y. 1914), accessed February 24, 2016, 117

https://casetext.com/case/american-league-baseball-club-v-chase; “Specific Performance-Defenses- Clean Hands: 
Application of the Maxim to Baseball Contracts,” Harvard Law Review 1914-1915, Vol. 23 (1915): 213-214, 
Google books. Accessed February 24, 2016, https://books.google.com/books?
id=TUoAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA214&lpg=PA214&dq=american+league+baseball+club+of+chicago+v
+chase&source=bl&ots=hYxBfwkzk-
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League, dying out in 1922, broke, and as the losing party of Federal Baseball Club of Baltimore, 

Inc. v. National League of Baseball Clubs.  The failure of the Federal League cemented the 118

two-league system for professional baseball, and secured baseball’s anti-trust exemption status, 

which would ultimately prevent Flood’s success in his own lawsuit. The implication of the 

failure of the Federal League was that expansion only happened on the terms of the American 

and National Leagues, a notion they refused to entertain until the 1950s.  

The beginning of the expansion era of baseball is marked by the infamous move of the 

Brooklyn Dodgers to Los Angeles, thanks to the dramatic loss of historic teams to cities that had 

never housed professional teams.  The Dodgers needed a new stadium, with Ebbets Field 119

crumbling, cramped, and insufficiently equipped changes affecting the fan base.  Ebbets Field 120

had only 700 parking spots, which didn’t suit the populations that “fled en masse into the 

suburbs,” enabled by the GI Bill, the construction of highways, and more affordable cars.  City 121

government unwilling to accommodate the construction of a new stadium in New York on the 

franchise’s terms led Dodger’s owner Walter O’Malley to entertain bids from Los Angeles to 

 Irwin, 291-292. Federal Baseball Club of Baltimore, Inc. v. National League of Baseball Clubs, 259 118

U.S. 200, 207 (1922). 

 For a thorough account of the decisions that led to the Dodger’s exit from New York, see Neil J. 119

Sullivan, The Dodgers Move West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).  

 Ibid., 38.  120

 Ibid. 121
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move his team.  The United States’ entry into World War II prevented the St. Louis Browns 122

from moving to Los Angeles in 1941, but the influx of people to California for work during the 

war made Los Angeles and San Francisco viable markets when O’Malley committed to making 

his move from New York.   123

Since 1903, the Pacific Coast League (PCL) enjoyed success as the prominent minor 

league of the West Coast. The PCL made several appeals to Major League Baseball to join the 

major leagues, but was denied time and again, often on the charge that the PCL “didn’t have big 

league parks.”  It is more likely that MLB wanted to maintain the opportunity to expand to the 124

West with the preexisting leagues and uphold the hegemony they created with the 1903 

agreement, especially with the 17 years the Major Leagues spent working on moving baseball 

West. Minor leagues existed with great popularity around the country, not just the PCL, but it 

took the massive movement of population during World War II and the shifting populations of 

the urban centers with storied baseball history, like New York, for professional baseball to move 

West. With troubles in New York for O’Malley, and the willingness of Horace Stoneham to move 

the Giants to San Francisco, according to Zimniuch, “All of the social factors and the changes 

happening in America’s Game had combined and made this move possible.”  125

 Ibid., 47. O’Malley never quite saw eye to eye with Robert Wagner, mayor of New York City, and 122

Robert Moses, city planner. The dynamics of these relationships frustrated O’Malley and made it difficult for him to 
stay in Brooklyn when Los Angeles was so eager to accommodate the team.  

 Zimniuch, Baseball’s New Frontier, 10-11. 123

 Ibid., 9. 124
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Expansion became a relief mechanism for struggling clubs, and it meant expanded media 

markets as television sets began to fill living rooms across the country. Baseball expanded across 

the country, media revenues exploded, but player salaries failed to reflect the massive growth. 

According to the Economic History Association, the average franchise value went from $2.5 

million in 1946 to $10.13 million in 1970.  In the years leading up to Flood’s case, the average 126

player salary went from $14,863 in 1964 to $29,303 in 1970, meanwhile television revenues for 

Major League Baseball went from $21.28 million in 1964 to $38.09 million in 1970.  127

According to historian G. Edward White, “because of the reserve clause, a growing gap existed 

between the revenues of successful teams and their expenditures on player salaries. Superstars of 

the fifties and sixties . . . were paid far less than they could have commanded in the open 

market.”  He suggests it was inevitable that player salaries would increase. Perhaps this is true, 128

though owners likely would have enjoyed for as long as they could the advantages they gained 

by exercising the reserve clause. Increased salaries were not gained in an inevitable succession of 

events.  

 Revenues listed in actual dollars. When considered in 2002 dollars in this report, Haupert lists the 126

figures at  $23.075 million in 1946 to $46.8 million in 1970. Michael J. Haupert, “The Economic History of Major 
League Baseball,” Economic History Association, EH.Net Encyclopedia, ed. Robert Whaples, December 3, 2007. 
Accessed April 18, 2016, https://eh.net/encyclopedia/the-economic-history-of-major-league-baseball/.  

 Ibid. 127

 G. Edward White, The Decline of the National Pastime (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 128

1996), 324. 
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The fight against the reserve clause was nearly a century old by 1970. The first case 

against the reserve clause occurred in 1882.  The court decided in favor of the player, 129

Pittsburgh catcher Charles Bennett, on the grounds that the contract lacked equity. In the early 

days of professionalization, players weren’t inclined to challenge the reserve clause, despite their 

resentment against “this affluent slavery,” and their desire “to balance the power between 

themselves and the owners.”  Instead, they formed the Brotherhood of Professional Base Ball 130

Players, the first players’ union. Following the union was the creation of the Players League in 

1890 and a subsequent court case against its founder, John Montgomery Ward. Though the court 

decided in favor of the Brotherhood in Metropolitan Exhibition Co. V. Ward, freeing Ward from 

his contract with the New York Mets, the Players League dissolved after one season, and its 

players returned to the National League, reserve clause intact. The clause was strengthened in the 

courts through the cases involved with expansion, the national agreement, and American 

Baseball Club of Chicago v. Chase.  

Gardella v. Chandler was the most recent important lawsuit among a number of cases 

brought forth prior to Flood v. Kuhn. In an effort to restrict the Mexican League, which emerged 

in 1946, Major League Baseball blacklisted players who had defected. Dan Gardella, previously 

a New York Giant, argued this was “a restraint of trade in violation of antitrust statutes.”  Irwin 131

explains, “While offering differing opinions as to the status of baseball, especially with regard to 

interstate commerce, the court implied it would be wise to scrutinize the authority in Federal 

 Irwin, “A Historical Review of Litigation in Baseball”: 284. 129

 Ibid.130

 Ibid., 294. 131
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Baseball Club of Baltimore,” the anti-trust case from 1922.  Despite the challenge this posed to 132

baseball’s antitrust exemption, Gardella accepted an out of court settlement. Owners disposed of 

the blacklists to quiet the unrest. The Mexican League declined, but baseball in America looked 

west.  

Whereas the Brotherhood and the Players League deteriorated, the Major League 

Baseball Players’ Association provided substantial support, once Marvin Miller took the helm. 

Miller came to the Players’ Association from the Steelworkers Union in 1966. Within his first 

two years as Executive Director of the association, Miller established the MLBPA as the 

recognized bargaining representative for professional players, and negotiated the first Basic 

Agreement in baseball, which provided a means for settling grievances through collective 

bargaining in Article IV of the agreement. The Players’ Association didn’t employ Article IV in 

the dismantling of the reserve clause until after Flood’s case.  

Miller recognized that his accomplishments for negotiation weren’t enough. First, 

baseball players had to learn to appreciate what a union could do for them. In his memoir, Miller 

wrote, “Most players are conservative. They don’t know anything about unions. In fact, to 

many . . . ‘union’ is a dirty word.”  Then, people—players, fans, and judges—needed to change 133

the way they thought about baseball players, from boys to employees.   134

 Ibid.132

 Miller, A Whole Different Ballgame, Kindle location 160. 133

 Ed Edmonds, “At the Brink of Free Agency”: 571-574. 134
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“It probably originated as a black problem, but today it’s not just race.”  135

Tommie Smith and John Carlos, medalists in the 200-meter dash, raised their fists on the 

champions’ podium in Mexico City on October 16, 1968, captured in what is remembered as a 

image of victory but battles still being fought, of patriotism and resistance. They were part of the 

Olympic Project for Human Rights (OPHR), which was created in 1967 with the goal of 

organizing a boycott of the 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City to “dramatize racial injustice in 

America.”  Sociologist and architect of the OPHR Harry Edwards wrote in 1969 that 136

“America’s response to what the black athlete is saying and doing will undoubtedly not only 

determine the future course and direction of American athletics, but also will affect all social 

relations between black and whites in this country.”   Douglass Hartmann argues “that this is 137

not just a story about racism in sport but also a story about how sport is implicated in the history 

and structure of race and racism (and nationalism and liberalism) in contemporary, post-civil 

rights American culture.”  138

The activism coordinated around the 1968 Olympics produced an evolution in the 

movement for athletes’ rights, which in some ways diminished the importance of the black 

activist athlete in the interest of all athletes, and including fighting for gender equality. Hartmann 

writes, 

 Bob Crastley, quoted in Sports Illustrated, August 25 1969, 74. Cited in Hartmann, Race Culture and 135

the Revolt of the Black Athlete, 180. 

 Harry Edwards, Revolt of the Black Athlete (New York: Free Press, 1969), 49. 136

 Ibid., xvii. 137

 Hartmann, Race, Culture, and the Revolt of the Black Athlete, xviii-xix. 138
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Even more than the resistance of black athletes, the movement that came to be called the 
athletic revolution was a broad and diffuse constellation of groups, interests, ideals, and 
objectives stretching across sports, across social groups, and across the different levels of 
sport in the United States. It was a movement concerned, in one way or another, with the 
rights, experiences and opportunities of all athletes, involving the conditions of their 
participation as well as the broader symbolic meanings and values associated with their 
athletic performances and sport in general.  139

The gains for professional athletes were numerous, especially in “providing new ways of 

thinking about sports that athletes (and others) could use to situate and better themselves and 

their athletic practices, to make sense of the various grievances and discontents many had sensed 

but could not articulate, much less act upon.”  Athletes learned how to situate themselves in a 140

cultural and political context within society, and to truly understand the way they made a living 

as a profession. As professionals, they deserved certain rights. The evolution of thought was a 

product of the international conditions changing ideologies across the globe. The effort came 

from athletes, and “crucial here was a whole series of works mostly by athletes and former 

athletes exposing the daily and often dirty details of the sports world.”  Among them, 141

Hartmann lists Ball Four and The Way It Is, right next to each other.  

The convergence of these efforts matters to baseball’s story at the end of the 60s, both as 

a part of the athletic sphere and as a touchstone in American Culture, but especially in its 

implications for black players efforts versus efforts supposedly for all baseball players. The 

convergence of black activism and athletic activism more broadly emphasizes the deterioration 

 Ibid., 188. 139

 Ibid., 192. 140

 Ibid.141
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of the former in favor of the latter. Jim Bouton told stories about everyone, and in doing so raised 

awareness, albeit through popular culture, earning a reputation for liberal sentimentalities of 

progressivism and transparency. Curt Flood tried to emphasize his fight on behalf of all baseball 

players, but in doing so he struggled with the burden of what to do about the race factor in his 

own life and protest.   
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Chapter Three: “It is racism, in its most subtle form”  142

The drawback of the “broad-based push for change in sport continued to pick up energy 

and adherents” was that it “was in stark contrast to the resistance of black athletes, which was . . . 

already past its peak.”  Historian Abraham Iqbal Khan notes, “Once integrated successfully 143

into the business matrix, black athletes acquired the self-commodifying instincts the business 

matrix always demands.”  Khan continues, claiming, “The dialectic motion of the black 144

athletic call and American response produced fissures sealed by compromise, illuminated 

omissions redressed by inclusions, and mounted challenges managed by accommodations. If a 

revolution did materialize, it was hardly defined by the spirit of permanent protest.”  Khan also 145

questions Edwards when he suggests, “Whether or not the movement really ‘emerged’ is a 

complicated question, but the black athlete in [Edwards’s] Revolt [of the Black Athlete] was a 

radicalized persona whose lived experiences in sport’s integrated social spaces . . . failed to 

achieve that which was imagined in liberalism’s quixotic appeals to universality.”  146

Khan suggests that the demise of the black activist athlete came at the close of the 1960s 

because of Curt Flood. Khan quotes Dayn Perry, noting, “In an odd way, Flood’s cause bears 

some of the blame. That’s because his challenge to baseball’s economic structure laid the 

 Curt Flood, SABR interview.  142

 Hartmann, Race, Culture, and the Revolt of the Black Athlete, 191. 143

 Khan, Curt Flood and the Media, 5. 144
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groundwork for the lushly moneyed professional athletes we have in our midst today. Flood, in 

being such a prominent and vital activist athlete, actually heralded the sad death of the activist-

athlete.”  He expresses the problem best when he writes,  147

Hence the dilemma of Curt Flood, who was unsure if his blackness should matter or in 
what way and to whom it would matter. On the one hand, his case was not a ‘black thing,’ 
it was a simple matter of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness . . . ‘Slavery,’ on the 
other hand? Well, that sure sounded like a black thing.   148

Flood’s best known quote may be that “a well-paid slave is still a slave.”  As a part of his 149

complaint on the grounds of the 13th Amendment, Flood employed a great deal of language 

implicating the reserve clause with historical references to slavery in the United States. He wrote 

that baseball’s “essential attitudes . . . are those of animal husbandry. Baseball regards us as 

sheep, livestock with which higher forms of life may tamper at will.”  But he also said, “it 150

heartens me to realize that my dispute with baseball will affect more than baseball. I like to 

believe that I would feel that way even if I were white.”  Stepping back from the “slavery” 151

language, Flood wrote in his book, “I concede that the condition of the major-league baseball 

player is closer to peonage than to slavery. Yet I am content to stand with sentiments expressed in 

1949 by Judge Jerome N. Frank . . . in the case of Danny Gardella . . . ‘If the players be regarded 

 Ibid., 9. 147
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as quasi-peons, it is of no moment that they are well paid. Only the totalitarian-minded will 

believe that high pay excuses virtual slavery.’”  Flood’s emphasis on the universality of the 152

problem of the reserve clause was crucial to him, but the race factor was unavoidable. 

“I am pleased that God made my skin black but I wish he had made it thicker.”  153

Jackie Robinson, long Flood’s idol, invited a young Curt to Jackson, Mississippi for the 

NAACP’s Southeast Regional Conference in February 1962.  Brad Snyder writes, “[Flood 154

went] because he wanted to show his solidarity with southern blacks fighting for their freedom. 

He went because he felt the civil rights movement in his soul.”  In 1961, Flood and teammate 155

Bob Gibson attended a Nation of Islam meeting with Muhammad Ali. Flood expressed his 

optimism in anticipation, but was disheartened by what he called “black racism.”  He wrote, 156

“I’m delighted that our kids are finally looking at themselves and saying, ‘I’m black and I’m 

beautiful and I’m going to . . . stop trying to jump into the white man’s bag.’ Great. But we ought 

to have learned enough about racism to avoid it in ourselves.”  Consequently, his ideas of racial 157

progress are associated with the Civil Rights Movement. Four months after the assassination of 

 Ibid, 139. 152

 Ibid., 18. 153
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Martin Luther King, Jr., Flood presented Coretta Scott King with a portrait of the late Dr. 

King.   158

Flood’s brand of black activism in his lawsuit was “a struggle in the long history of 

African Americans’ demanding equality, one that was both carried out in the courts, within the 

media, and within the court of public opinion.”  Historian Gerald Early writes, “The fact that 159

Flood was black intensified the significance of this particular attack against baseball’s reserve 

clause; the fact that the black athlete was becoming more and more politicized in the 1960s and 

that some saw performing sports as a form of slavery made this attack all the more a reflection of 

the great racial divide that afflicted the country.”  The limited and private support Flood 160

received from other players toed the line at the intersection between a fight for all and a fight by 

a black player. For example, Jackie Robinson commented on Flood’s actions, emphasizing the 

outfielder’s “service to all players in the leagues,” and his attention to the rights of everybody.” 

He said, “We need men of integrity like Curt Flood and Bill Russell who are involved in the area 

of civil rights and who are not willing to sit back and let Mr. Charlie dictate their needs and 

wants for them.”  The support of Robinson, who testified on behalf of Flood, was an important 161

connection to baseball’s racial history, though Robinson himself did not present it as a racial 

 “Dr. King Honored by Flood Portrait: Cards’ Player in Tribute to Man He admired.” August 4, 1968. 158
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issue. Robinson testified at Flood’s trial. Despite the high-profile support from one of baseball’s 

most famous celebrities, no active players testified. 

Early addressed the role of race in Flood’s trade to the Philadelphia Phillies, noting that 

Flood and the player he was traded for, Richie Allen, “were black,” and, “causing, from 

management’s point of view, problems with their teams.”  Early notes it was common practice 162

for teams to trade problem players, but when, “a team wanted to trade a black ‘problem’ paler in 

1969…. Then it was going to have to take a black ‘problem’ player in return.”  When Flood 163

protested the trade to Philadelphia, he didn’t just object to a trade at all, but a trade made 

specifically on racial grounds, or at least complicated by the problematic outlook the clubs had 

toward two black players. “The trade to a losing and undesirable team in a racist city . . . [was] 

another reminder of his slavelike status,” writes historian David Leonard.   “Throughout the 164

press,” Leonard adds,  

denunciations focused on Flood’s use of a slave analogy while wondering, rhetorically, 
how a man paid so well, a man living the American dream, living out a dream of most 
American boys, could complain so much and talk so loudly about civil rights. To them 
and others, Flood’s griping was not merely reflective of greedy athletes who took the 
game and the fans for granted but rather a black power struggle intent on destroying 
American institutions.  165

This shows how white perceptions that the Civil Rights Movement did a great deal for black 

athletes created backlash in the form of questions or condemnation for an athlete’s 

 Early, A Level Playing Field, 71. 162
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ungratefulness for the political accomplishments of the 1950s and 60s. Early explains the 

difficulty “much of the white public,” had in understanding how, “the age of black militancy had 

produced the petulant black athlete, befuddled by the complex industry in which his or her own 

talent was rewarded and exploited, and bemused by the fact that he or she existed largely as a 

product of white patronage or white goodwill.”   166

Flood’s memoir, The Way It Is, juggled the contradictions between Flood’s insistence his 

lawsuit was not about race and the inseparability of his perspective from his lived experiences of 

racism in baseball and American society. He recalled the questioning he received from the 

executive board of the Major League Baseball Players’ Association: 

‘This is a period of black militance. Do you feel that you’re doing this as part of that 
movement? Because you’re black?’  
A fascinating question, well-meant. If I were white, would I be less sensitive to injustice? 
Was it inevitable that, of all baseball players, a black man would be the first one to 
rebel?  167

Flood argued that he sued baseball simply because he thought the system was wrong, but he 

acknowledged that his answer would never satisfy those who sought a political agenda in his 

actions. It is naïve to suggest that Flood’s lawsuit was colorblind, and despite Flood’s protest that 

his crusade was not a racial one. 

From this first chapter in his book, one can see that the role of race in his trial was not 

entirely clear to Flood. He had access to powerful language as a part of the long shadow of 

slavery in the United States, the fading echoes of the Civil Rights Movement, and the emerging 

militancy of Black Power, which his white counterparts did not. Yet, his intentions were 

 Early, A Level Playing Field, 76. 166
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questioned and in turn the sincerity with which his case could be considered a labor issue rather 

than a race issue hindered his position. But his objections to the absurdity of baseball practices 

were inseparable from both these influences.  

Flood endured the complicating effects of race in the already oppressive relationship 

between player and management. One of many examples Flood offers in his book was a story 

about Cardinals manager Solly Hemus telling the team, particularly Flood and Bob Gibson, that 

he had called Bennie Daniels, a black pitcher for the Pittsburgh Pirates, a “black son-of-a-bitch.” 

Flood wrote, 

We had been wondering how the manager really felt about us, and now we knew. Black 
sons-of-bitches. Any one of us could have chewed Hemus up and spit him out, but we said 
not a mumbling word. No white player looked at us, or mentioned the meeting 
afterward… The meeting had been [Hemus’s] way of revealing the principles for which he 
stood. The great beliefs that prompted him to bench a good center fielder, ignore a good 
pitcher, and play a good first baseman out of position.  168

This is just one example of how Flood illustrated the immensity of the problems baseball players 

faced with their managers, to explain why he sued baseball not only as an anti-trust issue, but as 

a violation of the 13th Amendment. Flood said it was these “great beliefs that prompted him 

[Hemus] to bench a good center fielder, ignore a good pitcher, and play a good first baseman out 

of position.”  It wasn’t just that Hemus was racist, it was that he used race against the players 169

in designing his line up. Flood said he and his black teammates “became more discerning in our 

evaluations of baseball’s employment policies. . . . And we saw more clearly than before that 

black players of less than star quality tended to disappear from the scene in a few years, whereas 
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mediocre whites hung on long enough to qualify for pensions.”  Flood states quite bluntly, 170

“Baseball’s racism is showing. . . . The mistake of Solly Hemus was not that he misused and 

mistreated blacks but that he overdid it.”  171

The conclusion of his first chapter reveals some of Flood’s most powerful sentiments.  172

He wrote “To diminish the established insanity in one area of life is to undermine it elsewhere as 

well. In due course, the quality of justice changes. Values alter. Priorities improve. At the very 

least, the poor get glass for their windows. One need not be black to appreciate that.” He then 

described hate mail he received, addressed to him as, “Dear Nigger.” He turned the tables on the 

African slave-animal ideology, calling his aggressor “The animal.” “The animal” told Flood he 

was a disgrace to blacks, that he should be thankful to be an athlete instead of a laborer in a 

cotton field. “By definition, any black hurts his people if he is other than abjectly, supinely, hand-

lickingly grateful for having been allowed to earn a decent living,” Flood wrote.  

“The situation of the Negro in baseball is not as equitable as it seems.”  173

Of note in the Hemus example is the inaction of white players on their teammates’ behalf. 

While Flood had white teammates who didn’t agree with Hemus, no one dared to speak out 

 Ibid., 71. 170
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against the manager. When Flood made his case in the press, he said, “As a black man, I’m 

probably a lot more sensitive to the rights of other people because I have been denied these 

rights.”  When Bouton included his opinions on race relations in the country and within 174

baseball, he was taking a stance that many of his peers avoided. 

Bouton’s self-created role as a player-journalist placed him in the position to observe the 

conditions created in baseball in terms of race, though he didn’t experience racism in baseball 

himself. Early in the book, he mentioned an anecdote from his childhood wherein he and a young 

black boy scrambled for a ball in the stands, but “while I wanted the baseball, he had to have 

it.”  Bouton’s matter-of-fact presentation suggested that baseball could be a dream for him, 175

something he wanted, but for black players it was something that only came with a fight, and 

where being good wasn’t good enough. He wrote, “The situation of the Negro in baseball is not 

as equitable as it seems. He still has to be better than his white counterparts to do as well.”  176

Bouton observed the status of black players in baseball as a special one, in that it was far more 

difficult to be a black player than a white one. He wrote,  

There are a lot of Negro stars in the game. There aren’t too many average Negro players. 
The obvious conclusion is that there is some kind of quota system. It stands to reason that 
if 19 of the top 30 hitters in the major leagues are black, as they were in 1968, then 
almost two thirds of all the hitters should be black. Obviously it’s not that way. In the 
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case of the Tigers, the fact that only three of their players are black is no less 
astonishing.   177

  
While Bouton did not make appeals as explicit as Flood’s, he suggested that the condition of 

employment for baseball players was unequal because black players faced obstacles to obtaining, 

executing, and maintaining their jobs in addition to the universal problems of the reserve system. 

That he, as a white player, could communicate these ideas not only confirmed Flood’s 

complaints, but also allowed for readers to consider another perspective on the issues.   

Bouton employed his talent for jovial storytelling to present problems like racial 

discrimination in a light, yet poignant way, as comedians are often so capable of doing. For 

example, he wrote, “George Brunet (who does not wear undershorts) was talking about the 

Negro in baseball, Tommy Harper in particular. “You know, for a colored player, he’s not a bad 

hustler. Hell, he wants to play ball.”  George Brunet was another pitcher for the Pilots, not part 178

of the management. With this story Bouton showed that teams had their own internal divisions. 

While the tone of the story about Brunet is in jest, noting the pitcher’s dressing habits, his 

statement plays on stereotypes of black laziness. With these statements Bouton showed how 

expectations about black players’ ability to do their jobs were somehow diminished. His 

presentation was humorous, but also stark. The tone suggested that the way baseball operated 

was humorous because it was ridiculous, not because it was funny in its own right.  

As the book progressed through the year of 1969, Bouton discussed race more seriously, 

especially after his trade to the Houston Astros. The reader is over 350 pages deep in the volume 

 Ibid. 177

 Ibid., 308. 178

!  66



!67

by the time they read “They have bedsheet banners in Atlanta . . . They say REBEL. Sometimes I 

wonder how the Negro players feel about them. The worst part is that these things are hung by 

kids. Why the hell couldn’t they let that stuff die with their grandfathers? These are not rebels 

who want something new. These are rebels who want to bring back the old.”  Bouton described 179

team dynamics throughout the book, illustrating difference in taste in music and food, who 

roomed with whom, but in the late entries in the book he raises issues like the banners in Atlanta 

with a tone that questions American culture itself, and what it does to people. 

In his most poignant anecdote, Bouton reflects on a conversation he shared with two 

black players, Leon McFadden, an infielder, and Scipio Spinx, a pitcher, and Doug Rader, a 

white infielder.  McFadden told a story very similar to Flood’s own introduction to racial 180

prejudice: raised in a mixed race neighborhood in California, he experienced overt 

discrimination for the first time when he was playing baseball in the South and was refused 

service at a restaurant. His teammates tried to help him, but he was angry, and said, “I realized 

later that they were just trying to be nice to me. But when that kind of thing happens, you don’t 

think straight. I was so hurt and so angry I could feel the tears in my eyes. I didn’t know whether 

to cry or punch somebody.”  Bouton continued to describe what experiencing discrimination 181

did to McFadden. He wrote,  

For the first time in his life [McFadden] began to view white people with anger and 
suspicion. And as he grew older he saw more and more things. Even on this team [the 

 Ibid., 368. 179
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Astros]. “We’ll be riding on the bus and we’ll pass a couple of Negro girls in the street 
and one of the white players will say, ‘Hey, Mac, there’s a soul sister for you.’ Now, why 
do I have to have any special interest in a black girl? And why can’t he be just as 
interested in the black girl? And why can’t I be interested in another white girl?”  182

By sharing McFadden’s words about what it felt like to experience discrimination, 

Bouton used his observation to show a personal perspective that appealed to humanity rather 

than politics, and with which an audience could sympathize if not empathize. In the same story 

he also provided two white perspectives that illustrated internal conflicts for well-meaning 

whites in how to approach their black teammates. The style made it possible to appeal to 

audiences through multiple player perspectives that illustrated the difficulty with which both 

black and white players approached discrimination. McFadden complained about how black 

players were described by other players: “they’ll say, ‘He’s that colored first baseman, or the 

colored catcher.’ They never say, ‘He’s that white first baseman.”  Bouton offered his opinion, 183

stating, “My own thinking is that black is certainly an identifying characteristic, and that no one 

should be upset to be identified as black. But McFadden is quite right to be annoyed that no one 

is ever identified as white.”  Then, Bouton shared the delicate dynamic around white infielder 184

Curt Belfrey’s relationship with black players Joe Morgan and Don Wilson. When Rader 

commented on the good relationship between the three, McFadden answered that there were 

players “who are afraid not to like him.” Rader responded, “It would be healthy if you could say, 

 Ibid., 371-372182
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‘Curt’s just not my kind of guy,’ without having to be afraid that you’ll be considered racist.”  185

The players continue to discuss the problems black and white players face when they befriend 

each other, when unfriendly uses of “nigger” and “nigger-lover” arise.  186

In the same chapter, Bouton offers a thought provoking statement, suggesting that he, like 

many others, had learned to be more accepting over time. He said, “I think I should explain here 

that I too have gone through a difficult learning process. When I was in high school I was certain

—with all the snobbish certainty of youth—that I would never let my daughter marry a Negro, 

nor would I like to live next door to a Negro family. What I know now is that life is a lot more 

complicated than that.”   187

“The average fan who would give their first born child  
to wear my uniform did not understand that all was not well in baseball.”  188

Bouton was aware of his breaking of baseball’s de facto gag order, but when compared to 

Flood’s experience of tight-lipped endurance, one can see that Flood’s outcry was more careful. 

Flood was an established fixture of the St. Louis Cardinals losing his job in a way he saw as 

unfair, a part of an experience affected by his race. He needed to be eloquent, use the legal 

system, and fight for his demands as a man who deserved what he asked for. One may liken it to 

the kind of rules of respectability employed by the Civil Rights movement, or in the careful 
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selection of Jackie Robinson, who promised to endure without question whatever came his way 

for two years. Bouton wrote his story because he figured he was on his way out of baseball and 

should tell it while people would still listen. He could poke fun at baseball and reveal its 

shortcomings—morally, socially, and culturally. Again, we see a divergence between intention 

and effect. Bouton wanted to tell amusing stories and reveal the humanity of baseball players.  189

He was concerned with racism and social issues, and he was long an advocate of more freedom 

for players in negotiating contracts, but those aspects of his narrative came to the surface through 

his telling of days-in-the-life. He didn’t testify on Curt Flood’s behalf, but Ball Four was used as 

evidence in the Messersmith and McNally arbitration as a demonstration of the daily life of the 

baseball player. Flood’s book wasn’t.  

In an interview in 1992, Flood said, “It eventually took two white guys- Andy 

Messersmith and Dave McNally- to destroy the reserve clause…I was the groundbreaker. But I 

don’t think I’m being paranoid in also feeling that my color hurt me. You don’t think they were 

going to allow a little black kid to walk away with two million dollars, do you?”  Flood in the 190

years after his exile from baseball was far more bitter than the man who sued baseball in 1970, 

but his words note an important dynamic that affected his case whether he liked it or not. Bouton 

didn’t contend with the heavy notion of failure and lack of justice Flood did in later years, which 

harkens back to the place each player came from at the time of their resistance. Race was a 

burden in the battle for free agency, despite the universal benefits of its fruition. 
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Jim Bouton, and Andy Messersmith and David McNally after him, would not have dared 

to say they fought on behalf of race. Theirs was not a crusade for equality, but their victory was a 

mark of progress that intended to create better rights for all players. Without the oppressive 

reserve clause system, the baseball establishment lost a valuable tool in perpetuating imbalanced 

relationships on grounds based not in skill, but arbitrary cultural practice. Though the end of the 

reserve clause far from ended racism in baseball, it promoted economic competition in an 

unprecedented way. When Bouton wrote about race in Ball Four, his liberal musings of the 

differences in standards and treatment of his black counterparts provided a more subtle 

examination of lingering racism in the national pastime.  
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Chapter Four: “Boys, the reserve clause is the one thing you can’t fool with.”   191

Thanks to the steadfast direction of the Players’ Association by Marvin Miller, players 

started to understand they could do something about problems with the relationships they shared 

with owners, rather than accepting standard practice. Many players distanced themselves from 

Flood and Bouton, but that only kept the rebels in headlines, at least from 1970 to 1975.  Flood 192

and Bouton were the two most public challengers to the baseball establishment: they deserve 

credit for the heightened awareness of players and the incessant discussion by sportswriters 

about the fate of baseball. Marvin Miller was key to both of their stories, but Bouton and Flood 

are important because they were insiders in the antiquated reserve system and rejected it.  

Free agency didn’t come only from Curt Flood’s case, or for any single protest—

Bouton’s book, the several lawsuits brought forth on grounds of anti-trust or contract violation, 

negotiation, or arbitration: it took all of these challenges to free players from the outdated reserve 

system. But Curt Flood and Jim Bouton did important work to help inspire players to rely on the 

Players’ Association to help accomplish what they wanted after years of failure in courtrooms 

and botched negotiations. Miller needed players like Flood and Bouton to protest so the 

establishment would listen, and in turn feel threatened. Flood and Bouton were essential to the 

success of the Messersmith and McNally arbitration because they provided convincing player 

narratives that eclipsed the baseball establishment’s arguments for the reserve clause. While it is 

difficult to prove this, it is clear that Flood and Bouton made believable protests in the name of 

 Bouton, Ball Four, 313. 191
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the baseball player and provided unprecedented insight into daily life for their teammates and 

themselves. Flood was the cause’s martyr, though he didn’t gain positive recognition of this until 

after the success of free agency became apparent. Bouton was the players’ messenger, before 

they knew how to see or tell what was wrong with their workplace. Together, they “helped 

embolden other players.”  193

“It was never wise to cross Marvin Miller”  194

Andy Messersmith and Dave McNally, pitchers from the Los Angeles Dodgers and 

Montreal Expos, respectively, played in 1975 without signing their contracts, a pattern emerging 

among players at the recommendation of the union.  Miller had come up with a new 195

interpretation of the reserve clause upon based on an epiphany he had when reading Paragraph 

10(a) of the Uniform Player’s Contract. He said in his memoir,  

The first time I read it, I did a double take. What I had been told-and what the players 
believed-was that once a player signed his first contract, he no longer had control over his 
career. But the plain words of this section of the contract, as I read it, gave a club a one-
year year option on a player's services after his contract expired. Nothing more. It 
provided that if a club and player did not agree on a new contract to replace the one that 
had terminated, the club could renew the old contract for one additional year.     196

The potential of legal interpretation of the reserve clause based on one-year renewal led Miller to 

try alternative means to the courts to make his interpretation the rule, as the Supreme Court had 
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made it abundantly clear that all decisions would be determined based on the 1922 case. Enabled 

by the 1968 establishment of grievance procedure in Article IV of the Basic Agreement, the 

Players’ Association pursued arbitration rather than a trial when Messersmith and the Dodgers 

did not agree on the terms of the pitcher’s contract.   197

Peter Seitz acted as the arbitrator and neutral party, Marvin Miller represented the 

Players’ Association, and John Gaherin represented the owners. After three days of consideration, 

including testimony by Jim Bouton and Jim Torre on behalf of the players, and Bowie Kuhn for 

the owners, Seitz decided the proper interpretation of the reserve clause indicated that contract 

renewal without the signing of the player could only last for one year of extension from the 

original contract. The owners contested the decision in court, but Judge John Oliver upheld the 

Seitz decision.  Andy Messersmith went on to play for three more years, for the Atlanta Braves, 198

New York Yankees, and back to the Dodgers. Dave McNally retired to his home state of 

Montana.  

The loss the owners suffered when they took the arbitration decision to the courts was an 

unfamiliar one. Decades of reliable backing from the courts shattered when Seitz reconsidered 

the reading of 10(a). The arbitration is credited as “the most important labor-arbitration case” 

ever thanks to its result “in a greater transfer of wealth from ownership to employees than in any 

 Fetter, “From Flood to Free Agency”: 166; Edmonds, “At the Brink of Free Agency”: 573. 197
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other case.”  The reserve clause was not eliminated in the way Flood had hoped for, but it was 199

drastically altered. Called the Curt Flood rule by some, Article XIX of the revised contracts 

indicated “The contract of a Player with ten or more years of Major League service, the last five 

of which have been with one Club, shall not be assignable to another Major League Club without 

the player’s written consent.”   

“People were shocked about how unfair the owners were to the players.”  200

Through their silence, baseball players perpetuated for decades the system that oppressed 

them. The confluence of America’s rapid growth, modernization, and visibly liberalizing public 

at the same time that Curt Flood and Jim Bouton decided to speak out created the opportunity for 

others to question the system they struggled under for years. In the years since its publication, 

Ball Four has consistently received credit as “the book that changed baseball,” and for 

“[changing] the way succeeding generations looked at baseball.”  Not only did Bouton’s book 201

change the way outsiders thought about baseball and baseball players, it helped turn a corner in 

the legal history of baseball in the way it changed perceptions of the sport for players, so that 

they were willing to question standard practice. As players began to accept the progress that the 

MLBPA could afford them through collective bargaining, and Bouton’s book emblazoned 
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headlines alongside news of Flood’s trial, “players came to recognize their own collective and 

individual power.”  Jim Bouton said, “Curt Flood showed how unfair it was for the owners to 202

take advantage of the players.”  In an earlier interview, Bouton also said, “I think the Curt 203

Flood ruling, even though it went against the players, was framed in such a way . . . that [it] was 

always part of what encouraged the arbitrator to decide that these were one year contracts.”   204

Ball Four’s importance in the arbitration validates the significance of the memoir as a 

milestone in baseball’s labor history. At Marvin Miller’s request and with Arbitrator Peter Seitz’s 

approval, Ball Four was used as evidence in the Messersmith and McNally arbitration, because it 

was considered “contemporaneous notes” of the condition of the baseball player as an 

employee.  No one had documented so thoroughly the interactions between players and 205

management before Bouton. “It was the only evidence we had of owners’ player abuse,” he 

said.  It was important also that Bouton didn’t just record his personal stories, he also told 206

stories about his teammates. “All these guys, each one of them, almost every player in Ball Four 

has had at least two or three instances of owners abuse of the players. It continues a 

refrain . . .”  In the forward added to later editions of Ball Four, Bouton said,  207

 Charles DeMotte, “Writing from the Bullpen: Jim Brosnan and Jim Bouton, Two Baseball Diarists,” 202
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It may be no coincidence that after half a century of struggle the players won their free 
agency shortly after the publication of Ball Four. No one will know what part the book 
may have played in creating a favorable climate of opinion. I only know that when 
Marvin Miller asked me to testify in the Messersmith arbitration case which freed the 
players, I quoted passages from Ball Four.   208

Like Flood, Bouton told the baseball player’s story in such a way that it was apparent that 

players were not treated fairly. Bouton said, “Ball Four was the first book to tell people how 

difficult it was to make a living in baseball.”  

The most important reaction to Ball Four came from the baseball establishment. When 

Commissioner Bowie Kuhn reprimanded Jim Bouton for the publication of his book, he affirmed 

that the book was at least a story he didn’t want told, regardless of whether or not it was true. 

“The owners… didn’t want people to know they were taking advantage of the players… They 

were afraid that a judge, a jury, an arbitrator, a congressman would read the book and decide that 

the owners were being unfair to the players. And, ironically, that’s exactly what happened,” 

Bouton told the Society for American Baseball Research in 1992.  “Five years later at the 209

Messersmith hearing in 1975, the arbitrator partially based on Ball Four… decided that the 

owners were taking advantage of their contracts, that they were really all one-year contracts.”  210

It is widely acknowledged that Flood’s failure in his lawsuit was fundamental 

groundwork for gains to come, most notably paving the way for the Messersmith and McNally 

arbitration. Brad Snyder writes, “Curt Flood was not baseball’s first free agent. Nor did his 
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 Bouton, SABR interview.  209
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lawsuit create free agency. But his legal battle set the stage for free agency in baseball.”  In an 211

interview with Snyder, Miller said, “what Flood v. Kuhn really accomplished was . . . raising the 

consciousness of everyone involved in baseball: the writers, the fans, the players—and perhaps 

even some of the owners.”  During the arbitration, Miller also said, “A lot has happened in the 212

last two years, the climate now is much more favorable for negotiation.”  On Flood v. Kuhn, 213

journalist Richard Reeves wrote, “He lost, but the Flood case did help set in motion a series of 

events that won those rights for other men, people like Reggie Jackson, who was able to sell his 

talent to the New York Yankees for $600,000 a year.”   214

That Flood changed baseball is widely accepted, but difficult to prove. Miller told 

Snyder, “I can’t help but think both Hunter and Messersmith/McNally had to, at the appropriate 

time, have been influenced by the courage of Curt Flood. As in any case of an advance that had 

to be fought for, the struggle of those who came before, including those who didn’t succeed, had 

to have an impact on those who later proved to be successful.”  But he admitted, “In my gut I 215

feel there was a connection, but I can’t prove it.” Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackman said, 
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“In some respects the case wasn’t very important.”  The editor’s preface to Robert Goldman’s 216

One Man Out provides another view of Flood’s contribution to the end of free agency. It reads,  

In the end, Flood lost his suit, but the players’ union negotiated ‘free agency’ with the 
owners’ association, and free agency now dictates who plays for whom. Flood did not 
benefit from this sea change, and perhaps his suit did not cause free agency, but it did 
dramatize the plight of the players and ultimately made free agency seem natural.  217

Flood’s story inspired the players to commit to change. Some players didn’t agree with Flood, 

but they did see his efforts as a means to progress. Ed Edmonds quotes Chicago Cub Milt 

Pappas, the team’s representative in the Players’ Association, who said,  

The ruling doesn’t make a lot of difference and the players were not looking to make 
utter chaos, which complete elimination of the reserve clause would do. However, some 
owners now have an idea how the players feel. What we are going to seek at the meeting 
table is an agreement that will give some veteran players some freedom in negotiating.   218

Richard Moss, General Counsel for the MLBPA from 1966-1977, said, “We lost the case, but it 

was nevertheless very important because people got to know what was going on and why Curt 

was [suing].”  Charles Korr’s assessment of the leap from Flood to free agency says, “Flood 219

energized the union and reminded individual players of the restrictions placed on them by the 

reserve system. He brought the issue of the reserve system into the open after decades of players 

had either ignored it or thought of it as one price to pay as a major leaguer.”  Upon seeing the 220
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 Ibid., ix. 217
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reaction by the players, “The union tapped into resentments that were brought into the open by 

Flood’s courage. His sincerity and determination went a long way to convince players that there 

was a battle worth fighting.”  221

“It turned out the owners had reason to be afraid.”   222

Henry Fetter argues Flood v. Kuhn was actually a hindrance to MLBPA’s arbitration 

efforts. Flood’s failure was a barrier to collective bargaining success because the case relied on 

the interpretation of the reserve clause as binding in perpetuity. The Messersmith-McNally 

arbitration argued the opposite, that the reserve clause was actually a one-year renewal contract 

that could only be renewed for one year without the player signing his contract. Fetter quotes a 

letter from Seitz’s personal correspondence that declares “[the] litigation avenue reached a dead 

end when the Supreme Court of the United States in the Flood Case decided that baseball was 

not a business subject to the anti-trust laws.”   Fetter criticizes the flip-flop the Players’ 223

Association instigated with the arbitration, which he uses to question Seitz’s objectivity in his 

decision-making. 

 Fetter has a point: Seitz’s decision to side with the players appears to be a result of other 

factors at play. Paramount among these other factors were the effects Curt Flood and Jim Bouton 

had on the perception of baseball players and owners as actors in an outdated, lopsided business 
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relationship. Fetter quotes the transcript from the Messersmith-McNally arbitration, in which the 

players pursued “an attempt to rewrite history, to ignore a mountain of facts . . . rule in which the 

Association has knowingly acquiesced.”  Someone had to convince the players they had the 224

ability to rewrite history, especially when only a few years before the arbitration, many players 

saw the MLBPA as unimportant. Jim Bouton and Curt Flood, along with Marvin Miller, were the 

men who convinced these players they had standing in the fight against the owners. Fetter also 

admits that a desire for adaptation in conjunction with modern concepts of freedom of contract 

and the failure of progress through legal proceedings, “may have persuaded Seitz that the players  

. . . were being reasonable and open-minded, quite unlike the owners.”   225

Flood’s case was a dramatic one, fueled with racially charged language and a demand for 

absolute freedom, based on anti-trust charges and the 13th Amendment to the Constitution. In an 

interview for the New York Times, Miller offered subtle homage to Flood’s crusade. He said, 

“While I think the money impact is noteworthy and makes a good story, more was involved than 

that. The whole freedom issue has always gotten underplayed, the difference between being a 

piece of property your whole career and not. That’s not the kind of thing you can measure against 

other cases.”  In the aftermath of a case that may have exaggerated what players could expect 226

owners to ever concede, the requests of players for much smaller gains suddenly became 

reasonable, if not obvious, to a public that had witnessed Flood’s sacrifice. Players had made 
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reasonable requests for decades, but few, perhaps none, matched Flood’s audacity to ask for total 

freedom. It became much harder to defend the owners when their arguments relied on a special 

exemption granted in the 1920s, when baseball, and the country, looked much different.  

 A weakness in Fetter’s argument is his claim that Seitz’s decision was inevitable, which 

the arbitrator also argued.  Little in history is inevitable, but more importantly someone would 227

have known not to send Curt Flood to court in 1970 if free agency was inevitable. Or, if it was 

inevitable, then perhaps Flood should have won. Before any change could seem natural, 

especially at the hand of collective bargaining or the Players’ Association, someone had to prove 

that the old means of determining winners and losers in baseball’s business matters was defunct, 

which the Supreme Court did when it passed the buck to Congress in Flood v. Kuhn. Failure to 

change needed to look like desperate clinging to a foolish reluctance to change by the owners.  

“Baby, I gave them one hell of a fight.”  228

Ed Edmonds argues, “It would have been difficult to predict that seven years [after the 

Basic Agreement] the nearly century-old stranglehold of the reserve system would be altered by 

an arbitration panel decision.”  At a certain point, failure to change is imprudent, which is 229

perhaps what Fetter means when he implies inevitability, though baseball’s ownership 

consistently resisted prudent decisions at great personal cost. Fetter again quotes Seitz, who said, 

“It was manifest that any effort to obtain . . . relief sought by [players] in union-management 

 Fetter, “From Flood to Free Agency”: 181. 227

 Snyder, A Well-Paid Slave, 313.228

 Edmonds, “At the Brink of Free Agency”: 618. 229
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negotiations could only succeed, if at all, after a struggle that would wreak great damage to all 

concerned in the sport.”  From this quote, one could suggest that the only inevitability was that 230

baseball needed a hero to fall on the sword, in which case Flood was that hero. 

In discussing the advent of free agency, Fran Zimniuch notes, “Two popular songs of the 

era were ‘A New World Comin',’ by Mama Cass Eliot, and ‘People Just Gotta Be Free,’ by the 

Rascals. While baseball often lagged behind society in many instances, suddenly America's 

Pastime was leading the way in individual rights and worker rights.”  The spirit of change and 231

revolution had carried numerous movements forward from the previous decade into the 1970s. 

Flood fled to Spain after a brief stint with the Washington Senators, and Bouton retired from the 

minor leagues when his sore arm couldn’t throw a knuckler anymore. The revolutionaries were 

gone from the battlefield, but the reserve system, as they knew it, was overthrown.  

  

 Fetter, “From Flood to Free Agency”: 182.  230

 Zimniuch, Baseball’s New Frontier, 131.231
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Conclusion 

“Do you know what it means to go against the grain in this country?”  232

 Richard Reeves wrote a provocative feature article for Esquire magazine in 1978, for 

which he tracked down a depressed, broken Curt Flood, recently returned to the United States 

from his self-imposed exile. The feature, “The Last Angry Men,” examined what America did to 

her rebels of recent history, using Flood as an example, along with Ernest Fitzgerald, responsible 

for the Pentagon Papers, John Hanrahan of The Washington Post, and Frank Johnson, the federal 

judge from Alabama who ruled in favor of Civil Rights activists. A friend of Flood told Reeves in 

preparation for the story, “Maybe you should leave him alone. Look, he took on something very 

big and it broke him.”   233

 Flood dealt with his loss by “bedding and boozing,” which he hid only through his exile 

to Majorca.  When Reeves contacted him, he pleaded, “Don’t bring it all up again. Please? Do 234

you know what I’ve ben through? . . . Do you know what it’s like to be called the black son of a 

bitch who tried to destroy baseball, the American Pastime?”  Not only was Flood broken, he 235

was lonely and bitter, abandoned by the game he lost but always loved. Despite the credit given 

to him after his death, and in this study, Flood was alone in his effort during his trial. “I suddenly 

 Richard Reeves, “The Last Angry Men,” 42.  232

 Ibid. 233

 Ibid., 44. Flood describes his drinking habits in Chapter One of his memoir, “The Butterflies of March.” 234

“I kicked off the covers and pronounced myself available to the day . . . Picket my way to the bathroom mirror and 
permitted my bloody eyes to reproach themselves ever so gently. Then past Marian’s room . . . and onward to the 
kitchen for the restorative beer.” He later described a disastrous night inflicted upon himself thanks to vodka 
martinis. Flood, The Way It Is, 11-12. 

 Reeves, “The Last Angry Men,” 42.235
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realized that it was just me against nineteen multimillionaires,” he said. “The first trial in New 

York lasted six weeks. No one showed up. Not one ballplayer came. My roommate didn’t come. 

I roomed with Bob Gibson for ten years. Maybe I wouldn’t have showed up either. I would have 

been afraid, too.”  Few players who followed him recognized what Flood accomplished on 236

their behalf. It was hard to see, given his exile and tortured personal life. He did receive 

occasional praise from those who followed him, like third baseman Bill Madlock, who said, 

“You know, if it weren’t for Curt Flood I wouldn’t be living in that big house and getting a 

couple of thousand dollars for going to a banquet . . . He was good. It’s like a war. You send your 

best soldier out to scout and he doesn’t come back. He’s not there to celebrate the victory. He 

says he’s doing fine. That’s not true, is it?”  237

 Jim Bouton’s name stopped appearing in headlines and became a readymade joke for 

sportswriters instead within the years that followed Ball Four’s publication. When O.J. Simpson 

published his own book, Larry Fleser gave his stamp of approval because the football star, 

“avoids the snide cheap shots of Jim Bouton’s ‘Ball Four.’”  Bouton’s second book, I’m Glad 238

You Didn’t Take It Personally, received little fanfare compared to its predecessor upon its 

publication only a year later. When baseball gave him the boot—the Pilots traded him to the 

Houston Astros at the tail end of 1969, where he experienced some success until mid-season 

1970 and he returned to the minor leagues, which prompted his retirement—Bouton carried on, 

 Ibid. 236

 Ibid., 46. 237

 Larry Felser, “New Book by Simpson,” The Sporting News, September 5, 1970, 49. 238
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writing for sports publications, commentating for WABC-TV in New York, and inventing Big 

League Chew Bubble Gum.  Four more editions of Ball Four followed its initial publication. 239

Bouton remained jovial in interviews, and continued to profess his love for the game. Once a 

year or so someone writes an article about him, with headlines like, “Jim Bouton still as 

opinionated as ever,” and “’Ball Four’: the book that changed baseball.”  Bouton’s effect on the 240

sport was far subtler than the pastime’s most prominent scandals—the Black Sox, the Flood case

—but a strain of distrust stemmed from his actions and lingered for several decades. It wasn’t 

until the 1997 that Bouton was invited to play at the Yankees’ Old Timers game. That same year, 

the tides turned on the Curt Flood story to produce the positive legacy told today.  

 Curt Flood died of throat cancer January 21, 1997 at age 59. In death, Curt Flood became 

the hero many now call him. “He was the kind of man who never gave up, he only gave out,” 

said Bob Gibson at Flood’s funeral in 1997.  There is an awareness of the lack of gratitude 241

Flood receives from players who benefitted from his sacrifice, that is as apparent today as it was 

at his funeral, where “anyone who expected to see a slew of baseball’s younger multimillionaires 

paying their respects Monday would have been disappointed.” Former player Tito Fuentes wept, 

 James Alan Bouton, player file, National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, Cooperstown, NY. 239
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February 28, 2016, https://www.bostonglobe.com/sports/2014/07/17/catching-with-ever-opinionated-jim-bouton/
ynmwU7CYTMS2qveyeSh3KJ/story.html. NPR Staff, “’Ball Four’: the book that changed baseball,” Talk of the 
Nation, NPR News, April 26, 2012, accessed October 28, 2015, http://www.npr.org/2012/04/26/151457344/ball-
four-the-book-that-changed-baseball. 

 John L. Mitchell, “Fellow Players Were His Biggest Fans; Baseball: Curt Flood, who paved way for 241

free agency, is eulogized as a rare athlete who leaves a social legacy,” The Los Angeles Times, January 28, 1997, B1. 
Curtis Charles Flood player file. National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, Cooperstown, NY. 

!  86



!87

and said, “I’m sorry that so many of the young players who made millions, who benefited from 

his fight, are not here. They should be here.”  

Overwhelmingly, Flood is seen as the hero of free agency, the martyr who didn’t get the 

thanks he deserved. In 1998, Congress passed the Curt Flood Act, which stated, “major league 

baseball players are covered under the anti-trust laws.”  It is gratifying for those who think 242

Flood did not get enough credit during his life to see his commemoration post-mortem, though it 

is troubling for the historian. I say this to note the power of retrospection in baseball, and the 

ways in which it may skew the Curt Flood story, or the Jim Bouton story for that matter. 

It is unsurprising to see baseball history glorified time and again. After all, the owners 

and Kuhn did the same by glorifying the reserve clause and scoffing at change. Baseball memory 

in this moment says Curt Flood changed the way people thought about baseball players and their 

contracts for the better. But Curt Flood will never be in the Hall of Fame. Baseball will face more 

changes. When those moments come, owners, players, and fans will determine their cast of 

heroes and villains, but that plot may not remain static. Was Curt Flood really a hero? What did 

he really accomplish for baseball? How was he really received in his time?  

 As much as retrospection is a hindrance, it allows us to connect those events we may not 

have been able to as they occurred. Would Ball Four have mattered without Flood v. Kuhn? If 

Flood’s lawsuit truly did pave the way for the Messersmith-McNally arbitration, the answer is 

no, since Ball Four’s greatest concrete significance was its utility in the arbitration. Curt Flood 

certainly didn’t need Ball Four to sue baseball, and the memoir had arguably little effect on 

Flood’s case, especially since it was likely doomed from the start. But could Curt Flood have 

 Curt Flood Act of 1998, Public Law 105-297, 105th Cong., (October 27, 1998), accessed April 13, 2016, 242
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rallied the kind of cultural change and discourse about players as employees the way Ball Four 

and The Way It Is did in conjunction? Would Flood have published The Way It Is in its form as 

we know it if Bouton hadn’t first softened the climate with his humorous memoir? In my 

analysis the answers are no and no. Perhaps someone can prove that Marvin Miller, called the 

puppet master on more than one occasion, coordinated a web of cultural insurgency with Flood 

and Bouton, and maybe others, to accomplish his goals.  

Like the sport they played, Flood and Bouton’s rebellions did not exist in a vacuum, but 

rather in constant revolution around one another. Their rule-breaking made Bowie Kuhn’s head 

spin, shattering the veneer before the falsehoods and injustices of the national pastime. They 

riled sportswriters, players, fans, and Commissioner alike. That they created similar or singular 

discussion relates their stories in baseball memory, and categorizes their rebellions together 

during an opportune moment in American history and sport.  

 When I interviewed Bouton, I asked him about his book, and what he thought of Curt 

Flood—the lawsuit, The Way It Is, if he’d read it. Bouton said he didn’t know Flood, but talked 

about the merits of his case. At the end of our interview, Bouton returned to Flood, and suggested 

that his book and Curt Flood’s story accomplished something together. He said to me, “I think 

Ball Four and The Way It Is, the combination of the two, struck out the owners . . . it ended up 

confirming each other’s perspectives. I just wanted to pay attention and share the fun of the 

game, and then I started to realize the economic impact on the game and how unfair the players 

were treated by the owners. And of course Marvin Miller made it all happen. It was a perfect 

setup.”  243

 Jim Bouton, interview with the author.243
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APPENDIX A: DOCUMENTS 

1. National Archives Catalog, Item 278309,  “Exhibit A, a copy of the contract between the 
St. Louis Cardinals Baseball Club, Inc. and Curtis Charles Flood,” Flood v. Kuhn, 
Supreme Court Briefs and Records, National Archives, Washington, D.C., accessed 

February  4, 2016, https://research.archives.gov/id/278309. 
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Paragraph 10(a), the reserve clause, as it appeared on page 3 of Curt Flood’s contract with the St. 
Louis Cardinals (National Archives). 

!  

10. (a) On or before January 15 (or if a Sunday, then the next preceding business day) of the year 
next following the last playing season covered by this contract, the Club may tender to the Player 
a contract for the term of that year by mailing the same to the Player at his address following his 
signature hereto, or if none be given, then at his last address of record with the club. If prior to 
March 1 next succeeding said January 15, the Player and the Club have not agreed upon the 
terms of such contract, then on or before 10 days after said March 1, the Club shall have the right 
by written notice to the Player at said address to renew this contract for the period of one year on 
the same terms, except that the amount payable to the Player shall be such as the Club shall fix in 
said notice; provided, however, that said amount, if fixed by a Major League Club, shall be an 
amount payable at a rate not less than 80% of the rate stipulated for the preceding year. 

!  107



!108

2. Curt Flood, letter to Baseball Commissioner Bowie Kuhn, December 24, 1969. Accessed 
via National Archives Catalog, Item 278312, “Exhibit D,” Flood v. Kuhn, Supreme Court 

Briefs and Records, National Archives, Washington, D.C., accessed February 4, 2016, 
https://research.archives.gov/id/278312. 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS 

1. Phone interview with Jim Bouton, November 4, 2015: 

Gwendolyn Lockman (GL): What was involved in the decision to write Ball Four? 
Jim Bouton (JB): I was never trying to do anything or prove anything. I had no goal here. I 
wanted to share the fun of baseball with fans. Every season after the baseball season I would go 
home and my mom and dad would ask how things were going, so I’d tell them stories. They told 
me to keep notes, because “those were very interesting stories.” Towards the end of my career, 
the Yankees sold me to the Seattle Pilots, so I decided, well I’m gonna finally tell… better start 
taking notes. 

JB: I had lunch before I went down to spring training with Leonard Schecter, a good friend and a 
really good writer, and he was writing a story about my adopted son, David, and he was asking 
me about what it was like to have this new child in my family and he was writing an article in the 
magazine about David Bouton. He started asking me about . . . the baseball season, and he told 
me I should keep notes. I already was. He said if I needed any help with that that I should let him 
know. He said the best way to do this is to have somebody send tapes to you. He was familiar 
with some friends who played . . . They had some people there who were very good at listening, 
so if you sent in some tapes they’re very good at transcribing the tapes. So I started taking notes, 
and I had a little notebook and I’d write stuff during day and even during the season and in the 
locker room and stuff. I don’t know what they were thinking, but what harm could it be? Mostly 
just funny stories and characters. I didn’t realize what I was doing. Ball Four had a big impact on 
baseball and the economic situation because Ball Four was the first book to tell people how 
difficult it was to make a living in baseball. The salaries were outrageous and the whole season 
of all of that, people were shocked about how unfair the owners were to the players. At that time, 
the new union leader, Marvin Miller, read Ball Four and asked if I would join the union with the 
arbitration hearing. Ball Four was accepted as legal evidence because it was based on 
contemporaneous notes and those were the notes that were receivable and the arbitrator accepted 
it as evidence. It was the only evidence we had of owners’ player abuse.  

GL: If you just wrote the book to talk about the fun of baseball, how did it make you feel when 
the book became a part of the arbitration and when people reacted to it? 
JB: When I started taking notes, when Ball Four was introduced that was when— I wasn’t 
thinking about the money, the unfairness, the owners being unfair. To me, I started, since I was 
listening all the time, and writing notes, I began to become a very good observer in a way that I’d 
never done just as a regular player. I started listening to the guys and how interesting they were 
and how wacky they are and how marvelous they are. About halfway through I realized this is a 
very funny book and the humanity of the players was astonishing to me. You know, unless you’re 
keeping notes on a daily basis . . . and then talking them into a tape recorder every day for 
months starting with spring training, you have a completely different view of your teammates. I 
began to appreciate them. Even the guys I didn’t really like at all, I became . . . they were 
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fascinating people and funny as hell. To me, I felt I was learning about myself, learning about 
these characters and what kind of life . . . And the thing with the arbitration hearing was that, an 
afterthought. It ended up opening my eyes and appreciating the humanity of my teammates.  

GL: Can you speak to what Curt Flood did? 
JB: To me, I don’t remember speaking with Curt Flood. He was playing for the Cardinals. I 
pitched against him in the World Series. I knew that he was suing baseball. Most of the players 
thought that was foolish, waste of time. Some of them thought it might destroy the game of 
baseball, maybe if the owners got fed up with people like Curt Flood, they’d disband the game. 
But Curt Flood was rejected by the Supreme Court. It shows you how lopsided and uneven it 
was. Curt Flood showed how unfair it was for the owners to take advantage of the players this 
way. The advantage of the players and their poor circumstances was that it turned out to be more 
compelling to a judge. All these guys, each one of them, almost every player in Ball Four has 
had at least two or three instances of owners’ abuse of the players. It continues a refrain during 
Ball Four. It’s usually a funny comment, oh, like for example, Fred Talbot, one of the pitchers 
for the Pilots, somebody said, “Hey Fred, when you get a contract for a few thousand dollars and 
its hardly enough money to pay for the groceries, what do you do? Do you ever argue with them” 
“Nah, I tell ‘em a few choice words and then I sign contract.” “I always sign the contract after I 
give them a few choice words.” But I can’t do justice to the vocabulary of my teammates. That’s 
why I’m so glad I wrote Ball Four. Before my stroke, I told my story. Ball Four is on audiotape. 
If you get Ball Four audio, I think it’s a very, people really enjoy listening to it, because, I think I 
was a very good listener. I was able to capture that and I think that’s in the audio version. I think 
that’s the most impactful. 

GL: Was there a time when you were most happy or most proud of the book or was there a 
moment that made it worth it? 
JB: I think mostly, the first thing that happened, when Ball Four came out, I only started off with 
some excerpts in Look magazine. It was called the most outrageous and most over the top 
material. So the sportswriters hated the material because it did outrun their business. I remember 
Dick Young had a column Inside Confidential in the Daily News or Locker Room Confidential 
and that was his regular column and he was… who is this guy this baseball player, and I had 
more inside information than he did. I “insided” him.  

(Mr. Bouton offered further comments on Curt Flood at the end of the interview) 
JB: Other than the fact he [Flood] paved the way, even though he was rejected. I think Ball Four 
and The Way It Is, the combination of the two struck out the owners. What happened was it 
ended up confirming each other’s perspectives. Inadvertently, on my say, I just wanted to pay 
attention and share the fun of the game and then it started to realize the economic impact on the 
game and how unfair the players were treated by the owners. And of course Marvin Miller made 
it all happen. It was a perfect setup.  
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2. Partial Transcript, Society for American Baseball Research Oral History Project 
Interview with Curt Flood. 

Notation on disk: SABR Oral History Curt Flood. BL-1288.94 DTA 446 

Society for American Baseball Research Interviewer (SABR): What had you been doing since the 
end of your book? 
Curt Flood (CF): Cleaned my pores out (in Mallorca, Spain). There’s no place like America, I got 
very homesick . . . in 1976 or 7 I guess I came back to the states . . . I live in Oakland, so I came 
back to Oakland . . . and I remarried. I married the girl I’d been dating since 1966 and we moved 
to Los Angeles, where I reside now . . . since then I have an art studio, I’m still in commercial art 
. . . I do presentations on college campuses. We talk about the reserve clause and baseball . . . 
there are men that are starting the law in college that want to know . . . I do baseball seminars 
and coach little league . . . In Los Angeles there’s the Curt Flood facility . . .  
I’m 54 years old now, and I’m retired, baseball allows you to retire. One of the great things that 
came from the organization that was built to take this case to the supreme court gave us a great 
pension fund. So . . . although Messersmith and McNally received money, for the rest of our life, 
for the rest of our lives for a lot of men that missed free agency, the pension fund that we put 
together will take care of them. So I’m retired and that gives me the time and money that allows 
me to play these games.  

SABR: How hard was it to leave the Senators and determine that your career was basically 
over?  
CF: It was very difficult. As difficult that time as it was before, but Robert Short and I had a 
conversation long before I became a Washington Senator. I told him, Mr. Short, I hadn’t played 
in a long time and I don’t know whether I can play baseball at the major league level or not. He 
said if you decide you can’t do it, you can go back to Europe or wherever you go. But Ted 
Williams and some very find people were involved with the Senators at the time… But so many 
things happened that made it difficult to stay in the states. My wife was being threatened again. 
We went on a road trip to New York and in Yankee Stadium in my locker was a wreath that said 
“Rest In Peace.” And ugly letters, very threatened situation that made it difficult to play baseball, 
made it difficult for me just to be here. 
. . .  
CF: Recollecting all these things even causes me anguish, and I even hate to do interviews like 
this, because I love baseball. Baseball has been extremely kind to me and it is unfortunate that 
there is a part of baseball that hits me right in my kitchen and it’s this part, the part that probably 
will be remembered more than the 15 years that I played professional baseball. And that is too 
bad. To answer your question: the Senators was very difficult but I felt a very necessary thing to 
do. The people that I involved… were very powerful people… and at the time, you have to 
understand, the average fan who would give their first born child to wear my uniform did not 
understand that all was not well in baseball and that there were men who were playing for no 
money, there were men who had to work two jobs in order to afford to play baseball. I had to 
work all winter to be able to afford to play baseball in the summer. And it was caused by the 
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contract that was just so unfair to the employee. And anyway. It was a difficult decision to go 
back to Europe. 

SABR: Well, now that the Reserve Clause is semi-dead… has it changed enough, do you think? Is 
that sufficient to keep the competitive balance of the game that the ownership likes to talk about? 
And the freedom for the players . . . ?  
CF: Well, it’s not really fair for me to make that judgment. I’ve been away from the game so long 
that I can’t honestly and truly give an estimate of what is fair to the player and the management 
today. But what I do feel is that the people who own baseball teams are smart enough to not 
make bad investments . . . we talk in terms of millions of dollars and as a lay person . . . that is an 
awful lot of money . . . but when you’re talking about show biz or television you’re talking about 
megabucks involved and professional baseball . . . perhaps I can’t even wrap my comprehension 
around what is fair. They did a study several years ago because in the media they felt that the 
baseball players were getting paid much more than they deserved. They found that the ratio of 
what the player gets and what the owner makes . . . it’s the same ratio as it was when I was 
playing . . .  

SABR: What’s it like to be standing out in center field with Willie Mays at bat or something like 
that and  a long high fly that looks like it’s going to go over your head and you’re racing back: 
what that like? It seems to me like it would be the greatest feeling in the world. 
CF: You’re seeing the finished product of many, many, many, many years of long fly balls and 
when that happens your mind just sort of goes into automatic. . . . You almost amaze yourself 
sometimes what you do . . . you’re doing things right now . . . about a thousand things. That 
happens when the ball hits the bat . . . and all the things you’ve trained yourself to be . . . What is 
a great feeling though is since you are there and Willie is up to bat at the plate, somehow, you are 
his equal because you are in the same ball park with him and you’re his adversary . . .  

SABR: I saw a thing one time that talks about normal bell shape curves for talent. This guy said 
when you’re looking at Major League Ball players you’re looking at the extreme right end of that 
curve. How much of that stuff is hard work and how much is God given talent? 
CF: I don’t think a lot of it is God given. You can be as great as you want to with great hard work 
or you can be as poor as you want to. There are men that have been given bodies capable of 
hitting the ball with power, that part is God given, but to train yourself to hit a hundred mile an 
hour fastball with that god given body . . .  

SABR: Why did so many come out of Oakland? 
CF: Well, it’s California and the weather has a lot to do with it. We were just fortunate that there 
were men who organized little leagues . . . and we can play 11 months out of the year in 
California.  
. . .  
CF: It has been rumored . . . that blacks and latinos always do that. They sit out . . . if they’re hurt 
bad or not . . . Latinos are lazy, they miss their turns in rotation and they do all kinds of ugly 
things. What I meant when I said that so many years ago was that we hear these rumors, too, and 
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I try my best . . . I was never on the disabled list. But there are horror stories, like J.R. Richards 
who begged and pleaded that he was hurt and they just said here’s just another nigger who wants 
to get paid and sit on the bench.  
. . .  
CF: I hate to do interviews. 

SABR: Do you think it has improved? That the environment has improved? Hank Aaron wrote a 
book and Frank Robinson wrote a book and basically said racism is endemic in baseball.  
CF: It has always been. And it will always be. When there . . . you have to understand. It’s not 
just baseball. It’s a job. It’s a job that has a very special place in our culture. It’s a job that means 
money and celebrity. It’s a job, that when you become a manager, you get your drinking buddy as 
one of your coaches. It is racism, in its most subtle form. And as long as a handful of men own 
this industry it will be divided up the way it is. Until we get a black, 24 black owners, it’s going 
to be this way.  
. . .  
SABR: I hope I didn’t dredge up too much… 
CF: You did.  
SABR: I apologize for that.  
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3. Partial Transcript, Society for American Baseball Research Oral History Project 
Interview with Jim Bouton. 

Notation on disk: Interview w/ Jim Bouton. August 12, 1992. DTA 850. 

Society for American Baseball Research Interviewer (SABR): Marvin Miller told me you and 
Whitey Ford were two of the first guys who thought that the players’ association could do a lot 
for players. What did you believe they could do? 
Jim Bouton (JB): Well, I knew the players association that existed when I joined the major 
leagues wasn’t doing very much, so any change would be good. At that time we were represented 
by judge Cannon who I didn’t really think was as sharp as a lot of the other players thought he 
was. So when… the group that was looking for an executive director… came up with Marvin 
Miller, I knew right away he had to be better than Judge Cannon, and this was before I met him. 
SO once I had a chance to meet Marvin I realized he would be a tremendous benefit to the 
players because he was well educated. He was a teacher. He was a very good teacher. Also you 
could tell from the reaction of the owner that he would be good for the players. They hated him. 
They were saying he’d bring in goons… and there would be violence and strikes and picket lines 
and violence on the picket lines and we didn’t need that in our union. And we all realized of 
course that we did need that, that it would be better than what we had. When we were making a 
salary of 7,000 dollars anything would have been good . . .  
JB: But the owners really missed the boat. Most of the players didn’t want to call it a union, 
that’s why they called it an association. They hated a union, most of them were conservative 
guys… the unions were the bad guys and communist and Bolshevik and all that stuff, so most 
players just wanted to play ball, they didn’t want to have anything to do with unions. If you 
talked about the union in the club house you were called the clubhouse lawyer. So the owners 
could have made a wonderful offer to the players… If the owners had said to us in 1965 or 66… 
not only will we raise the minimum from 7 to 10, but we’ll raise it 1,000 a year for the next 20 
years and we’ll double the meal money… every player would have gone for it immediately. That 
would have been enough. in the end. They wouldn’t have cared whether the pension plan was 
funded or not because a lot of guys didn’t even know what that meant. They would have just said 
“hey, minimum salary 1000 a year, more meal money, we’ll take it.” The owners were so greedy 
that they wouldn’t even give us that. So we hired Marvin Miller, Marvin educated the players 
and then we ended up getting far more than we would have been willing to accept in the 
beginning. 
. . .  
JB: f the union had offered the players just anything halfway decent, the players would have said 
“we’ll take it” because they just wanted to play baseball.  

SABR: Why did it take players so long to start sharing salary information? 
JB: Basically, dumb. Mostly dumb.  

SABR: Ego? 
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JB: No, it didn’t have anything to do with ego… the players believed that the owners had their 
best interest at heart. They really believed that. And when the owners said… you know we’re 
giving you a special deal, don’t tell anyone else. So most people believed that. So they didn’t tell 
anyone else. And most of the guys believed that. I was the first, Phil (?) and I… said this is 
ridiculous. We would always share our salaries because we could make a breakthrough and 
capitalize on that. The other guys kept quiet. The only salary figures that they made public was 
Mickey Mantle… 

SABR: You were probably one of the few players who campaigned to be a player rep. 
JB: Yeah, I was more militant than the other players on the team… I wanted to you know get in 
there and fight for the things I felt we were entitled to. But at that stage in the game it was still a 
popularity contest. It would never occur to the ball players in the 1960s that maybe the least 
popular guy on the team might make a good player representative and it might be in their interest 
to have him on there. That you’re really… that it isn’t a popularity contest it’s the player 
representative. Really, the smartest guy should be the player rep. Or the guy who wants it the 
most and who cares about it, knows about it. 
. . .  
JB: Clete Boyer was more of a company guy. Steve (Hamilton) was a better choice than either 
one of us. Steve ended up a better player rep than I would have been. He combined the 
intelligence and the knowledge that I would have brought there and he had more interpersonal 
skills than I did and he was able to communicate better to the players.  
. . .  
JB: I was too outspoken and too much of a smart ass to be a popular guy. 

SABR: Why are athletes so hostile towards intellectuals? 
JB: I think that not all of them, but most of them, spend most of their time splaying their sports, 
so they become like idiot savants so… anything else probably scares them. I’d say it’s probably 
the same for computer nerds… it’s a matter of incredible specialization… If you’ve spent your 
entire life . . .  a skill, yes you’re going to be the best in the world at it but you might not be able 
to tie your shoelaces or get to work in the morning. 
. . .  
JB: More and more kids were signing directly out of high school, where as today college has 
replaced the lower minor leagues as a training ground… when I was playing ball back in the late 
50s and early 60s guys who would read a book on the bus would get nicknamed “professor.” 
Today I imagine most of the guys pick up a book very easily. 

SABR: When you were working on Ball Four and being surreptitious and all that did you feel 
sometimes that your writer’s allegiance to the truth was more important than your own self-
interest? 
JB: Oh yes. And it wasn’t a writers’ allegiance in a sense that I felt I was part of a writing 
fraternity, I just felt that I really wanted to share with fans the way it really was, so in order to tell 
the way it really was I needed to show everything. Including the warts, including my own good 
and bad side. I didn’t try to edit the book. Particularly when I was in the early stages of writing 
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my notes and… with the tape recorder I didn’t do any. I basically said, well, I’ll edit it later. I 
don’t want to make any judgment of what’s going to go in or stay out . . .  

SABR: What percentage of the material stayed in? How much more did you have? 
JB: I would say there was ten times as much material out as in. It was huge stacks of paper, 
double spaced. So only a small fraction got in, and even that we had to struggle to get down to 
400 pages. Otherwise it was a 500 page book and the editor didn’t want that. 

SABR: And it’s chock full the way it is 
JB: We had to throw out anecdotes and stories that we thought were pretty good… 

SABR: Does it seem pretty tame to you in retrospect? 
JB: Tame in terms of controversy, yes. But I think what makes the book hold up over the years is 
the fact that it’s . . . it was a carefully kept diary, and the players are very revealing of themselves 
and since they were very funny and unique and interesting people the book is funny and 
interesting, not because of me, but because of the players that made it that way. If an Aztec 
Indian had kept a diary of life in Mexico in the early days, that would be just as interesting to 
read today as at any time. Any time somebody keeps a diary of an experience, the diary stands as 
a… it’s almost like reading a rock formation for a geologist. It doesn’t have to be current. It 
doesn’t have to be controversial. All it has to do is be accurate for its time.  

SABR: I’m a diarist, I’ve averaged over 1000 words a day for about the last 7 or 8 years and I 
just work gambling stories in there all the time. I know exactly what you mean. It has a cathartic 
benefit, too. 
JB: It gives your own life perspective as much as anything else.  

SABR: Were you surprised by what you discovered about yourself that year? 
JB: Yeah. As a matter of fact I think I learned a number of things on the spot. Each night I could 
report my team’s reactions to me that day and I could modify and change… I started getting 
along with people I could never get along with, for example Fred Talbot. He and I never really… 
we were just from two different worlds, he’s from the old school, blood and guts, tough guy. But 
I started to see him in a totally different light. I used to see him as a ball player… a rough ball 
player, but now I saw him as an interesting character for the book because all those rough things 
he was saying I saw as great material so now I started to cultivate him as a friend and he ended 
up to me becoming, I just felt really close to Fred Talbot. I was very disappointed that he didn’t 
like the book and that he doesn’t want to speak to me after that. So he’s gone back to his original 
feelings about me, but during that season, he actually had some good feelings toward me…  
He used to say, “hey, if Bouton recommends a restaurant, you can be sure to get some good 
communist dishes!” He never would have addressed me personally. One time it was raining and 
we were all jumping into taxicabs… Talbot jumps in ahead of me and says, “take the next cab 
you Communist!”  But he became a very funny guy and I started to see another side of Fred 
Talbot and I really started to like him. 
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SABR: Do most or all pitchers fight what I think is the time bomb… their arms, is there a time at 
which most pitchers expect their arm is gonna? 
JB: No, you never know. When you’re throwing the ball hard and you’re getting people out . . . 
you just feel like you’re going to do it forever. At some point everyone figures they’ll be in the 
Hall of Fame . . . you just think you’re invincible.  
. . .  
SABR: You never really had any security after your arm went the first time did you? 
JB: No, we never had any security, there were no long-term contracts then. There were no 
guarantees. You couldn’t save yourself. You couldn’t go out there and say I’m not going to throw 
these balls as hard as I possibly could to save my arm . . .  
They’ll replace you immediately with someone who was willing to give everything he had for 
that one last game . . .  
I wasn’t a big guy, I always felt like I was a Volkswagen in the Indianapolis 500, a finely tuned 
Volkswagen. As long as everything was working perfectly, the motor the carburetor, just perfect, 
the tires, I could be in the race. But the minute something went wrong I had to go in because I 
was a Volkswagen. A beetle. A VW beetle with a peace sign on it. Do you realize how fine tuned 
that has to be to be in the Indianapolis 500? 

SABR: Reading Ball Four it seems to me that, by then, your competitive urges were almost 
internalized rather than directed toward getting a . . . salary. It was a battle within yourself to 
make the most of what you still had. 
JB: Oh yeah, and particularly, the pitch I threw at that time was a knuckleball, and that’s not the 
kind of pitch where you, where it’s a battle between you and the batter. That’s if you have a good 
fastball or curveball.. when you’re a knuckleball pitcher you’re battling the pitch itself, because 
if you can throw the pitch properly, it gets the batter out, it takes care of everything and it is out 
of your control once it leaves your hand… you have to have the mind of a Zen Buddhist… you 
have to throw the ball with your fingertips without any rotation and the purpose of that is to 
make it jump around so crazy that it makes it hard to throw a strike . . .  

SABR: Have you mastered it yet? 
JB: You never master it. You go through periods of time where you think you’ve mastered it, but 
it’s gone on vacation and neglected to tell you that it went on vacation. Some nights it isn’t there. 
And it’s all about the delicacy… not too strong… a knuckleball going straight is a triple… it’s a 
blast… it’s a batting practice feed. Its very difficult… it’s the only pitch I could stay in the big 
leagues with… and come back.  

SABR: Was that comeback in 78 worth it? 
JB: Yeah, it was great… seeing the minor leagues from a different perspective at a different 
age…. It took two years in the minor leagues to make it back to the major league level.  
… 
I earned my way back in, it wasn’t one of these celebrity walk ons. 
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SABR: [The hold-out boycott] You weren’t so much a part of that, because you were in the 
minors. 
JB: I had signed the year before . . .  

SABR: At the start of the book you mentioned you were obligated to report . . .  
SABR: [Question about meeting at the Fillmore] 
JB: I don’t remember too much about that, but it seemed like the players were ready to do 
something finally. It’s easy to get 25 guys fired up but they had to go get 500 other guys fired up 
about it. 

SABR: Was it tougher on the expansion teams since everyone was scrambling for a job? 
JB: Yeah, you had marginal guys and guys at the end of their careers, kids getting their chance 
for the first time, they didn’t want to get a black mark on their name, that’s why I respected Lou 
Pinella for not showing up.  
SABR: He’d already gotten the short straw from 3 or 4 franchises. 
JB: Yeah, he had a lot of guts.  

SABR: What do you think would have happened if the owners had hardlined it and refused to 
give in? 
JB: I think the players would have stuck together. One of the great things about Marvin Miller 
was that he understood the strengths and the weaknesses of the group and he wasn’t going to 
have a strike if he didn’t think that they would stick together. What the players have on their side 
if they would just stick together is that the owners really have an indefensible position. It’s not 
defensible to ask their employees to give up rights that all other employees have in the interest of 
competitive balance because it’s absurd. There never was competitive balance in baseball. The 
Yankees won 24 pennants in 32 years. The argument of competitive balance was absurd, you 
didn’t need competitive balance to have a successful team, a successful business. The other thing 
is, so what if a team went bankrupt? Everybody thinks that would be the end of baseball. No it 
wouldn’t it would just be the end of that owner of that particular team. Because you would walk 
into a bankruptcy court . . . A guy goes into court and he says I can’t pay my bills and the judge 
says well you have assets here you have a franchise . . . a contract with a stadium, contracts with 
players, you have to sell your assets for what you can . . . and most teams are worth more than 
their outstanding bills… his franchise is still worth . . . will always be worth more than 10 years 
of unpaid bills . . . the new guy would own the logos, the franchise . . .  
. . .  
Whenever the writers are honest about it, the owners start to lose support… 

SABR: Did you testify at Curt Flood’s trial?  
JB: No. I testified at Andy Messersmith’s arbitration hearing. 
  
SABR: What was that like? 
JB: It was interesting. I was only there for the part for my testimony… they wanted somebody to 
testify to the owner’s treatment of the players in the past, so I used Ball Four as my source… this 
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was accepted by the arbitrator of the hearing because it was treated as contemporaneous notes… 
it was important for the arbitrator to hear [about the threats] 
. . . 
JB: See my feeling always has been with Ball Four that the reason the owners didn’t like the 
book had nothing to do with locker room secrets, it had to do with the fact that Ball Four was the 
first book to tell people how difficult it was to make a living in baseball. The owners didn’t want 
everyone to know that they were abusing their anti-trust exemption. They didn’t want people to 
know they were taking advantage of the players and Ball Four detailed that. They were afraid 
that a judge, a jury, an arbitrator, a congressman would read the book and decide that the owners 
were being unfair to the players. And ironically that’s exactly what happened. Five years later at 
the Messersmith hearing in 1975, the arbitrator partially based on Ball Four… decided that the 
owners were taking advantage of their contracts, that they were really all one year contracts. 
That’s when they sat down and made compromises.  

SABR: What was your reaction to Flood’s lawsuit? Do you think that this guy was nuts to 
sacrifice himself?  
JB: No, I just thought it was a very noble venture by Curt Flood, on Curt Flood’s part. I had 
hoped that he had put money away in the years that he was playing to tide him a little for 
sacrificing his career. What was he, 30 years old? So he probably had another five years to go 
that he gave up. I think the Curt Flood ruling, even though it went against the players, was 
framed in such a way that it led to the arbitrator- that was always part of what encouraged the 
arbitrator to decide that these were one year contracts… so to that extent the modern player owes 
a lot to Curt Flood and they should have given that guy what his salary was as a gift. Here, if you 
had played the last five years instead of sacrificing your career for the good of the players you 
would have made a half a million dollars, so here’s the half of million dollars plus interest that 
you would have made and just consider it a gift from us. Happy Birthday. 

SABR: He said in the hierarchy of living things, a ball player is like poultry as far as the owners 
are concerned. 
. . .  
SABR: When I wrote to you I mentioned that Ball Four raised my consciousness of baseball and 
one perspective that I point out to people… is that ball players are at the top of their profession. I 
use a bell curve… the curve of all people who play the game, you’re all on the right edge.  
JB: The justification for players getting paid a lot of money is not that they are the top 600 
players in the world, but that they’re part of a monopolistic industry that makes millions of 
dollars. It’s an American system.  
… 
JB: You can’t do something in sports that’s good that isn’t bad for someone else. Everybody does 
something well at someone else’s expense. It’s like taking 600 nuclear physicists, putting them in 
a classroom, and grading them on a curve… people can (?) a ball player for only hitting .210, but 
not do that to actors or a dancer… They always have roses there no matter what. Don’t they ever 
have a bad night? Isn’t there a night where they don’t bring out the roses? 
…. 
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JB: People don’t understand that about ball players. The guy in right field who just dropped the 
ball, he’s the best player to ever come out of Wake Forest Georgia… or Wisconsin…  
… 
SABR: Did you ever dream, back in 66 and 67, that the minimum salary would exceed your 
outlandish hope of $20,000?  
JB: No! It didn’t even occur to me! … I tried to explain to guys… they thought I was being a 
wise guy. Turns out I was low.  

SABR: I have this notion of guys in the bullpen like smart alecks in the back of the classroom. 
… 
JB: There’s more intellectuals among pitchers than any other position. It’s a thinking man’s 
position because it’s a position that initiates the action which requires… thought. It’s a different 
kind of mind… I think most of the thinking minds in baseball have been pitchers. Most of the 
books have been written by pitchers, right? 

SABR: Yeah, starting with Jim Brosnan. (player reps have been mostly pitchers) 
JB: You sit around a lot. Even if you’re a starting pitcher… that’s one of the things that made BF 
possible, I had time to sit around and watch . . . especially a bullpen pitcher . . . You almost have 
free run of the place as a bullpen pitcher as opposed to a starter. 
… 
JB: I like starting better. I was glad I was relieving when I was writing the book though. 

SABR: What was the difference between playing on that losing team in Seattle and playing on the 
first Yankees team to be losers? 
JB: It was actually much tougher with the Yankees because it was a totally new experience for 
everybody… some of those guys had never played on a losing team in their life… I was different 
because I was a benchwarmer in high school… so it was a tremendous shock when you’re trying 
to place blame, the way that an athlete does… it can’t be an athlete’s fault, an athlete always 
wants to blame somebody, especially an umpire… You can blame an umpire for a bat at bat, but 
you can’t blame an umpire for a bad year… We picked Johnny Keane… Houk came back and we 
still played (bad) 
But see even the Seattle Pilots, most of those guys, we weren’t expected to win, we were an 
expansion team. It was like the dirty dozen. We were picked because we weren’t wanted 
somewhere else. So nobody expected anything out of us and if they got anything it was a bonus. 
The fans certainly didn’t expect anything out of us… we didn’t have a good team, we couldn’t 
possibly have a good team… for our parts on the players a) we were happy to still be in baseball 
b) it was interesting meeting guys from other teams… I got all the great storytellers from all the 
teams… here were representatives from all these different teams, coming together, so the whole 
summer was telling stories. It was like we were sitting around a campfire telling these stories. It 
was a gold mine… it was marvelous, and then to get sent down to the minor leagues- what it’s 
like to get sent down, come back up- then to get sent to a team in a pennant race. I couldn’t have 
been on better teams that year to write a book. 
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SABR: And then Bowie Kuhn helped you promote it. 
JB: Bowie Kuhn helped me promote, it what more could you ask. 

SABR: Could you have done it without? 
JB: I don’t know. Maybe Dick Young could have done it all by himself. But the two of them 
made a great combination, I’ll tell you that.  
SABR: With enemies like that, who needs friends, right? 

SABR: Being on an expansion team was more of an opportunity than an exile, right, even though 
you guys were exiles? 
JB: It was an opportunity for everybody. Chance for young guys, difference between getting 
released or not for the rest of us.  
… 
SABR: What enabled you to avoid that downfall (of not enjoying the game)? 
JB: I never felt I belonged in the big leagues in the first place… It was beyond dreaming when I 
was a kid. I was too little when I was a kid… The idea that I would actually play in the big 
leagues was out of the question. It never crossed my mind. SO when I finally got to the big 
leagues this was like a magical wonderland. I didn’t know how long it would last but it didn’t 
matter… I never saw it as a career, I always thought it was just a wonderful thing that had 
happened to me for a period of life, and when it was over I would do something else.  
… 
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