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THE SPORTING NEWS/JANUARY 15, 1990 
BASEBALL 

Twenty Years Later: A Look at the Curt Flood Case 
By CHUCK KORA 

ST. LOUIS-Christmas Eve. 1989, 
marked the 20lh anniversary of o 
landmark day in baseball history. 
Thal was when former SLJ..ouis 
Cnrdioals outfielder( Curt f'ioo1t� 
malled a leller Lo c� 
Bowle Kuhn that greased the skids 
for free agency as we know ll 
today. Within that letter, Flood an
nounced that he would not honor a 
trade that had sent his rlght.s lo 
Philadelphia. 

Flood is certainly the most im
portant player who never played 
for the Phillies. Bis Christmas pres
ent to Kuhn and baseball set off a 
chain or events that resulted in his 
premature retirement from the 
game, a Supreme Court decision 
that upheld baseball's tradiLJonal 
antitrust exemption but recognlzed 
It as an "aberration" and an In
volvement by the Major League 
Baseball Players Association that 
emboldened lacer players to mount 
attacks on lhe reserve system, 

When pllchers Andy Messer
smith and Dave McNally success
fully challenged and defeated the 
reserve system through an arbitra
tion procedure (upheld by a Feder
al Court decision> In 1975 and 1976, 
free agency bad arrived. Flood 
benefited not at all, but htS place In 
hlstory was undeniable. 

Many or the latter-day players 
who can thank free agency for 
their enormous contracts have no 
idea who Flood was. (Perhaps that 
is commentary on how little regard 
most or us have for history.) Any 
discussion or the events that be 
started in 1969 runs the risk or dra
matizing bis efforts to revolutionize 
baseball and minimizing the fact 
that this was an intensely personal 
issue for Flood. As much as he ob
jected to the way In which baseball 
operated as an lndusLry, hls strug• 
gle was brought on by the way he 
was treated personally 

In October, 1969, Flood received 
a two-sentence letter from Biog 
Devine, then general manager or 
lhe Cardinals. The letter read, "En
closed herewith is Player Report 
Notice No. 614 covering the OUT· 
RIGHT assignment or your con
tract to the Philadelphia Club or

the National League, October 8, 
1969. Best or luck." 

The letter was but a formality 
sent 10 inform Flood or an action 
that had been completed already, 
as required by regulations govern
Ing baseball trades. 

There was no personal animosi
ty Involved, to all appearances. 
Nor, in fact, was there any other 
suggestion or emotion. The only ac
knowledgment of the long relation
ship between Flood and Lbe Cardi
nals that appeared In the letter was 
the salutation "Dear Curt" rather 
than "Curtis," to whom the letter 
was addressed. The feller sparkled 
with warmth and reeling in com
parison to the enclosed form enti
tled "NOTICE TO PLAYER OF 
RELEASE OR TRADE." Thal form 
resembled a shipping Invoice. 

By standard operating proce
dures or the day, the player was a 
commodity and the general man
ager was the master or his fate. 
The deleted lines In the form 
showed Flood that he was not 
being "unconditionally released'' 
or being assigned "with right or re
call". U he intended to play base-

ball for a living, be would do so In 
Philadelphia. 

But the form made no mention 
or a trade; lbe whole operation was 
nothing more than the transfer or a 
piece or paper 

8mg Devine Is one of those rare 
men In baseball about whom al
most no one says an unkind word. 

He is a gentleman an every sense, 
but he was also an experienced 
part or baseball's system. The let
ter and lhe rorm he sent to Flood 
were business as usual in the maJor 
leagues. Few people would have 
paid much attention to the transac
tion, hnd Flood not decided to chal
lenge the system. 

To Flood, this was not Just a 
paper transaction. There was a 
person involved. Ir the clubs In
volved were playing by the rules, 
then there must be something 
wrong with the rules. 

Few people remember Flood as 
a Gold Glove center rtelder, an all• 
star and an Important part of three 

pennant-wloning Cardinals teams. 
More often, he is referred to es the 
"man who challenged baseball." 

Flood's decision not to accept bis 
trade 10 the Phillies and 10 try to 
play major league baseball for a 
team of his choice was fraught 
with obstacles. II new in the race or 
(Continued on Page 40, Column 3) 



FLOOD 
(Continued From Page 37) 
article 6 (a) of the contract he had 
signed seven months earlier: "The 
player agrees that this contract -
may be assigned by the Club (or 
reassigned by any assignee Club) 
to any other Club in accordance 
with Major League Rules and the 
Professional Baseball Rules." He 
was fighting a decades-old practice 
and a system that had survived all 
the legal efforts lo change iL 

Players had grown up with a 
simple mindset-you should reel 
lucky for gettlng paid to play a 
game. Players beJjeved they owed 
something to "the game'' which, in 
turn, could not survive without the 
reserve clause. 

To Its credit, the membership or 
the union (acting through the exec
utive committee) later voted lo 
support Flood's actions and his 
lawsuit But he certainJy could not 
count on that support when he was 
making his decision in the autumn 
of 1969. Be couJd expect little sym
pathy rrom the rans, many or 
whom believed that they would be 
willing Lo play the game ror noth• 
ing. Most of all, Flood could expect 
Lo be pilloried in the press, por
trayed as a money-hungry, spoiled 
child with no sense or gratitude. 

But Curt Flood was a principled 
sor1 who believed lhal there were 
some compromises within the sys
tem that were unacceptable to his 
sense or self-<lignity. After search
ing for his own answers to the 
problems posed by the trade, he 
consulted Marvin. MJJJer, the execu
tive director or lhe players' asso
ciation about his various options. 
Finally, Flood decided to challenge 
the legal framework or a system 
U1at made ii possible for a club lo 
retain his services ror life or unlit it 
chose to move him to another club. 

In bis Christmas Eve letter to 
Bowie Kuhn, Flood summarized 
the situation as he saw II: "After 12 
years in the major leagues, I do not 
reel that I am a piece or property 
to be bought and sold irrespective 

1 of my wishes. I believe that any 
. system wblch produces that result 

violates my basic rights as a citizen 
· and is Inconsistent with the laws of
· the United States and or the sever
' al States."
, Further, Flood wrote: "l reel my

services have financially benefited 
� my employers rar In excess or the 
- salaries I have earned." He said
� that be had decided 12 years ear-

lier, after his flrst trade (from Cin
i cinnatl to St. Louis), that he would 
11 participate directly in any future 
: decisions that affected bis lire that 
- dramatically.
� ··1 am a man, I live In a demo
• cratic society, and r believe that I
B am entitled Lo participate in our

1"ree enterprise system," be wrote. 
Those sentiments should have ap-

� pealed to the entTepreneurs who 
c ran baseball and lhe writers who 
� described tile game as represent
I Ing the best of America's values. 

But Flood was calling into question 
� something that was more lmpor-
1 tanl to them than the value ideals 
I of American rree enterprise; he 
I was questioning baseball's right to 1 exist in a world of its own. 

Twenty years later, his Ideas 
don't seem so far out or line. 

(Chuck Korr is writing a book on 
the history of the Major League 
Baseball Players Association, to be
published by University of Illinois
Press.) 
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