
The contract, how it's changed, what to do about it 

Minor 

Ross Horning 

In the summer of 1942, I was having a good year. Iwas the second baseman for Rex Stucker's Sioux FallsCanaries in the Northern League. Having finished atwo-week home stay, we were in Duluth for the beginning of a two-week road trip. Being the visiting team,we had taken infield practice first. The home team, theDuluth Dukes, were on the field. Along the first base side, I was playing pepper withsome other Sioux Falls players. A young man, wearinga sharp business suit, suddenly appeared. He said tome, "What size uniform do you want?" I responded,"Why? I already have one." He came back with, "Youhave just been sold to us." Out of the blue, I had to change sides. I left the Canary first base side, went into the Duluth dressingroom, changed uniforms, and came out on the Duluththird base side. Several of the Sioux Falls' players hollered at me,"What are you doing over there?" I replied, "How do Iknow what I am doing over here." The game started. Now, being the home team, webatted last. Pitching against me for Sioux Falls was mygood friend and fine pitcher, James "Bud" Younger. Iplayed third that night for Duluth, not second, as I hadfor Sioux Falls. I made two great defensive plays atthird and got three base hits. The biggest reason I wasable to get three hits that night was that the Sioux Fallscatcher and manager, Tony Koenig, told me every
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pitch that Jim was throwing. After the game, Tony said,"I just wanted you to have a good night with your newteam." But for basic economic reasons I did not want to playfor Duluth. I had just paid my own expenses for twoweeks in Sioux Falls, and was looking forward to thetwo-week road trip on which the team would pay my expenses. With Duluth, it was another two-weekhomestand where I would have to pay my own keep. I argued with the Duluth management for nearly twohours. Finally, they told me sharply that if I didn't playfor them, I wouldn't play for another team the rest ofmy life. That is the reality of the "Reserve Clause." A fundamental question arose in my mind. Where, inthe American free enterprise system, did any employerget the right to inform any employee that if he or shedid not agree to work for that employer, he or shewould be barred for life from working for anyone elsein that profession? What exactly is this Reserve Clause, which gavesuch one-sided power to an employer over the destinyof professional baseball players? The late St. Louis Cardinal outfielder, Curt Flood,famously expressed his objections to the ReserveClause in a case he took to the Supreme Court. He lost,but it is largely because of Curt Flood that majorleague players eventually gained the right to sign contracts for a stated time period, and to be free agentsafterward. In 1951, long before the Flood case, I testified beforethe House Judiciary Committee's Sub-Committee onMonopoly Power. The Reserve Clause, of course, ap-
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plied to both major and minor league players at the 
time. 

In "Bumps" Horning's August 7, 1951, testimony be
fore the Sub-Committee, a copy of the Uniform Players 
Contract, approved by the National Association of Pro
fessional Baseball Leagues, was submitted as an 
exhibit and published on pages 366-371 of the testi
mony.1 

The contract states: 

RENEWAL-8 (a) Each year, on or before 
March 1 (or if Sunday, then the succeeding 
business day) next following the playing sea
son covered by this contract, by written notice 
to the Player, the Club or any assignee thereof, 
may renew this contract for the term of that 
year, except that the salary rate shall be such 
as the parties may agree upon.2 

In actual practice, this meant that whenever a player 
signed a contract with a professional baseball team 
within organized baseball, he "belonged" to that orga
nization for as long as that team wished to keep him. 
He could not, at the end of a season, arrange to play for 
another team that might want his services. 

As long as the organization sent him a contract by 
March 1 of the following season, a player's services 
were "reserved" for the coming season. He could, of 
course, simply retire from baseball or decide to sit out 
a year. But this did him no good. If he decided to re
turn, he still belonged to the team that held his 
contract. 

The Uniform Players Contract stated, "Except that 
the salary shall be such as the parties may agree 
upon."3 This was profoundly misleading. Since the 
player was not free to play for any other team, the club 
w;:ts free to send him any contract it wished. It was ei
ther play for what was offered or don't play at all. 

While the player was under contract for life to the 
club, he could be fired at any moment. The Uniform 
Players Contract states: 

TERMINATION: 5 (b) This contract may be 
terminated at any time by the Club or by any 
assignee by giving official release notice to the 
player.4 

I once played on a team that had twelve shortstops in 
one summer. Every time you saw a person with a suit
case, you wondered, "Who's next?" 

While the player had to agree to a lifetime binding 
contract, the Club, also under the Uniform Players 
Contract, had to write a binding contract to that effect. 
The Uniform Players Contract stated: 

No club shall make a contract different from 

the Uniform Contract, and no club shall make a 
contract containing a non-reserve clause, except 
permission be first secured from the President 
of the National Association.5 [1talics added.] 

The Reserve Clause operated in many ways. My tes
timony includes the stories of my friends Arnold "Red" 
Anderson and James "Bud" Younger. 

Red Anderson played for the Washington Senators, 
the club that later became the Minnesota Twins. 
Owner Clark Griffith sent Anderson down to Chatta
nooga. Red didn't want to go. Instead of reporting to 
Chattanooga, he went off to play for the semi pro Sioux 
City, Iowa team.6 

Rex Stucker, who owned the minor league Sioux 
Falls Canaries in the Northern League, and who was a 
friend of Anderson, inquired of Clark Griffith "that as 
long as Red did not want to play for Chattanooga and 
was playing for the semipro team, Sioux City, would 
Mr. Griffith permit Red to play for Sioux Falls?" 

Mr. Griffith emphatically answered in the negative. 
He said, "that if Red wished to play baseball, he would 
play for Chattanooga or no one." 7 Stucker's hands were 
tied. 

In 1948, James "Bud" Younger belonged to the New 
York Giants system and was sent on option to Quebec 
City, which was not a member of their farm system. 
The following year, Quebec wanted to buy Younger's 
contract. Younger, for his part, wanted to keep playing 
for Quebec, and appreciated the fact that they were 
willing to pay him more than the Giants. New York said 
no. They wanted to send the pitcher to one of their own 
farm teams.8 Neither Younger nor Quebec had any re
course. 

Life in the minors today-This sort of thing is an
cient history in the major leagues. Marvin Miller, Curt 
Flood, Peter Seitz, Andy Messersmith, and Dave 
McNally, and the Players' Union have seen to that. 

But what is the situation of the minor league player? 
Not all that much different than it was in 1951, it turns 
out. The clauses dealing with renewal and reservation 
have not changed significantly, although the exact lan
guage and location of the two clauses in the contract 
have changed from time to time in the various revi
sions of the standard Minor League Uniform Player 
Contract.9 

Instead of the former Lifetime Minor League con
tract, the latest revised Minor League Uniform Player 
Contract, March, 1995, now includes a time limit of 
seven years. Section VI, Paragraph A: 

Unless a different term of this Minor League 
Uniform Player Contract is set forth in Adden
dum A, Club hereby employs Player to render, 
and Player agrees to render skilled services as 
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a Minor League Player in seven (7) separate 
championship playing seasons ... " 10 

In addition to signing a seven year contract, the 
player also is under contract twelve months of each 
year for seven years. Paragraph B of Section VI reads: 

"This Minor League Uniform Contract obli
gates Player to perform professional services on 
a calendar year basis, regardless of the fact that 
salary payments are to be made only during the 
actual championship playing season."11 [Italics 
added.] 

Furthermore: 

Player understands and agrees that his duties and 
obligations under this Minor League Uniform 
Player Contract continue in full force and effect 
throughout the calendar year, including the Club's 
championship season, Club's training season, 
Club's exhibition games, Club's instructional, post 
season-training or any winter league games, any 
official play-off series, any other official post-sea
son series in which Club shall be required to 
participate, any other game or games in the re
ceipts of which Player may be entitled to a share, 
and any remaining portions of the calendar year. 
player's duties and obligations shall continue in full 
force and effect until October 15 of the calendar year 

of the last championship playing season covered by 
this minor league uniform player contract. 12 [Italics 
added.) 

What does all of this mean in relation to the old Mi
nor League Uniform Contract? While there is now a 
time limit of seven years instead of the life-time service 
as common in the days of my testimony, the situation is 
actually more severe than it was under the old contract 
procedure. 

Now, the phrase that "obligates Player to perform 
professional services on a calendar year basis" means 
that, if the club wishes to do so, it can prevent a player 
from returning to college at the end of the season, by 
holding instructional sessions, postseason training, 
and winter league competition. Under the old contract 
procedure, when the season was over, the player could 
do what he wanted. He could wait until he received no
tice by the club before March 1 that his services had 
been "reserved" for the coming season. 

Under the 1995 contract, there is no need to send a 
player a '.'reserve" clause letter by March 1. He is un
der a year-round contract for seven years. 

Under Section XIX, Paragraph B of the 1995 con
tract, if, in the judgment of the club, the player does not 
show sufficient skill or competitive ability to qualify or 

to continue as a professional baseball player, his con
tract can be immediately terminated. 13 

This termination clause is similar to the contract of 
forty years ago. Then as now, if a major league player 
is released in the middle of the season, he got his sal
ary for the season. If a minor league player is released, 
his salary immediately stops. 

The 1995 contract can be viewed as a successful mi
nor league counterattack by major league teams 
against the success of Curt Flood's opposition to the 
reserve clause for major league players. With its seven 
year limit instead of a lifetime binding feature, it gives 
the illusion of progress, but it is even more stringent 
concerning the contract I testified about before the 
Sub-Committee on Monopoly Power. 

Under the 1995 Minor League Uniform Contract, a 
player is: 

(1) Signed for a solid seven-year period.
(2)Under contract twelve months a year for a seven

year period until October 15 of the final year. The club 
can demand that he attend instructional programs, play 
in winter leagues. Under the old contract, when the 
season was over, the player could either find a job or 
return to college until he received his letter of "Re
serve" notice. Now, if the club desires, it can prevent a 
minor league player from going to work in the off-sea
son or from going to college. 

(3) Not free to play for another team during the seven
year period, though he can be dismissed at any time 
without any further compensation. 

(4)As before, exposed to being sold during the seven
year period to another organization without any share 
of the compensation acquired through the sale of his 
contract. 

Whose advantage?-What is the future of the 1995 
Minor League Uniform Contract? It has replaced the 
old Reserve Clause system, but major league teams 
like it. They don't have to send out a reserve letter by 
March 1 the following year. They control the player all 
year for seven years. 

On the other side, major league players have a good 
deal and are not too interested in minor league players. 
The Players' Union represents only major league play
ers. By and large, minor league players accept the 
situation as being a natural part of professional base
ball. As a result, the 1995 Minor League Uniform 
Contract will likely be the standard contract for many 
years to come. 

In 1947, I played for the Chicago Cubs farm team in 
Hutchinson, Kansas. Dick (Dickie) Kerr, who had been 
a "clean" hero for the Chicago White Sox in the 1919 
Black Sox Scandal, was our manager. 

Two weeks before the end of the season, I walked 
out on the front porch of the hotel and found Mrs. Kerr 
crying. After decades of honorable participation in 
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both minor and major league baseball, and having been 
highly lauded for not having participated in the Black 
Sox scandal, her husband had been fired. She thought 
the Hutchinson players were responsible, but we liked 
Dick Kerr. We, the players, petitioned the head office 
in Chicago to retain him as our manager, but we were 
told in no uncertain terms that it was none of our busi
ness. Kerr was gone, and we all had a lesson in the 
inevitable brutality of baseball-a wonderful, enjoyable 
sport that is also very cruel. 

The firing of Dick Kerr reinforced my determination 
to continue my education. 

Notes: 

I think that's still the best path for today's minor 
leaguers. Most won't have big careers in the majors, 
and they should prepare for that while still enjoying the 
terrific experience of playing baseball for money with 
and against other excellent players. 

They should understand that from a contractual 
point of view, the deck is stacked against them. As 
wonderful as the game itself is, and as much as they all 
love it, baseball to the organization is a business, not a 
sport. While minor leaguers play the very best they 
can and work hard to improve themselves, they should 
use professional baseball to their own advantage. 
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