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 Although Ryne Sandberg’s four 
year, $28.4 million contract extension  
signed on Mar. 2, 1992 seems small 
in comparison to modern-day player 
salaries, it was just the latest in a line 
of record-breaking contracts in the 
MLB, and it would not be the last.
 After the Cubs’ eight-time 
all-star secured his extension, 
former New Trier sports editor Jon 
Hershenhorn predicted that reigning 
NL MVP Barry Bonds would soon 
surpass Sandberg’s annual salary of 
$7.1 million. 
 While Bonds would become 
the highest-paid player in baseball 
in the following offseason, his six-
year, $43 million contract with the 
San Francisco Giants fell short 
of Hershenhorn’s annual value 
prediction of $8 to $9 million dollars.
 The trend of escalating player 
salaries that Hershenhorn foresaw 
continued throughout the 1990’s. 
 Contracts handed out to 
superstars such as Ken Griffey Jr, 
Greg Maddux, Pedro Martinez, 
Roger Clemens, and Carlos Delgado 
eventually culminated in Alex 
Rodriguez’s ten-year, $252 million 
contract with the Texas Rangers in 
2000, which dramatically altered the 
pay scale for Major League players.
 However, while the increase 
in Major League salaries has led 
to the uptick in ticket prices that 
Hershenhorn predicted, the greatest 
impact of the MLB’s gargantuan 
contracts lies in the competitive 
balance of the league itself.
 As mentioned in Hershenhorn’s 

original article, the MLB did not have 
a salary cap at the time of Sandberg’s 
contract and still does not have one 
today. 
 Teams can choose how much 
money they devote to player salaries, 
and the massive revenue streams of 
big market franchises gives them 
the financial ability to outbid small 
market teams for superstar players.
 Prominent MLB franchises 
like the Chicago Cubs, New York 
Yankees, Washington Nationals, and 
Boston Red Sox all spent over $200 
million on player salaries in 2019, 
large chunks of which went towards 
paying star players such as Jon 
Lester, Giancarlo Stanton, and David 
Price.
 On the other hand, less-
recognizable franchises such as 
Pittsburgh Pirates, San Diego Padres, 
Toronto Blue Jays, and Tampa Bay 
Rays had payrolls under $80 million 
in 2019, which was largely due to the 
financial constraints that they face as 
small market teams.
 The woes of modern-day small 
market franchises can even be traced 
back to the season when Sandberg 
signed his lucrative contract 
extension.
 The Pittsburgh Pirates, after 
suffering a third straight loss in the 
NLCS in 1992, recognized that they 
would not be able to re-sign Barry 
Bonds and pitcher Doug Drabek 
due to Sandberg raising the ceiling 
of player salaries, so they let both of 
them walk in free agency and began a 
postseason drought of 20 seasons the 
following year.

Understanding the impact 
of the Sandberg deal
by Matt Murray

 New Trier East’s 14-0 triumph 
over the New Trier West Cowboys on 
Oct. 29, 1976 was the sixth of ten that 
the Indians would experience during 
that season, making the playoffs for 
the first time in their six seasons under 
Head Coach Eugene Cichowski.
 Although the Indians opened 
the Cichowski era with ten straight 
winning seasons, the ten games they 
won that season were the most that 
they would ever win in their fifteen 
seasons as New Trier East. 
 The team would make it back to 
the playoffs in 1978 and 1980 with a 
pair of 8-2 seasons, but they fell short 
of the state title game both times.
 While the Indians were a 
perennial success during the split-
campus era, the Cowboys were 
maddeningly inconsistent.
  New Trier West bookended 
a 1-7 record in 1971 with two 
undefeated seasons and dramatically 
regressed as the decade wore on, 
clinching their fourth straight losing 
season in 1976 a week before their 
loss to the Indians. 
 Although they would rebound 
with a 6-3 season in 1977, the 
Cowboys regressed to three wins 
in 1978 before bottoming out at 0-9 
during Bob Naughton’s final season 
in 1979.
 The era of split campuses also 

divided the boys basketball teams 
between east and west, but unlike 
their football counterparts, both New 
Trier East and New Trier West would 
find consistent success.
 John Schnieter’s Indians were 
frequent participants in the state 
playoffs from the moment he arrived 
in 1963 with their best season being 
a state runner-up bid in 1973; and 
after some middling years to start his 
tenure as New Trier West’s coach, 
Mel Sheets turned the Cowboys into 
a powerhouse as well, coaching them 
to four straight playoff berths starting 
in 1976.
 However, once the campuses 
reunited in 1981, the players who had 
been kept apart for nearly a decade 
and a half found immediate success 
on their newly combined teams. 
 After replacing Schnieter, who 
became the girls basketball coach 
upon the school’s reunification, 
Sheets took the boys basketball team 
to the sectional round of the 1983 
IHSA playoffs, leading them to a 
23-5 record in his second of fifteen 
seasons coaching at Winnetka.
 Meanwhile, Cichowski put 
his larger pool of football talent 
to good use in his first few seasons 
after the school’s reunification, 
leading the newly-combined roster 
to a 10-1 season in 1981 and a state 
championship game appearance in 
1982. 
 The latter of those two seasons 
remains the furthest that New Trier 
Football has ever advanced in the 
IHSA playoffs, and the 11 games that 
they won that season were the most in 
the Cichowski era.
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