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Schrödinger’s Pennant Race


BY STEVEN GOLDMAN


In 1984, the Detroit Tigers got off to one of the fastest starts in baseball history, winning 35 of their first 40 games. Like the rest of their American League East rivals, the New York Yankees had been left in the dust. By the second week of May, the Tigers were 24-4 and the Yankees, 10-17, were in last place, 13.5 games out.




At that time, Yankees management had gotten in the habit of posting clever or inspirational sayings on the Yankee Stadium marquee. Some of these purportedly came directly from the owner, George Steinbrenner, who, nearly 30 years after his stint as a college football coach, had not lost his faith in the efficacy of “win one for the Gipper" -style messages, regardless of the medium. Yogi Berra managed the Yankees that year, and as the Yankees came to work that week, the marquee displayed one of his most famous aphorisms: “It ain’t over ’til it’s over.”




In fact, for the 1984 Yankees, it was over. Though Berra’s team, after some reorganization, recovered and went on to have the best second-half record in baseball that season, the Tigers had built up such a commanding lead that the Detroit team could not be caught.


Still, Yogi was right in his basic formulation. It isn’t over until it’s over. His only error, or the error of whoever ordered the message on the marquee, was not realizing that it was over. Like Schrödinger’s cat, every race exists in an indeterminate state, undecided until the last team is eliminated. The purpose of this book is twofold: to find the moments when the status of the cat changed from indeterminate to definitive—when one team’s chances of winning dwindled to nothing and another’s became assured—and then to identify why things played out as they did. From these moments and their causes, we’ll find lessons that have implications for the baseball teams of today. Hindsight will yield to foresight—and we’ll tell some great stories along the way.


Note the use of the word moments. Typically, we remember a race as having hinged on one fateful error or heroic feat—Fred Merkle’s Boner, Gaby Hartnett’s Homer in the gloamin’, and “Bucky [expletive] Dent”—

 but these are the climaxes of a more involved drama. To appreciate them fully, we must first understand how the teams planned and played so that they could arrive at the point that made heroism possible.


A wonderful thing about being a baseball fan today is all the wonderful tools that we have at our disposal. It used to be that our statistical understanding of the past was limited to what we could read on the back of a player’s bubblegum card. Now, thanks to work done by Bill James, countless members of the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR), Baseball Prospectus, Retrosheet, and Baseball-Reference.com (among many others), we have a constantly expanding set of information about the games and players of the past and newer, better tools with which to analyze it. It’s as if all those grainy blackand-white photos have been recast in high-resolution color and placed under the world’s most powerful magnifying glass. By definition, Baseball Prospectus has been a forward-looking entity, devoting its analysis to understanding the present so that we could better predict the future. With this book, we finally turn our attention—and those aforementioned tools—to the game’s past.


Our first step was to identify which races we wanted to talk about. Competition for the best record among ball clubs in a league setting— the rudimentary elements of a pennant race—go back at least as far as the formation of the National Association (a predecessor of the modern major leagues) in 1871. The first pennant race that was decided on the last day of the season occurred in the National League on October 5, 1889. The New York Giants defeated the Cleveland Spiders, thereby securing the flag over the Boston Beaneaters, who were upended by the Pittsburgh Alleghenys that same day. The list of all races that were inconclusive until the last day and those, like the 1984 American League East, that were essentially concluded by the end of April runs into the hundreds. If we had covered all of them with the depth we envisioned, this book would have become the Oxford English Dictionary of Pennant Races.


How then to cut the list down to not only a manageable handful but also the best handful? Far be it from us, purveyors of rationalism and confirmed debunkers of the conventional wisdom, to offer readers a subjective ranking. Being Baseball Prospectus, we had to invent a formula. To that end, Clay Davenport devised what he modestly suggested we call the Davenport Method. The method has two premises:






	◆  The longer a race remains undecided, the better a race it is.


	◆  A three-team race is better than a two-team race.





From there we experimented, adding and subtracting various nuances. We asked if a team should get extra credit for coming from behind to win, as some of the most-talked-about races did involve big comebacks, like the 1951 Giants-Dodgers conflict or the 1978 Yankees-Red Sox battle. Ultimately, though, those would still have been great races even if both Bucky Dent’s and Bobby Thomson’s fly balls had been caught on the warning track. We also explicitly rejected giving any extra credit for the teams involved; there is no reason that a Kansas City-Minnesota race should be scored lower than a Yankees-Red Sox battle, however more deserving the latter pairing might seem to the fans of those teams. Popularity is an issue of perception, not science.


In the end, the Davenport Method used the Playoff Odds Report, a projection that we feature on the Baseball Prospectus Web site each year (you can find the report at www.baseballprospectus.com/statistics/ps_odds.php). Each day of the season, we take the existing standings, along with team statistics like runs scored and allowed, to rate the strength of each team—the Yankees are a .600 team, Tampa Bay is a .400 team, and so on. We then look at the remaining schedule and “play” each game inside the computer. For a game between the Yankees and Devil Rays in Tampa, for example, we’d calculate the likelihood that a .600 team would beat a .400 team on the road (about 65.6 percent). Then we would roll some electronic dice to get a random number between 0 and 1 that is either less than .656 (thuh-huh-huh Yankees win!) or not (the Rays win). We track the wins and losses and move on to the next game, right through to the end of the season.


Within the current season, we play out the season from the current date to the final game (literally) a million times. Within a million versions of the season, some strange things are bound to happen, like the Devil Rays winning the pennant once every 50 or 100 seasons. The simulation gives us a snapshot of the likelihoods that, say, on June 1 the Yankees will have established a 60 percent chance of winning the division, the Red Sox 25 percent, the Jays 10 percent, the Orioles 3 percent, the Rays 1 percent. If the race weren’t competitive—what we call a dead race—we would have one team at 100 percent, and everyone else at zero. We simply measure how far a race is from being dead to get a score for that day; the highest possible score is one in which every team has an equal chance.


Ranking the pennant races using the same process as the Playoff Odds Report could be as simple as adding up the odds for all the days of a given season. Doing so produced the list in Table I-1. We also compiled a list of the worst pennant races by this method (Table I-2).





Table I-1 Top 10 Pennant Races as Determined by the Initial Playoff Odds Report Method








	Rank

	Race

	Comments






	1

	1967 AL

	The year of the "impossible dream" Red Sox.






	2

	1904 AL

	An errant spitball from New York’ s Jack Chesbro hands a last- minute pennant to Boston.






	3

	1915 Federal League

	The Whales edge the Terriers, Rebels, and Packers in a marginal major league that blinked in and out of existence.






	4

	1981 AL East

	A race that didn’ t happen, thanks to the strike.






	5

	1984 AL West

	The Royals, Angels, and Twins stage a season-long battle in slow motion.






	6

	1983 NL East

	An aging Phillies squad wheezes past the Pirates and Expos.






	7

	1974 AL East

	An unexpectedly weak Orioles team struggles to pass an unexpectedly strong Yankees team.






	8

	1965 NL

	Not as well remembered as their 1962 fight, but the Giants and Dodgers were at it again.






	9

	1926 NL

	The first Branch Rickey-designed pennant winner edges a Reds team with one of the great forgotten starting rotations.






	10

	1966 NL

	The Dodgers, the Giants, and a Pirates team still a few years from breaking through do battle.












Table I-2 The 10 Worst Races as Determined by the Initial Playoff Odds Report Method








	Rank

	Race

	Comments






	1

	2001 AL West

	Seattle won 116 games and had a 20-game lead in July.






	2

	1902 NL

	The Pirates had fewer significant player defections during the contract wars with the NL, and dominated as a result.






	3

	1884 Union League

	This was the year Eleanor Roosevelt was born; the world had painless dentistry by then.






	4

	1955 NL

	The Dodgers ran away with the league on the way to their only Brooklyn championship.






	5

	1939 AL

	Joe McCarthy's fourth straight Yankees pennant winner; the team's only weakness was first base after Lou Gehrig stepped out.






	6

	1969 AL East

	One of Earl Weaver's better squads.






	7

	1999 AL Central

	The Indians won 97 games; no one else in the division was over .500.






	8

	1995 AL Central

	The same story as 1999, only the Indians were even better.






	9

	1977 NL West

	The Big Red Machine's pitching gave out and Tommy Lasorda's Dodgers roared past it.






	10

	1885 American Association

	Eleanor Roosevelt was still young, and as her dad was more into hunting and drinking than spectator sports, she probably didn't get to many games.












These lists were not completely satisfactory. After all, we tend to think of the best pennant races as those that not only were close, but also have the most activity late in the season. Accordingly, we added a multiplier to give extra weight to the end of the season. We multiplied the daily rankings by the day of the season, so the 170th day of the season (September 18, if the season starts on April 1) counted 170 times more than the first day of the season.


This helped somewhat, but we still missed races in which one team had a big lead for most of the year but blew it in a short time; the higher scores at the end couldn’t make up for all the time when the race looked like a blowout. Playing with various permutations of this system produced the list with which we began work on the book:






	1964 NL 


	1967 AL 


	1908 NL 


	1951 NL 
 

	1984 AL West
 

	1934 NL 


	1981 AL East


	1974 AL East 


	1973 NL East 


	1995 AL West 





There is often a long time between the start of a book and its completion, and as we worked, Clay kept revising his system. “I realized later that I was handling tied seasons, which required playoffs, as if they were just a regular day of the season, when they really do deserve a special emphasis,” he said. “I played around with enhancing the time of the season, going to squares and cubes of the days as multipliers instead of just the day itself, making the 170th day almost 5 million times as important as the first day for scoring purposes.” Ultimately, Clay’s alterations produced a third, definitive list:



	1967 AL


	1959 NL 


	1972 AL East 


	1981 AL East 


	2001 NL Central


	1948 AL 


	1949 AL 


	1908 NL 


	1964 NL


	2003 NL Central 


	 1973 NL East 


	1944 AL 





The races discussed in this book represent an amalgamation of Clay’s second and third lists. We dropped the 1981 AL East race because it didn’t really happen—its ranking stems from disregarding the bifurcated schedule adopted in the wake of the players’ strike. The 2001 NL Central race, a tie between the Astros and Cardinals, was booted because the wild card meant there was nothing at stake; both clubs went to the playoffs. We also elected to retain the 1934 and 1951 National League races, which dropped out of the top 10 between lists two and three, because these were landmark races about which we had useful things to say.


Despite the care put into designing the Davenport Method, the rankings are not to be taken too seriously. Which pennant races are the “best” is ultimately a subjective call. If asked to choose from memory, the typical baseball fan would probably remember first those races that give the most visceral experience—that is, the one a favorite team was in—followed by a couple of landmark races he or she might remember hearing about. The Davenport Method is merely our way of framing the question.


Framing questions in a way that makes them easier to understand is what Baseball Prospectus is all about. Consider one of our key statistics, VORP, or value over replacement player. To have any meaning at all, baseball statistics require context. If, in a given year, the average player in a league hits .300, then the player who hits .275 isn’t having a good year. Conversely, if the league-average player hits only .240, the player who hits .275 is doing something moderately special. VORP goes a step beyond that, comparing a player’s performance not to the average but to that of a hypothetical replacement player, by which we mean freely available talent—a Triple-A veteran or major league 25th man who is barely qualified for his job. VORP asks the question How many runs has a batter generated (or in the case of a pitcher, prevented) beyond that of his replacement?


Now, you could eyeball all this for yourself if you had all the information at hand, facts like what the league hit, what the typical player at the position in question hit, where the player played (e.g., Coors Field or RFK?), and so on. VORP adjusts for park and league settings, providing that context for you.


Earlier we spoke of tools and magnifying glasses. In this book, we apply them to baseball’s past. Some would argue that we shouldn’t, that trying to gain a clearer picture of what happened (or what is happening) somehow diminishes the people or events being studied. A pleasing legend is always preferable to an unforgiving fact. Yet as we demonstrate throughout this book, if these tools had been available to the teams of the past, several great pennant races might have ended differently. As Christina Kahrl shows in her chapter on the 1934 National League pennant race, the Cubs eliminated themselves through a series of self-defeating trades that demonstrated their ignorance of park effects. In his chapter on the 1974 American League East race, Alex Belth discusses how a player “rebellion” against Earl Weaver led to the team’s bunting its way to a pennant—or so the players thought.


Why are new histories written of old events? Why not just let the first draft stand forever? The answer is that as time passes, greater perspective is possible. New information is uncovered, and new ways of analyzing old information are discovered. New minds, better informed, with better analytical tools, bring (one hopes) greater understanding. Thus the stories in this book are not twice told, but reimagined and newly understood. Even better, in dragging them back out of history’s attic, we had the privilege of communing with those personalities that animated the modern game—Branch Rickey, Satchel Paige, Casey Stengel, Bill Veeck, Dick Allen, Billy Martin, Earl Weaver, Tug McGraw, John McGraw, Dizzy Dean, Sig Jakucki (yes, we were shocked to see him here as well), and so many others. Baseball is the most accessible of sports: The players are not hidden behind masks or beneath helmets, not blurred by constant motion, but are knowable. In no other sport are the outcomes of games and races so susceptible to individual quirks, strengths, weaknesses, and prejudices. If “it ain’t over ’til it’s over,” it’s because the players’ very humanity skews the odds, upsets predictions, causes them to delight and disappoint. This book is a celebration of those men and their Schrödinger moments, standing on the cusp of success or failure, deciding to take or swing away.


An additional word about the statistics you will find in this book. Despite the foregoing, they are actually not terribly esoteric. Most frequently you will see the “slash stats,” typically rendered as (for example) .275/.367/.652. They represent the Cerberus of baseball statistics: batting average, on-base percentage, and slugging percentage. The numbers in the example were David Ortiz’s averages on the morning of April 24, 2007. They’re pretty good, but not as good as Alex Rodriguez’s .400/.453/1.053 on the same day. On the other hand, they’re far better than Brandon Inge’s .117/.194/.283. As indicated earlier, to put these statistics to good use, you need to know how the league is doing. On April 24, the average AL player was hitting .256/.327/.408, so you can see that Ortiz and Rodriguez were quite a bit above average, Inge miles below.


Some statistics have league and park context built in. We’ve already mentioned VORP. Another that you will come across in these pages is equivalent average, or EqA. This statistic takes a player’s total offensive output, adjusts for league and park features, and divides it by outs for an end product that looks very much like batting average. In fact, EqA is scaled so that it works the same way batting average does: .260 is about average; .300 is quite good; .190 is horribly bad. In 2006, the major league leader in EqA (with 300 or more plate appearances) was Travis Hafner of the Indians with .356. Hafner’s rates were .308/.439/ .659. The player with the worst EqA (in at least 300 plate appearances) was Clint Barmes of the Rockies with .206. He had batted .220/.264/ .335 while playing in Colorado. On the morning of April 24, 2007, the major league leader (minimum 75 plate appearances) was Jim Thome of the White Sox at .432 (batting .340/.553/.680). His antithesis, at .167, was Yankees outfielder Melky Cabrera (batting .200/.230/.200).


Finally, you’ll see WARP, or wins above replacement, not to be confused with VORP. WARP is the number of wins the player contributed above what a replacement-level position player or pitcher would have done. WARP adjusts for park and league context, and counts all of a player’s contributions—hitting, fielding, and pitching. When Ted Williams hit .406/.551/.735 in 1941, his WARP was 14.0. When third baseman Butch Hobson batted .250/.312/.408 and made 43 errors for the 1978 Red Sox, his WARP was 1.6. Visitors to our Web site, www.baseballprospectus.com, will note that WARP comes in different iterations. In this book, all uses of WARP refer to WARP3, a version adjusted to make comparisons across time possible.


At the beginning of each chapter, we’ve placed a Prospectus Box giving some pertinent facts about the season. Table I-3 is the Prospectus Box for the American League race of 1924, when the Washington Senators edged the Yankees by two games.


At upper left, you see the actual standings for the pennant race. The DIF column refers to how many days each team spent in first place. Date Elim is the date that each team was eliminated from the pennant race. Pythag is the so-called Pythagorean record for each team (technically, the Pythagenport third-order record), an “expected” win-loss record based on runs scored and allowed (this is explained in more detail in the 1908 “Paper Giants” chapter). In addition to the tripleslash league averages, the box also contains batting average on balls in play (BABIP), a measure of how the average pitcher did when he allowed hitters to make contact. There is also the more traditional ERA, strikeouts per nine innings pitched (K9), walks per nine innings pitched (BB9), and hits allowed per nine innings pitched (H9). In the lower center, we have the season’s leaders in batting runs above average (BRAA), which is the number of runs the team generated beyond what an average team would have done, given the same number of outs. Pitcher runs above average (PRAA) means how many more runs the team saved than the average staff would have saved, given the same number of outs. Finally, we have the individual WARP leaders for the season in question.





Table I-3 Example of a League Prospectus
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Erwin Schrödinger’s cat never existed; the feline was an actor in a paradox designed to illustrate the complexities of quantum physics: that a thing (a particle or a pussycat) could exist in two states at once—in the case of the cat, both alive and dead. Eventually, the concept of decoherence was proposed as a solution: While the cat is hanging around waiting for Yogi Berra to come check on it and note whether it’s breathing or not, the universe is acting on the possibilities, rapidly eliminating the most improbable outcomes until all that is left is the cat’s inescapable fate. In the blink of an eye, the cat traverses the distance from “It ain’t over” to “It’s over.”


As decoherence occurred in the pennant races recounted in this book, some teams observed the collapse of their possibilities and acted. Others passively watched as the universe closed off the exits, not quite understanding what was happening or, cognizant of impending doom, still finding themselves incapable of altering the outcome. As Branch Rickey said, “Ol’ man opportunity has long hair in front and he is bald behind. When he comes to you, you can snatch him and hold him tight, but when he is past, he could be gone forever.” He could have put that same idea in other words, saying it ain’t over ’til it’s over, but it could be over at any time. The trick is to be alert to your opportunities, so you can make sure it ends in your favor.












IT AIN’T OVER
’TIL IT’S OVER





Baseball is a game of race, creed, and color. The race is to first base.  The creed is the rules of the game. The color? Well, the home team  wears white uniforms, and the visiting team wears gray.


—Joe Garagiola









Things don’t happen without a cause. They just don’t. There’s a reason  for pretty nearly everything that happens that I know about.


—Branch Rickey
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1967 American League
To Fight the Unbeatable Foe



JAY JAFFE


Carl Yastrzemski stepped into the Tiger Stadium batter’s box in the top of the ninth inning on Monday night, September 18, 1967, with one out and nobody on base. His Boston Red Sox trailed the Detroit Tigers 5-4 in a seesaw affair that had seen the Sox jump out to a 3-0 lead in the first inning, thanks in part to a Yaz double—the first of his two hits thus far—off long-gone starter Denny McLain.


Yastrzemski’s upstart club, which hadn’t been in a pennant race since 1949, trailed the first-place Tigers by a game in the American League standings despite having just dropped three straight to the defending world champion Baltimore Orioles. The Sox weren’t alone in nipping at Detroit’s heels. At the beginning of the day, the Chicago White Sox stood just a half-game behind the Tigers, with the Minnesota Twins tied with Boston at a game back. Improbably, with just two weeks to go, the quartet was thundering down the season’s backstretch, crowding each other as they vied for the pennant in the tightest four-team race ever.


A crowd of 42,674 fans watched Yaz at the plate. On the hill was Fred Lasher, the least famous among a gaggle of rookie relievers in a young Tiger bullpen that included Mike Marshall, John Hiller, and Pat Dobson, each of whom would go on to bigger things. Before his recall, the 26-year-old Lasher had yielded just five earned runs in 70 minor league innings at Double-A Montgomery and Triple-A Toledo. In 21.2 big-league frames, he’d surrendered just five runs while racking up nine saves. Up in the press box, in a voice loud enough for his colleagues to hear, Boston Globe columnist Ray Fitzgerald proclaimed, “Right now is when an MVP should hit a home run.” Lasher had yet to allow one that year.







1967 American League Prospectus
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The rookie fell behind Yastrzemski 2-0 and then offered up a belthigh fastball over the center of the plate—a lollipop, as he later described it. Yaz connected, propelling the ball into the right upper deck to tie the game. His jubilant teammates poured out of the dugout to greet him at home plate as the ballpark went silent.


The Sox won the contest in the following inning when third baseman Dalton Jones, a scrub inserted into the lineup because rookie manager Dick Williams wanted another left-handed bat, led off with a solo homer off Marshall. It was Jones’s fourth hit of the day. The victory, accompanied by Minnesota’s 2-0 win in Kansas City, created a three-way tie atop the AL standings, with the idle White Sox still a half-game back. By the standards of this race, the tie was old hat; less than two weeks earlier, on September 6, all four teams had shared the top spot.


Despite Jones’s game-winner, it was Yastrzemski’s blow, his 40th of the year, that carried the day. In fact, Yaz carried just about every day from that point until the end of the season. From September 18 through October 1, the 28-year-old lefty slugger hit an astounding .523/.604/.955, one of the greatest season-ending blazes of glory in the history of baseball. With a .326 batting average, 121 RBIs, and 44 homers, Yastrzemski won the Triple Crown and the MVP award. His heroics, which included a 7-for-8, 6-RBI showing in the season’s final two games against the Twins, helped the Red Sox complete the “Impossible Dream,” defying the 100-to-1 odds set for them at the beginning of the year, to win their first pennant since 1946.


The 1967 pennant was the culmination of a desperately needed cultural change within the Red Sox organization. Since Ted Williams’s retirement after the 1960 season, the Sox had become “as exciting as watching an accountant at work.” Owner Tom Yawkey’s franchise had withered under years of neglect, institutional racism, and a countryclub atmosphere; in 1965 and 1966, the team had finished ninth in a 10-team league, and Yawkey even intimated that its residence in Fenway—and Boston—was not forever. That the organization could change course to avoid its self-imposed destruction was as much the “Impossible Dream” as was winning on the field.


At last, the losing shamed Yawkey into bringing in a new regime that reached beyond his inner circle of tippling toadies. He promoted executive vice president Dick O’Connell, an organization man with a distinguished military background, to the role of general manager. In 20 years of working in the dysfunctional Boston front office, O’Connell had seen enough of the bad old days to conclude, “Just get the best players, that’s all.” Well under Yawkey’s radar before his promotion, he had hired a new generation of scouts and worked closely with Neil Mahoney, the director of minor league operations, to foster a nucleus of homegrown talent. O’Connell tabbed a no-nonsense manager, Dick Williams, for whom many of those homegrown youngsters had played in the minors, to whip his club into shape. This new regime helped shake off the cobwebs of complacency, recapturing the imagination of a New England fan base that had all but left them for dead.


Once, the Red Sox had been one of the game’s elite franchises, winning five World Series between 1903 and 1918. The team soon fell on hard times, however, as owner Harry Frazee, who lacked financial liquidity, sold or traded his stars to the New York Yankees. Stars like Carl Mays, Waite Hoyt, Wally Schang, Joe Bush, Herb Pennock, and, most devastatingly, Babe Ruth were relinquished in a series of deals that laid the groundwork for the sport’s longest dynasty while turning the Sox into the league’s doormat. Frazee, who had bought the club in 1916, sold out to the woefully underfinanced Bob Quinn in August 1923. The Sox finished dead last in the AL nine times in 11 seasons from 1922 through 1932, winning just 36 percent of their games and exceeding 100 losses five times.


Finally, in late 1932, Quinn sold to trust-funded Tom Yawkey, whose uncle (later adoptive father) had briefly owned the Tigers. Through his Detroit connections, Yawkey had been introduced by Ty Cobb to future Hall of Fame second baseman Eddie Collins, whom he persuaded to join him in Boston as general manager. Collins spent Yawkey’s money lavishly, acquiring stars like the brothers Rick and Wes Ferrell, Joe Cronin, Lefty Grove, and Jimmie Foxx. Though the Sox climbed out of the cellar, they made little headway beyond the middle of the AL pack until 1938, when they finished a distant second to the Yankees. Fueled by the arrival of left fielder Ted Williams in 1939, Boston made runner-up four times in five seasons, but it wasn’t until 1946, after Williams returned from three years in the marine corps, that the Sox finally snared their first pennant since the sale of Ruth.


In those years, Yawkey was a hands-on owner, chummy with his stars to the point of maintaining a locker in the Fenway clubhouse and working out with the team, shagging flies, taking batting practice, and even carousing with the legendarily besotted Foxx. Yawkey’s chumminess extended into the front office, where his crony Cronin succeeded Collins as general manager in 1948. The team endured valiant near misses under former Yankee manager Joe McCarthy in 1948 and 1949, but under Cronin, the club gradually slid toward mediocrity during the 1950s.


A key cause of that backsliding was the club’s failure to integrate. The Red Sox were the last all-white team, refusing to field a black player until they brought up infielder Pumpsie Green in 1959, 12 years after the Dodgers had broken the color barrier with Jackie Robinson. Ironically, Boston had the first crack at Robinson, trying him out at Fenway Park along with two other Negro League ballplayers, Sam Jethroe and Marvin Williams, on April 16, 1945. The tryout, which occurred during the Collins regime, was the result of some political hardball by Boston city councilman Isadore Muchnick, who threatened to block the team’s blue law waiver—necessary to play games on Sunday—unless they auditioned black ballplayers.


The tryout was nonetheless a sham; the Sox worked the trio for 90 minutes, but manager Cronin by some accounts couldn’t even be bothered to pay attention. At one point, according to Boston Globe reporter Cliff Keane, a voice from the stands called out, “Get those niggers off the field!” Though unattributed, the words were assumed to come from either Collins, Cronin, or Yawkey. The Sox, hiding behind the so-called gentlemen’s agreement that segregated the game, offered none of the players a contract. Six months later, the Dodgers signed Robinson to play for their Triple-A club in Montreal in 1946, and just two years and one day after the tryout, Robinson became the first black major leaguer since Moses Fleetwood Walker in 1884.


Under Collins and then Cronin, the Red Sox steadfastly held the line against integration even after Robinson reached the majors. They fumbled another golden opportunity in 1949, when, as part of a lease agreement between their affiliates, the Birmingham Barons, and the Black Barons of the Negro Leagues, the Sox were tipped off about a remarkable 18-year-old outfielder. The team sent a reluctant scout, Larry Woodall, down to Birmingham, but he departed after three days of rain, declaring, “I’m not going to waste my time waiting for a bunch of niggers.” To cover his tracks, Woodall wrote an unenthusiastic scouting report on the youngster he had never even seen play, a kid named Willie Mays.


The team further reinforced its stance in 1955 by hiring as its manager Mike “Pinky” Higgins, an openly racist Yawkey drinking buddy who declared, “There will never be any niggers on this team as long as I have anything to say about it.” In 1959, three weeks after Higgins was fired, the Sox finally promoted Green, who was followed a week later by pitcher Earl Wilson. Yet, like a rash, Higgins returned, overseeing the Sox’s descent into the second division, first as manager (from late 1960 through 1962) and then as general manager (1963-1965). As an increasingly uninterested Yawkey distanced himself from the team, the bottom dropped out under manager Billy Herman in 1965 and 1966.


Change was in the works. Roused to action by the humiliation of the team’s first 100-loss season since 1932, Yawkey fired general manager Higgins in September 1965 and replaced him with O’Connell, who had joined the organization in 1946 after striking up a friendship with Sox announcer Jim Britt while both were in the navy during World War II. O’Connell cleaned house, unloading past-prime players like Bill Monboquette, Dick Radatz, and Frank Malzone and clearing a path for the promising talent assembled by a fresh set of scouts and developed under Mahoney. Though the 1966 Sox did little to distinguish themselves in the standings, they sported two black rookies, first baseman George Scott and third baseman Joe Foy, in their starting lineup, accompanying fellow homegrown youngsters like shortstop Rico Petrocelli and right fielder Tony Conigliaro—an enviable young talent base.


Conigliaro, from nearby Revere, Massachusetts, was perhaps the team’s most popular player. Tall, dark, and matinee-idol handsome, “Tony C.” had homered in his first at bat in Fenway. He’d gone on to set records for the most home runs by a teenager (24 in 1964) and the youngest player to lead a league in homers (with 32 in 1965, when he was 20). On July 23, 1967, he became the youngest American Leaguer ever to reach 100 homers (22 years, 197 days).


O’Connell’s masterstroke was the hiring of Dick Williams, a flattopped hard-ass who had managed the club’s Triple-A Toronto affiliate to International League championships in 1965 and 1966. A veteran of the 1963 and 1964 Red Sox, Williams was all too familiar with the Red Sox players’ tendency to do little more than play out the string from Memorial Day onward. Given just a one-year contract, Williams adopted an authoritarian, my-way-or-the-highway stance guaranteed to antagonize the veterans. His philosophy was founded on hatred: “Players give you 100 percent not because they want something but because they hate something. Me, I gave 100 percent because I hated losing. Others hated failure. For the ones who treated losing and failure lightly, I figured I’d give them something even better to hate. Me. I tried to make some players win just to show me up.”


There was method to Williams’s madness. “He did things to make you angry,” recalled center fielder Reggie Smith, a 1967 rookie who had hit .320 for Williams in Toronto the year before. “He helped us develop a kind of mental toughness that you need to play the game. … He stressed the idea mistakes cost ballgames and winning teams just don’t make mistakes.”


Williams was a galvanic force that spring. “He watched you slide, or make the cutoff throw, or bat,” Yastrzemski remembered. “In one intrasquad game, Williams even put on an umpire’s home plate gear to work a game behind the plate. And then he called a balk on one of the rookie pitchers.” For all of his irascibility, Williams saw enough potential in his new charges to declare at the outset of the season, “We’ll win more than we’ll lose,” but even that seemed a stretch.


As if to emphasize just who was in charge, the manager eliminated the team captaincy, stripping Yastrzemski of his title. “The cruise is over and you don’t need a captain anymore,” he told the team. Tired of being the brightest star on a losing team, Yaz went along. The irony was that shorn of the captaincy, Yastrzemski matured into a true leader. He outgrew his own introverted ways in the locker room, befriending and offering hitting advice to youngsters Foy and Smith.


On the field as well as off, Yastrzemski took a major step forward in his age 27 season, which is generally the peak of a hitter’s career. Having arrived on the big-league scene in 1961, he’d instantly been saddled with the burden of replacing the incomparable Ted Williams as the team’s left fielder and lineup centerpiece. While he’d sparkled at times, earning three All-Star berths and the 1963 batting title, Yastrzemski had never hit more than 20 homers in a season, and his overall line stood at .293/.373/.458, solid but hardly impressive, given Fenway’s favorable hitting conditions (Table 1-1).





Table 1-1 Yaz Favors Bean Soup: Carl Yastrzemski’s Home-Road Splits, 1961-1966








	Year

	Home

	Away








	Aug

	OBP

	Slg

	Aug

	OBP

	Slg






	1961

	.317

	.371

	.477

	.216

	.279

	.318






	1962

	.342

	.402

	.563

	.252

	.325

	.379






	1963

	.316

	.392

	.479

	.326

	.443

	.472






	1964

	.290

	.372

	.472

	.288

	.376

	.431






	1965

	.331

	.416

	.639

	.289

	.372

	.417






	1966

	.325

	.400

	.521

	.228

	.334

	.336






	TOTAL

	.320

	.392

	.525

	.265

	.354

	.390














Yastrzemski had met Gene Berde, the former coach of the Hungarian national boxing team, over the previous winter. Long before the era of personal trainers and year-round conditioning, Berde challenged Yastrzemski to improve his fitness under his tutelage, and Yaz showed up to spring training in the best shape of his life. In conjunction with some swing-doctoring from coach Bobby Doerr, who encouraged Yastrzemski to hold his hands higher, the left fielder transformed himself into a power hitter who could bash on the road (.321/.409/.567) as well as at home (.332/.428/.678). He could also master left-handed pitchers for one of the few times in his career (Yaz was only a career .244/.321/.371 hitter against southpaws), improving from .187/.275/.309 against them in 1966 to .338/.397/.500 a year later.


As impressive as Yastrzemski’s hitting numbers are in today’s context, they were even more so in 1967, when AL teams scored an average of 3.70 runs per game, the lowest level since 1918. One metric that Baseball Prospectus uses to make these numbers comparable even in different contexts is equivalent average (EqA). In one easy-to-understand statistic expressed on the scale of batting average, EqA expresses a player’s ability to hit for average, hit for power, draw walks, get hit by pitches, and steal bases; .260 is defined as league average— whether the context is three runs per game or six—.300 is excellent, and .230 is replacement level. The figure includes adjustments for park and league offensive levels, enabling cross-era comparisons. Note that even hitters with superficially low triple-slash stats (batting average, on-base percentage, and slugging percentage) such as those of Pete Ward (White Sox) and Dick McAuliffe (Tigers) were actually among the league’s more productive players in 1967 (Table 1-2).





Table 1-2 Within You and Without You: Yaz Among the Top Sluggers in the American League (by EqA), 1967










	Player

	Team

	PA

	Aug

	OBP

	Slg

	EqA






	Frank Robinson

	BAL

	563

	.311

	.403

	.576

	.350






	Carl Yastrzemski

	BOS

	680

	.326

	.418

	.622

	.348






	Al Kaline

	DET

	550

	.308

	.411

	.541

	.343






	Harmon Killebrew

	MIN

	689

	.269

	.408

	.558

	.340






	Mickey Mantle

	NYA

	553

	.245

	.391

	.434

	.321






	Don Mincher

	CAL

	563

	.273

	.367

	.487

	.317






	Bill Freehan

	DET

	618

	.282

	.389

	.447

	.313






	Frank Howard

	WAS

	585

	.256

	.338

	.511

	.310






	Paul Blair

	BAL

	619

	.293

	.353

	.446

	.302






	George Scott

	BOS

	641

	.303

	.373

	.465

	.300






	Bob Allison

	MIN

	576

	.258

	.356

	.470

	.298






	Tony Oliva

	MIN

	615

	.289

	.347

	.463

	.296






	Dick McAuliffe

	DET

	675

	.239

	.364

	.411

	.295






	Norm Cash

	DET

	577

	.242

	.352

	.430

	.294






	Jim Fregosi

	CAL

	651

	.290

	.349

	.395

	.288






	Brooks Robinson

	BAL

	681

	.269

	.328

	.434

	.288






	Curt Blefary

	BAL

	645

	.242

	.337

	.413

	.287






	Pete Ward

	CHI

	542

	.233

	.334

	.392

	.283






	Rick Reichardt

	CAL

	545

	.265

	.320

	.404

	.279






	Jim Northrup

	DET

	542

	.271

	.332

	.392

	.277






	Rod Carew

	MIN

	561

	.292

	.341

	.409

	.275






	Davey Johnson

	BAL

	586

	.247

	.325

	.376

	.274






	Fred Valentine

	WAS

	527

	.234

	.330

	.346

	.274






	Rico Petrocelli

	BOS

	556

	.259

	.330

	.420

	.272






	Tommie Agee

	CHI

	584

	.234

	.302

	.371

	.267














The 1967 Red Sox produced the league’s highest-scoring offense, scoring 4.46 runs per game in a league whose average was 3.70. At Fenway they bashed out 5.04 runs per game; on the road, 3.88, the third-best in the league. Besides Yastrzemski, who paced the circuit with 12.9 WARP, the offense was led by Scott, Petrocelli, and Conigliaro, all of whom were 24 or under, as were the pair of rookies who had played under Williams in Toronto the previous year, Reggie Smith and second baseman Mike Andrews. Six players reached double digits in homers as the Sox led the American League with 158.


While Fenway helped the hitters, it made for a pitcher’s nightmare. With the 37-foot-high Green Monster looming just 310 feet away in left field and Pesky’s Pole just 302 feet down the line in right field, the Sox allowed a league-worst 4.38 runs per game at home, though their 3.20 runs per game on the road constituted the league’s best. The staff was led by ace “Gentleman Jim” Lonborg, a 25-year-old who took a major leap forward by learning to pitch inside. Despite the nickname, his 19 hit batsmen—tallied on his glove, gunfighter style—led the league. At 22-9, with a 3.16 ERA, Lonborg tied for the league lead in wins and took home the AL Cy Young Award. The team’s second-best starter, Lee Stange, pitched much better than his 8-10 record indicated, with a 2.77 ERA. The rotation was augmented by Gary Bell, who came over from Cleveland in a June 4 trade for first baseman Tony Horton and outfielder Don Demeter and went 12-8 with a 3.16 ERA. That deal, coupled with a trade two days earlier that sent reliever Don McMahon to the White Sox for utility man Jerry Adair, strongly signaled that the Sox, in fourth place at 24-22 and four games behind the Tigers, intended to do more than play out the string.


By Memorial Day, the White Sox (24-13) and the Tigers (24-14, 4.5 games ahead of the Orioles) had sprinted ahead of the pack. The Tigers had finished above .500 in five of the previous six years, averaging 88 wins during that span despite a managerial carousel that had seen new manager Mayo Smith’s two predecessors, Charlie Dressen and Bob Swift, die of illnesses the previous year. (Smith had a recipe for long life: “When you smoke and drink, that tobacco doesn’t mix with alcohol and you feel lousy the next morning, so I gave up cigarettes.” He lived to be 62.) Led by 32-year-old All-Star right fielder Al Kaline, the Tigers boasted a powerful offense, scoring 4.19 runs per game and hitting 152 home runs, both good for second in the league. Four Tigers hit at least 20 homers: Kaline (25), first baseman Norm Cash (22), second baseman Dick McAuliffe (22), and catcher Bill Freehan (20), with left fielder Willie Horton just missing with 19. Kaline, Freehan, and McAuliffe made the All-Star team. The staff’s big winner was Earl Wilson, who had been traded from Boston the previous June after speaking out about a racially discriminatory incident that had occurred at a bar during spring training in Florida. Supporting Wilson were lefty Mickey Lolich, Denny McLain, and Joe Sparma, but despite high win totals, Tiger pitchers were, at 3.60 runs allowed per game, just a hair away from league average.


The White Sox moved to the front in mid-June, after weeks of alternating with the Tigers, and stayed there for nearly two months. Piloted by Eddie Stanky, in his day a scrappy, tough infielder who was the inspirational counterexample for Leo Durocher’s famous line, “Nice guys finish last,” the team was founded on pitching and defense, just as it had been for the better part of the decade under Al Lopez. The White Sox had finished in the first division for nine straight years, winning at a .569 clip, but besides the 1959 pennant, all they had to show for their efforts were five second-place finishes, only one of which (1964) was close.


Quick with a quip, Stanky, nicknamed “the Brat” during his playing days, gave the race much of its flavor. In June he had called Yastrzemski “an All-Star from the neck down.” Ever the bench jockey, he spent the summer chiding his opponents, wondering aloud why the Tigers weren’t ahead of the league by 10 games and calling his White Sox “the dullest club in baseball” even as he complained about the lack of attention paid them.


Chicago’s 2.45 ERA was not only the lowest in the league by 0.69 runs, but also the lowest since the dead-ball era. Joel Horlen (19-7, 2.06 ERA) and Gary Peters (16-10, 2.28 ERA) finished first and second in the league in ERA, with groundball specialist Tommy John (10-13, 2.47 ERA) fourth. The bullpen was even better, with knuckle-ballers Hoyt Wilhelm (1.31 ERA, 12 saves) and Wilbur Wood (2.45 ERA) as well as Bob Locker (2.09 ERA, 20 saves) and McMahon (1.67 ERA).


The offense was another story, eking out just 3.28 runs per game while hitting .225/.288/.320, unimpressive even in a league that averaged .236/.303/.351. It was as if the team were still following the “Hitless Wonder” recipe that brought them their 1906 championship. They were second in the league in steals (124) but did so at a self-defeating rate of 61 percent. As a unit, the offense was 99 runs below average according to WARP, with left fielder Pete Ward (+16 runs on a .233/.334/ .392 performance, good for a .284 EqA) and Tommy Agee (+6 on .234/ .302/.371) the only regulars above average. Shortstop Ron Hansen (6.4 WARP) and third baseman Don Buford (4.3) were the team’s other top assets, more useful for their gloves than their bats.


While the White Sox took control of the race by mid-June, the defending champion Orioles were sinking below .500 for good. After averaging 96 wins a year for the previous three years under manager Hank Bauer and dethroning the Dodgers in a four-game sweep of the World Series, the O’s struggled when young pitchers Dave McNally and Jim Palmer, who had combined to go 28-16 with a 3.31 ERA in 1966, succumbed to arm injuries and went just 10-8 with a 4.33 ERA in less than half as many innings. Meanwhile, defending Triple Crown winner Frank Robinson suffered a concussion in a baserunning collision on June 27 and missed a month of the season. At the same time, slugging first baseman Boog Powell slumped from 34 homers to 13. The O’s would limp home with just 76 wins.


The Twins wrested the top spot from the White Sox in mid-August. Winners of 102 games and the AL pennant in 1965, Minnesota had stumbled to 89 victories in 1966, firing pitching coach Johnny Sain in the aftermath. The dismissal sent shock waves through the team; ace lefty Jim Kaat, who had won 25 games in 1966, voiced his support of the departed coach in an open letter to the public, claiming that if he were a club owner, he’d hire Sain and find a manager to complement him. It was yet another sign that skipper Sam Mele was on the hot seat, and when the club slopped to a 25-25 start in 1967, Mele was replaced by Triple-A Denver manager Cal Ermer. The Twins, who scored 4.09 runs per game, the third-best in the league, were the AL’s most star-laden team, with first baseman Harmon Killebrew, rookie second baseman Rod Carew, and right fielder Tony Oliva all making the All-Star squad. But the team also had its liabilities, including .167-hitting catcher Jerry Zimmerman and shortstop Zoilo Versalles (.200/.249/ .282), the 1965 MVP whose game had fallen into an abyss.


The rotation, led by another All-Star, Dean Chance, was one of the league’s best. Acquired in a five-player deal from the Angels, the 1964 AL Cy Young winner bounced back from a pair of subpar years to go 20-14 with a 2.73 ERA. Jim Merritt, Dave Boswell, and Kaat rounded out a unit that didn’t even have room for former All-Stars Jim Perry or Mudcat Grant, both of whom were relatively ineffective out of the bullpen; aside from top reliever Al Worthington, the rest of the pen was 0.5 wins below replacement level.


By the end of July, the Red Sox had cemented their overachiever status. A 10-game winning streak from July 14 to July 23, the latter half on the road, brought thousands of fans out to Boston’s Logan Airport to welcome the players home. O’Connell continued his efforts to upgrade the team—which was now running second to the White Sox by two games. He obtained catcher Elston Howard, another African American, from the Yankees in early August, augmenting an underproducing catching corps of Mike Ryan, Russ Gibson, and Bob Tillman (though Howard didn’t hit, batting just .147/.211/.198 for the Sox).


As the Twins pulled ahead of Chicago, the Red Sox fell to fourth place, trailing by 3.5 games on August 18. The game between Boston and California that night produced the season’s darkest moment. In the fourth inning, California hurler Jack Hamilton drilled Conigliaro in the face with an inside fastball. From the on-deck circle, Petrocelli heard an awful sound: “It was a ‘squish,’ like a tomato or melon hitting the ground.” Conigliaro’s cheekbone was shattered, his left retina severely damaged. According to Conigliaro’s doctor, had the blow been two inches higher, he would have died. The popular right fielder missed the rest of the season and all of 1968, and although he recovered to hit 20 homers in 1969 and 36 in 1970, blurred vision eventually forced him from the game.


The Red Sox tried to offset the tragic loss of their second-best slugger by picking up Ken (Hawk) Harrelson, who had been released by the Kansas City A’s in the aftermath of manager Alvin Dark’s firing. The A’s players issued a statement voicing support of Dark. When Harrelson, the team’s outspoken first baseman, reportedly called Finley “a menace to baseball,” Finley responded by releasing him.


Nearly a decade before arbitrator Peter Seitz’s ruling created free agency, teams engaged in a frantic bidding war for Harrelson’s services. The White Sox, who had attempted to upgrade incrementally via the additions of over-the-hill veterans Ken Boyer and Rocky Colavito, offered Harrelson—who had been making $12,000 with the A’s— $100,000 for the rest of the year and for 1968. The Red Sox offered $118,000, the Atlanta Braves $125,000. Finally, O’Connell won out with a breathtaking $150,000 bid—remarkable money for a first baseman hitting just .273/.330/.423. Forced to play the unfamiliar position of right field in Conigliaro’s stead—reserves Jose Tartabull and George Thomas were hopelessly unproductive—Harrelson hit just .200/.247/ .388 for the Red Sox; a 4-for-30 slump forced Williams to bench him in late September. Nonetheless, Harrelson’s arrival was a welcome distraction for Boston as the garrulous Hawk took the spotlight away from Yastrzemski, who was only too willing to surrender it.


Despite the bidding war and Conigliaro’s injury, the Sox rode a seven-game winning streak into a share of first place. On August 25 they headed to Comiskey Park tied with the White Sox at the start of a crucial five-game series that found Stanky in fine form: “We don’t belong in the same league with Boston, all those hairy-chested players and their new-breed manager,” he said before the teams split a Friday evening doubleheader. Afterward, when the two teams got into a war of words over brushback pitches, Stanky opined that the Conigliaro beaning was retaliation for Lonborg’s hit batsmen.


Boston took the third game, roughing up Horlen for 10 hits, then split Sunday’s doubleheader, with a dramatic victory. With his team down 4-3 in the bottom of the ninth, White Sox center fielder Ken Berry led off with a double, advancing to third on a sacrifice bunt. John Wyatt, Boston’s top reliever, took over for Bell. Pinch-hitter Duane Josephson lined Wyatt’s first pitch to right field, where Jose Tartabull made a one-handed grab and threw home as Berry tagged up. Howard blocked the plate with his foot, and in the extra split second created by forcing Berry to reach with his hand as he hook-slid around the catcher, the veteran backstop swooped down to apply the tag for a spectacular game-ending double play.


The four teams continued to jockey for position daily, each holding a share of the top spot at least once between September 1 and September 15. Looking ahead, the league office released a schedule accounting for the possibility of postseason tiebreakers to determine a winner; the dizzying menu listed 11 permutations involving two-way, three-way, and four-way ties. In response to a playoff-related question after Boston’s dramatic victory on September 18, the irascible Williams spat, “We’re in a playoff every night.”
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After another Red Sox victory the following day, none of the contenders played each other until Boston met Minnesota for the season’s final two games. The result was a whirlwind of scoreboard watching as the quartet battled the league’s lower echelons, providing the likes of the Indians, Senators, A’s, and Yankees the opportunity to play spoiler. As the penultimate weekend approached with the Twins and Red Sox tied at 88-66, the White Sox a game back at 87-67, and the Tigers another half-game back at 86-67, the four managers went to the whip, juggling their rotations to get their top starters three starts down the stretch. The move benefited the Tigers the most, as Lolich shut out the Senators on two days’ rest on September 22, blanked the Yankees on September 26, and then tossed a third straight shutout against the Angels on September 30.


In the end, none of the teams seized control so much as they simply survived the final week; from Tuesday, September 26, through Sunday, October 1, the four teams went a combined 6-12. Chicago, which with five games remaining—two more than Minnesota and Boston, one more than Detroit—had control of its own destiny, began by dropping a doubleheader to last-place Kansas City, which beat both Horlen and Peters. “GOOD GRIEF! SOX DROP TWO,” blared the eight-column headline on the Chicago Tribune front page. The A’s, losers of 99 games in 1967, had been laying in wait for Stanky. “I was up for this game,” said A’s pitcher Chuck Dobson after winning game 1. “That man over there called me a donkey earlier in the year and I never forgot it.”


On the same night, the Twins dropped the rubber match of their three-game series with the fifthplace California Angels. Chance got spanked on two days’ rest, and the Red Sox were thrashed by the eighth-place Indians, with Lonborg, also on short rest, lasting just three innings and allowing four runs. Thursday’s only scheduled game, the opener of a four-game set between the Angels and the Tigers, was a washout, creating a Friday night doubleheader. As play began that day, the four teams were still snarled (Table 1-3).







Table 1-3 A Day in the Life: September 27, 1967








	Team

	W

	L

	GB

	WP






	Minnesota

	91

	69

	

	.569






	Boston

	90

	70

	1.0

	.563






	Detroit

	89

	69

	1.0

	.563






	Chicago

	89

	70

	1.5

	.560
















Friday night’s doubleheader was washed away as well, setting up back-to-back twofers on Saturday and Sunday for Detroit. By then the herd had thinned. The meager White Sox offense, shut out in the nightcap of their fateful doubleheader against the A’s, ran their scoreless string to three full games when they couldn’t scrape together a single run against the seventh-place Senators on either Friday night or Saturday. South Side fans must have sensed trouble was brewing, as just 4,020 witnessed their team’s expiration.


The Twins could have clinched at least a playoff berth with a victory over the Red Sox on Saturday, and when they scored a run and loaded the bases with just one out in the first inning against Boston starter Jose Santiago, it looked as if they might. They couldn’t pad their lead, however, and their chances took a hit in the third inning, when Kaat, leading 1-0, left the game after hearing a pop in his elbow. The Sox rallied for a pair of runs in the fifth against Jim Perry, thanks to some bounces in their favor. After Reggie Smith led off with a double, Williams put in a pinch-hitter for punchless catcher Russ Gibson: Dalton Jones reached when his grounder struck Carew in the shoulder. Two strikeouts and a game-tying single from Jerry Adair brought up Yastrzemski, who hit a grounder that deflected off Killebrew’s glove to Carew. The second baseman turned to throw, but Perry didn’t cover, and the go-ahead run crossed the plate. Asked afterward if he planned to fine Perry, the Twins’ manager Ermer replied, “There’s no punishment to fit the crime.”


The Twins tied the game in the top of the sixth, but the bottom half began with Scott driving Minnesota reliever Ron Kline’s first pitch into the center field bleachers. It was a shot of redemption for the weight-challenged “Boomer,” who had been benched several times by Williams for his inability to stay in shape. (Williams was willing to bench anyone, even Yastrzemski—briefly, early in the season.) Once Scott conned his way back into the lineup with the connivance of the coach’s weighing him, he had a torrid finish, batting .332 in August and September. Yastrzemski extended the lead with a three-run blast, his 44th of the year, in the following frame, and despite a two-run blast from Killebrew in the top of the ninth—his 44th as well (the two shared the league lead)—the Twins’ sloppy fielding had let the Sox live to fight another day.


The Tigers, meanwhile, split their Saturday doubleheader. Lolich twirled a three-hit, 11-strikeout shutout in the opener, and the Tiger offense chased Angels starter Hamilton with three runs in the first inning of the nightcap. The Tigers were still leading 6-2 when Fred Lasher, who had already pitched two hitless innings in relief of Wilson, allowed the first four Angels to reach base in the eighth. Six runs and three pitching changes later, the Tigers finally escaped the inning, but the damage had been done. They would need a Sunday sweep just to force a playoff. In the first three innings, they got much of the job done when they pounded out five runs: a two-run homer by Horton and three unearned runs from a two-out error by Angels center fielder Roger Repoz. With Sparma on the hill, the Tigers held on for a 6-4 win.


At Fenway, despite the excellent seasons turned in by both starters, the pitching contest looked like a mismatch in Minnesota’s favor; Chance had gone 4-1 with a 1.58 ERA against Boston, while Lonborg had gone 0-3 with a 6.75 ERA against the Twins. Minnesota scored a run in the first when Killebrew scored on an Oliva double and a wild throw by Scott on what might have been an inning-ending out at the plate. The Twins added another in the third when Yastrzemski let a Killebrew single skip past him for an error, allowing Cesar Tovar to come around from first base. The Sox squandered leadoff hits by Lonborg in the third and Yastrzemski in the fourth; the latter, who had doubled, was doubled off second base on a Scott liner.


Still trailing 2-0 in the sixth, Williams allowed Lonborg to bat for himself leading off the inning. Noticing Tovar playing deep at third base, the pitcher dropped down a bunt on Chance’s first pitch, beating it out when Tovar bobbled it. Three straight singles followed, the last a sharp liner up the middle by Yastrzemski to plate the game-tying runs. Harrelson grounded to Versalles; unable to start a double play because Yaz had been running on a full count, the shortstop threw home, wide and late—3-2 Boston. With runners on first and second, Chance departed in favor of Worthington. Trying to induce a double play, Worthington bounced his first pitch to Scott, allowing Yastrzemski and pinch-runner Jose Tartabull to advance. Three pitches later, Worthington bounced another, allowing Yastrzemski to come home. Scott struck out, but Petrocelli walked, and then a Smith ground ball bounced off Killebrew’s knee, plating Tartabull with the fifth and final run of the inning.


With Lonborg still on the hill, the Sox carried their 5-2 lead into the top of the eighth, when Yastrzemski came up big yet again, this time in the field. With two outs, Killebrew and Oliva both singled. The tying run came to the plate in the form of Bob Allison. The slugging left fielder roped a sure double into the left field corner, but Yaz cut the ball off before it could reach the wall. Knowing that Allison represented the tying run, he threw a perfect peg to second, where Andrews—who had just entered the game after Adair was spiked while turning a brilliant double play—applied the tag. The out—Yastrzemski’s 13th assist of the year—preserved a 5-3 lead. Lonborg and the Sox held on to win, with Petrocelli squeezing Rich Rollins’s popup for the final out. “And there’s pandemonium on the field! Listen!” exclaimed radio announcer Ned Martin as the Fenway faithful spilled out of the stands and mobbed Lonborg.


Even amid the celebration in the Red Sox clubhouse, as beer and shaving cream sprayed everywhere, the pennant still hinged on the outcome of the Tigers’ second game against California. Denny McLain, making his first start since September 18 after spraining an ankle, was staked to a 3-1 lead. But in the third inning, after giving up an RBI double to Jim Fregosi, he limped off the mound, unable to land comfortably. Don Mincher greeted reliever John Hiller with a two-run homer, and the Angels added three more runs in the fourth and another in the fifth for an 8-3 lead. The Tigers cut the margin to 8-5 in the seventh before Minnie Rojas, at 27 the league leader in saves, came on to extricate the Halos from a two-on, two-out jam. Rojas held the lead into the ninth, but after allowing a leadoff double and a walk, he gave way to lefty George Brunet, who had been knocked out of Saturday’s start after just two innings. As the Red Sox huddled nervously around the radio back in Fenway, Brunet retired pinch-hitter Jim Price on a fly ball, then induced the dangerous McAuliffe, who had driven in three of Detroit’s five runs, to ground into just his second double play of the year. Against all odds, the pennant finally belonged to Boston.







TABLE 1-4 Top Major League Hitters After September 1 (with a Minimum of 70 Plate Appearances)








	Year

	Player

	Avg

	OBP

	Slg

	OPS

	PA

	HR

	RBI






	2001

	Barry Bonds

	.403

	.607

	1.078

	1.685

	117

	16

	25






	2000

	Richard Hidalgo

	.477

	.532

	.953

	1.486

	124

	11

	32






	2004

	Barry Bonds

	.333

	.619

	.773

	1.391

	118

	7

	13






	2000

	Jason Giambi

	.396

	.536

	.844

	1.380

	125

	13

	32






	1992

	Barry Bonds

	.392

	.537

	.833

	1.370

	136

	11

	27






	1998

	Mark McGwire

	.329

	.461

	.902

	1.363

	102

	15

	28






	1995

	Albert Belle

	.313

	.420

	.929

	1.349

	120

	17

	32






	1997

	Roberto Alomar

	.500

	.532

	.800

	1.332

	78

	4

	17






	2005

	Randy Winn

	.439

	.469

	.862

	1.331

	133

	11

	18






	1999

	Manny Ramirez

	.360

	.524

	.800

	1.324

	103

	8

	30






	2006

	Ryan Howard

	.385

	.562

	.750

	1.312

	137

	9

	21






	2002

	Barry Bonds

	.362

	.614

	.681

	1.295

	114

	6

	22






	1995

	Mark McGwire

	.288

	.470

	.822

	1.292

	100

	12

	25






	1995

	Gary Sheffield

	.343

	.484

	.800

	1.284

	93

	10

	27






	1962

	Mickey Mantle

	.409

	.557

	.712

	1.269

	88

	5

	20






	1998

	Barry Bonds

	.389

	.491

	.778

	1.269

	111

	7

	22






	1967

	Carl Yastrzemski

	.417

	.504

	.760

	1.265

	113

	9

	26






	2006

	Geoff Jenkins

	.409

	.506

	.758

	1.264

	79

	7

	12






	2002

	Manny Ramirez

	.396

	.482

	.781

	1.263

	112

	9

	30






	1998

	Edgar Martinez

	.447

	.520

	.741

	1.261

	102

	4

	16












The Red Sox would face the St. Louis Cardinals in the World Series, nearly overcoming a 3-1 deficit before ultimately bowing in seven games to the Bob Gibson/Lou Brock/Curt Flood mini-dynasty that had captured the 1964 title and won another pennant in 1968 before losing to the Tigers in the World Series. While Boston’s loss extended the team’s championship drought to 49 years, the 1967 season has always been viewed as a success, exempt from the agonies conjured by the team’s attempts to shake the so-called Curse of the Bambino, the near misses of 1946, 1948, 1949, 1978, 1986, and 2003.


The Sox didn’t exactly enjoy unbridled success immediately after 1967. Not until 1972, when they missed the playoffs by a half-game due to scheduling havoc wrought by the spring Players Association strike, did they again come close to reaching the postseason, and not until 1975 did they win another pennant. Yastrzemski, who finished his Hall of Fame career with 3,419 hits and 452 homers, would never dominate as he had in 1967 (Tables 1-4 and 1-5). Lonborg injured his knee just months after the World Series and was little more than a league-average hurler for the rest of his career. Williams wore out his welcome by the middle of 1969, as he would do time and again at five other big-league stops while racking up four pennants, two championships, and 1,571 wins. O’Connell lasted through the 1977 season, overseeing the development of a formidable outfield of Jim Rice, Fred Lynn, and Dwight Evans and a return to the World Series. But he also made some dubious trades, sending reliever Sparky Lyle, a rookie in 1967, to the Yankees for light-hitting first baseman Danny Cater in 1972 and trading away promising first baseman Cecil Cooper to reacquire the aging and overweight George Scott in 1976.
 






Table 1-5 Top Major League Hitters, Last 12 Games of the Season (with a Minimum of 35 Plate Appearances)








	Year

	Player

	Aug

	OBP

	Slg

	OPS

	Barnes

	PA

	HR

	RBI






	2001

	Barry Bonds

	.448

	.698

	1.207

	1.905

	12

	53

	7

	10






	1997

	Barry Bonds

	.343

	.558

	1.086

	1.643

	12

	52

	7

	13






	1961

	Orlando Cepeda

	.487

	.583

	1.051

	1.635

	11

	48

	6

	15






	1995

	Albert Belle

	.357

	.429

	1.190

	1.619

	11

	50

	11

	17






	2001

	Jim Edmonds

	.514

	.646

	.971

	1.617

	12

	48

	4

	11






	1979

	Oscar Gamble

	.472

	.525

	1.083

	1.608

	11

	40

	6

	15






	2004

	Vladimir Guerrero

	.452

	.521

	1.071

	1.592

	11

	48

	7

	12






	1961

	Leon Wagner

	.471

	.500

	1.088

	1.588

	11

	38

	6

	19






	1962

	Harmon Killebrew

	.364

	.472

	1.114

	1.585

	12

	53

	11

	22






	2001

	Richie Sexson

	.432

	.510

	1.068

	1.578

	12

	51

	9

	23






	1995

	Mickey Tettleton

	.389

	.542

	1.028

	1.569

	12

	48

	6

	12






	1967

	Carl Yastrzemski

	.523

	.604

	.955

	1.558

	12

	53

	5

	16






	1969

	Sal Bando

	.459

	.596

	.946

	1.542

	12

	53

	5

	13






	2000

	Richard Hidalgo

	.475

	.563

	.975

	1.538

	11

	48

	5

	9














Short-lived as it was, the O’Connell-Williams tandem made the 1967 Sox winners by running the team on meritocratic principles that had been anathema before the managers’ arrival. With little to lose but another 100 or so games, O’Connell boldly built with homegrown talent and selected an ideal manager to mold a team laden with impressionable youngsters while weeding out the bad actors. The general manager never stopped trying to improve his team even after the June 15 trade deadline passed, working the waiver wire and utilizing the unprecedented avenue of Harrelson’s free agency. Though that move didn’t bear the intended dividends on the field, it kept Harrelson away from other contenders and showed an acute understanding of the marginal economic value of each additional win: When you’re right on the edge of the pennant, each victory is worth exponentially more money than the ones that precede it.


For better or worse, the 1967 season restored the legitimacy of the Yawkey regime by producing the team’s first integrated winner, although the complicated legacy of the Sox’s failure to racially integrate in a timely fashion would linger like a ghost, even as black players like Rice and Luis Tiant attained stardom. Not until the days of Pedro Martinez and David Ortiz did the team’s black stars receive the same unconditional love from fans that its white players did.


Ultimately, the legacy of the “Impossible Dream” season was the fan base’s restored faith in the franchise. After languishing in the bottom half of the league, in terms of attendance, with just 812,160 fans per year from 1961 to 1966, the Sox drew 1.77 million fans per year over the next 12 seasons, finishing either first or second in attendance every year, despite Fenway Park’s limited capacity. While the rest of the league finally caught up, the 1967 season renewed the fans’ love affair with the team, marking the beginning of the modern Red Sox franchise.



The Summer of Loving Carl Yastrzemski



JAY JAFFE




In the simplified narratives that our sports media produce, the notion of one player’s carrying a team is a popular and appealing one. It puts a human—even superhuman—face on a disparate collection of players, emphasizing the strengths of one hitter’s or one pitcher’s accomplishments while glossing over his own weaknesses and those of his teammates. Who cares about Babe Ruth’s lousy baserunning, or who was riding shotgun to Joe DiMaggio in 1941, or even Barry Bonds’s peevishness unless it actually cost his team a game?


Can one player carry a team? Performances like Carl Yastrzemski’s final two weeks of September 1967, when he hit a jaw-dropping .523/ .604/.955, certainly suggest it’s possible for a short time. In the longer term, the nature of baseball would suggest not. Aside from the obvious—the simple unlikelihood of one player’s maintaining such a high level of performance over a larger time frame—there’s the inherent structure of the game. The best hitter can only bat once every nine times, the most durable pitcher needs a few days’ rest between starts, and even the best fielder (beyond catchers) handles the ball only a handful of times each game, making it extremely unlikely that a team could keep relying on the same player over and over again for that extra boost.


As superficial as the notion of one player’s carrying a team may be, our ability to quantify the contributions of each player via an allencompassing value metric like wins above replacement player (WARP) lends itself well to exploring the limitations of this concept as it applies to a full season. WARP measures each player’s hitting, pitching, and fielding contributions against those of a freely available reserve or waiver-wire pickup. The metric calculates these contributions in terms of runs and then converts those runs into the currency of wins. Park and league contexts are built right into WARP, so that, for example, a player in a barren offensive environment such as mid1960s Dodger Stadium and another player in a bountiful one such as turn-of-the-century Coors Field can be measured on the same scale.


With WARP in hand, we can answer questions such as the following:




	How much impact does the presence of one great player have on a team’s chances?


	How much impact does the presence of one great player have on a team’s chances if he’s head-and-shoulders above all his other teammates?





To address these questions, we created a pool consisting of every AL and NL team since 1901, excluding the 1981 and 1994 strike years, for 2,082 teams in all. We logged the WARP scores of each team’s top two players, the team’s win-loss record, its spot in the standings (ignoring the wild card), and games behind first place. The average team in the sample had a .500 record, of course. It won its pennant or division title 14.6 percent of the time and finished an average of 16.9 games out of first place. With that baseline in mind, Table 1-6 shows a composite look at how the teams did, solely according to the WARP levels of their topranked players.







Table 1-6 The Impact of a Team’s Top Player on a Team’s Performance








	WARP Score of Team's Top Player

	No. of Teams

	W-L Record

	Pennant

Success (%)

	GB






	≥15.0

	23

	.550

	17.4

	10.2






	14.0-14.9

	42

	.563

	31.0

	6.1






	13.0-13.9

	64

	.553

	28.1

	6.9






	12.0-12.9

	128

	.557

	32.8

	7.8






	11.0-11.9

	206

	.536

	23.8

	10.6






	10.0-10.9

	329

	.532

	21.9

	10.8






	9.0-9.9

	390

	.512

	14.9

	14.5






	8.0-8.9

	384

	.492

	9.9

	18.1






	7.0-7.9

	265

	.457

	3.8

	24.8






	6.0-6.9

	169

	.429

	0.0

	29.6






	<6.0

	82

	.370

	0.0

	39.9














The sample sizes of the upper rows in the table are small enough to be dragged down by a few great seasons put up by players on horrendous teams—Cal Ripken Jr.’s 17.4 WARP for the 67-95 Orioles in 1991 or Steve Carlton’s 15.4 WARP for the 59-97 Phillies in 1972, for example—but it’s clear that having one great player greatly increases the chances of a team’s winning its league or division. Having a player of at least 13.0 WARP (combining the top three rows)—say, George Brett in 1985 (.335/.436/.585) or Albert Pujols in 2006 (.331/.431/.671)— gives us 129 teams with a combined winning percentage of .556, a 27.1 percent chance of winning a pennant or division, and an average finish of 7.3 games out of first. In all, these are outcomes comparable to those of the 12.0-12.9 bracket, with slightly fewer successes but a greater number of close finishes. Once the team’s best player falls below 12.0 WARP, the odds of winning take a significant hit. Once the WARP falls below 10.0, the advantage is pretty much lost, and it takes an extreme fluke to make a winner out of a team such as the 1980 Astros, led by Jose Cruz (.289/.367/.421), whose best player is worth less than 8.0 WARP.


The number of teams winning without a star of at least 8.0 WARP is just 10 out of 516, or 1.9 percent. The average WARP of the top five players on those 10 winners are 7.5, 6.8, 6.4, 6.1, and 5.6 (32.5 total for the top five). Even with a balance of players having good years, it’s very tough to win without at least one player having a star-caliber year. One player can’t carry a team, but somebody has to do the heavy lifting.


Turning to the second question, we looked at teams with the biggest WARP gaps between their best and second-best players (Table 1-7). Note how much lower the composite winning percentages are at each level than they were when we only considered the team’s best player. The lack of a supporting star clearly hampers the winning effort. If we combine all the teams with a WARP gap greater than 4.9, we have 96 teams with an average best player of 13.5 WARP. According to Table 1-6, we’d expect this group to have a winning percentage of around .553 and a pennant success of around 28 percent and be about seven games out of first. Yet the composite for the group is just .505, 12.5 percent, and 16.9 games behind. The lack of a second effective player appears to significantly lower a team’s pennant chances, given a star player of a certain quality.







Table 1-7 Binary Star Power: The Impact of a Team's Top Two Players on a Team's Performance








	
WARPBap*

	No. of Teams

	Aug. WARP of Top Player

	W-L Record

	
Pennant Success %

	GP






	≥7.0

	24

	15.0

	.512

	4.20

	15.5






	6.0-6.9

	31

	13.6

	.490

	9.70

	20.3






	5.0-5.9

	41

	12.5

	.512

	19.50

	15.1






	4.0-4.9

	94

	11.8

	.513

	18.10

	14.7






	3.0-3.9

	200

	11.0

	.509

	16.00

	15.6






	2.0-2.9

	333

	10.0

	.501

	15.60

	16.4






	1.0-1.9

	551

	9.1

	.499

	14.50

	16.9






	0.0-0.9

	808

	8.3

	.496

	13.70

	17.6









*Difference between the WARP of the best and the second-best players on a team.








A simple correlation confirms these observations. Across the sample of 2,082 team-seasons, the correlation between the team-high WARP score and that team’s winning percentage is 0.49. But the correlation between the team’s second-highest WARP score and winning percentage is actually higher, at 0.60. In other words, having a second star-level player is a better predictor of winning. Furthermore, balance and depth appear to be quite important; the correlations between winning percentage and WARP score increase the deeper one drills into the roster, at least from third-highest (correlation 0.64) to fourth-highest (0.68) to fifth-highest (0.69).


That finding shouldn’t be very surprising, given the reasons we have just discussed. Baseball is primarily a team sport; a team can’t simply expect its best player to do the bulk of the heavy lifting and still succeed. Nonetheless, the rare situations in which a player rose far above his teammates for a winning season are instructive. Table 1-8 shows the top 10 WARP differentials for pennant or division winners.


Babe Ruth tops the list with what was, according to WARP, the greatest season of all time. Though he hit “only” 41 home runs in 1923, Ruth’s .393/.545/.764 season established career highs in batting average, on-base percentage, hits (205), walks (170), and doubles (45). Ruth definitely carried the Yankees’ offense that year; second baseman Aaron Ward (7.4 WARP) was the only other hitter above 4.8 WARP, and his value was largely defensive. Pitchers Joe Bush (7.8 WARP) and Herb Pennock (7.1) keyed a staff that was slightly better at preventing runs (relative to the league) than the offense was at scoring. Debuting on June 15 of that year but drawing just 26 at bats was Lou Gehrig, who would give the Bambino an effective compatriot and would keep Ruth off the upper reaches of this list, except for 1926. That year, the Babe was 21st on the list when the Iron Horse reached double digits in WARP for the first of 11 times.


Ruth also ranked fourth in his 1921 season, when he bashed 59 home runs to fuel .378/.512/.846 hitting, but he had moderate offensive help from Bob Meusel (6.8 WARP) and Ward (6.3), as well as a pitching staff with an effective one-two punch in Carl Mays (9.5) and Waite Hoyt (6.9). The Ruth-Mays tandem also ranks 16th on the list for the 1916 season, when the Bambino was exclusively a pitcher for the Red Sox. The game’s future savior was 23-12 with a 1.75 ERA in 323.2 innings, helping the Sox to the third of four World Championships between 1912 and 1918.







Table 1-8 Batman and Robin: Top 10 WARP Differentials Between a Team’s Best and Second-Best Players








	Team Rank

	Year

	Team

	Player 1

	WARP

	Player 2

	WARP

	Dif

	W-L

	GB






	1

	1923

	NY-A

	Babe Ruth

	18.2

	Joe Bush

	7.8

	10.4

	98-54

	16.0






	2

	1945

	DET-A

	Hal Newhouser

	14.4

	Roy Cullenbine

	8.0

	6.4

	88-65

	1.5






	3

	1968

	STL-N

	Bob Gibson

	13.9

	Lou Brock

	7.6

	6.3

	97-65

	9.0






	4

	1921

	NY-A

	Babe Ruth

	15.5

	Carl Mays

	9.5

	6.0

	98-55

	4.5






	5

	1962

	SF-N

	Willie Mays

	13.1

	Orlando Cepeda

	7.5

	5.6

	103-62

	1.0






	6

	1990

	PIT-N

	Barry Bonds

	13.0

	Doug Drabek

	7.5

	5.5

	95-67

	4.0






	7T

	1984

	CHI-N

	Ryne Sandberg

	11.9

	Leon Durham

	6.5

	5.4

	96-65

	6.5






	7T

	1997

	SF-N

	Barry Bonds

	12.2

	Shawn Estes

	6.8

	5.4

	90-72

	2.0






	9

	2003

	SF-N

	Barry Bonds

	13.4

	Jason Schmidt

	8.2

	5.2

	100-61

	15.5






	10T

	2004

	LA-N

	Adrian Beltre

	12.8

	Eric Gagne

	7.7

	5.1

	93-69

	2.0






	10T

	1995

	CLE-A

	Albert Belle

	14.0

	Jim Thome

	8.9

	5.1

	100-44

	30.0






	10T

	1995

	ATL-N

	Greg Maddux

	13.6

	Tom Glavine

	8.5

	5.1

	90-54

	21.0











Pitcher Hal Newhouser, second on the list, rose to prominence during World War II, when many of the major’s top players were serving in the military. Newhouser had been a sub-.500 pitcher on mediocre teams, but, freed from service because of a congenital heart ailment, he rocketed to 29-9 with a 2.22 ERA in the softened balata-ball season of 1944. He went 25-9 with a 1.81 ERA in 1945, earned MVP honors in both years, and led the Tigers to the 1945 World Championship.


Bob Gibson places third with his legendary 22-9, 1.12 ERA season in 1968, the Year of the Pitcher. Though Lou Brock ran a distant second at 7.7 WARP, just a hair’s breadth separates Brock from Curt Flood (7.6) and Dal Maxvill (7.5) as the Cards’ second-best player that year—a good illustration of the value of balance beyond one superstar. Willie Mays, the fifth-ranked player, hit .304/.384/.615 with 49 home runs in 1962. WARP runner-up Orlando Cepeda ranked second to Mays on a talented team with five future Hall of Famers on the roster—Mays, Cepeda, Juan Marichal, Gaylord Perry, and Willie McCovey. Blocked by Cepeda at first base, McCovey was a platoon outfielder that year, hitting .293/.370/.590 overall and worth 3.8 WARP—or better than half the WARP of Cepeda in roughly 40 percent of the playing time.


Barry Bonds cracks the top 10 in three very different eras of his career. In his Pirate guise in 1990, he had no particularly outstanding teammate, but, like Gibson, had several who were close in value. Doug Drabek (7.6), Bobby Bonilla (7.4), Jay Bell (7.3), and Andy Van Slyke (7.2) proved a more-than-ample supporting cast. In 1997, before the alleged steroid use that pumped up his muscles and statistics, he had less support; besides Shawn Estes (6.8), only Jeff Kent (6.6) topped 6.0 WARP, though J. T. Snow (5.9) came close. By 2003, he’d lost Kent as a teammate, but had help from Jason Schmidt (8.2) and José Cruz Jr. (7.3). Ray Durham (6.3) might have challenged for the number two spot had he not missed nearly all of August with injury.


The all-time top differential didn’t come from a pennant winner, but from the greatest season in baseball history, according to WARP. On the strength of a 36-7, 1.14 ERA season, Walter Johnson’s 18.3 WARP in 1913 produced the largest gap of all, 12.4 WARP ahead of Chick Gandil’s 5.9. With no supporting cast (the future Black Sox instigator Gandil should hardly count), Johnson dragged the Senators to a second-place, 90-win finish. Laboring for some wretched teams, Johnson produced five of the top 20 differentials in our study.


Yastrzemski’s 1967 WARP total (12.6) was 3.6 wins better than that of teammate Rico Petrocelli, a differential that’s in a five-way tie— with Sandy Koufax’s WARP of 1966, Lou Gehrig’s of 1936, Ron Guidry’s of 1978, and Vlad Guerrero’s of 2004—for 42nd place on this list. His season was unimpressive by that measure, perhaps, but the WARP gap statistics hardly lessen the magic of his accomplishment. Yaz showed that a player might spark a team for a spell of 10 or 14 games, but maintaining that kind of hot streak over a full season is the real Impossible Dream.



Managers 2.0: Dick Williams and the Men Who Ate Gene Mauch’s Lunch



CHRISTINA KAHRL




In becoming the manager of the 1967 Red Sox, Dick Williams enjoyed a decent amount of luck. Ditched by the Sox as a big-league ballplayer at the end of the 1964 season, Williams was offered a job as a playercoach with Boston’s Triple-A affiliate in Seattle for the 1965 season. He accepted, but when an unexpected affiliation switch moved the Sox’s top farm team to Toronto, the Seattle manager (Edo Vani) chose not to cross the border. Williams was offered the manager’s chair in Vani’s place. As Williams steered the club to a pair of International League titles, he gained an intimate familiarity with many of the players he would subsequently lead as manager of the “Impossible Dream.” The campaign won him Sporting News’s Manager of the Year award and, at the relatively young age of 38, earned him newfound job security in a three-year contract. But before the end of the contract— after his second season—he was fired, and he set out on the road to a long, successful career as a major league manager.





Table 1-9 Major League Managers with the Most Games Managed, 1947 through 2006








	Manager

	Career

	
Debut*

	B

	W

	L

	Notes






	Tony La Russa

	1979-2006

	34

	4,286

	2,297

	1,986

	






	Sparky Anderson

	1970-1995

	36

	4,030

	2,194

	1,834

	Hall of Fame






	Gene Mauch

	1960-1987

	34

	3,942

	1,902

	2,037

	






	Bobby Cox

	1978-2006

	36

	3,860

	2,171

	1,686

	






	Joe Torre

	1977-2006

	36

	3,681

	1,973

	1,702

	






	Walter Alston

	1954-1976

	42

	3,658

	2,040

	1,613

	Hall of Fame






	Ralph Houk

	1961-1984

	41

	3,157

	1,619

	1,531

	






	Tommy Lasorda

	1976-1996

	48

	3,041

	1,599

	1,439

	Hall of Fame






	Dick Williams

	1967-1988

	37

	3,023

	1,571

	1,451

	






	Lou Piniella

	1986-2005

	42

	2,939

	1,519

	1,420

	






	Chuck Tanner

	1970-1988

	41

	2,738

	1,352

	1,381

	






	Bill Rigney

	1956-1976

	38

	2,561

	1,239

	1,321

	






	Earl Weaver

	1968-1986

	37

	2,541

	1,480

	1,060

	Hall of Fame






	Leo Durocher

	1948-1973

	33

	2,494

	1,305

	1,181

	Hall of Fame; doesn't count 1938-1946






	Casey Stengel

	1949-1965

	43

	2,433

	1,324

	1,100

	Hall of Fame; doesn't count 1934-1936, 1938-1943






	Al Lopez

	1951-1969

	42

	2,425

	1,410

	1,004

	Hall of Fame






	Whitey Herzog

	1973-1990

	41

	2,409

	1,281

	1,125

	






	John McNamara

	1969-1996

	37

	2,395

	1,160

	1,233

	






	Tom Kelly

	1986-2001

	36

	2,386

	1,140

	1,244

	






	Jim Leyland

	1986-2006

	41

	2,364

	1,164

	1,198

	









*Manager’s age when he managed his first major league game.





Consider Williams among his peers, the 20 managers with the most games managed, 1947 through 2006 (Table 1-9). The seven Hall of Famers on the list will probably be joined by La Russa, Cox, and Torre after they retire. In this company, some of the more notable aspects of Williams’s success with the Red Sox no longer seem remarkable. That he was 37 at the start of the season sounds young for a manager in abstract, especially considering the number of 37-year-old players at any nearby stadium these days, but given the average starting age of the post-1947 managers, 37 isn’t young.


One common observation about managers is that age has no impact on their performance. In fact, younger managers are far more likely to be successful than older managers. Shockingly few managers have managed for any length of time past their 60th birthday. This drop-off with age is partly due to the increasing generation gap between players and managers as time passes. A young manager is a near contemporary of his players. Time passes, and he’s more like a father, then a grandfather. Age was an asset for Williams in 1967—his oldest regular was 27-year-old Carl Yastrzemski. Williams’s hard-core discipline and focus on fundamentals was not only something many players had already endured playing for him in Toronto, but also something that could go over more easily on a young team with no track record for success. It was part of a pattern that Williams repeated over many seasons: Find young players who would get with his program, and discard any players who could not.


Even so, Williams developed as a manager, changing over time. Moving on to Oakland, he took over another young team and helped drive an exceptional collection of talent to three division titles and a pair of pennants. Tired of dealing with interference by team owner Charlie Finley, he moved on to the Angels. Adapting to their lighthitting lineup in 1975, he called for a league-leading 220 steals. He was mentally flexible in all but one regard, his willingness to tear into players a bit more publicly than all of them cared for. This created problems for him in Anaheim, where he feuded with washed-up veterans and cranky kids alike; in Montreal, where he labeled staff ace Steve Rogers “a fraud”; and in San Diego, where he referred to pitcher Andy Hawkins as “the Timid Texan.” His career ended in a futile stint in Seattle, with Williams complaining about ownership’s failure to get him Dave Kingman in 1987 (Kingman had struggled to a miserable year with the A’s in 1986, at .210/.255/.431) and blaming born-again Christians in the clubhouse, as he had previously blamed drugs, indolence, and laziness. Ironically, he was fired for the last time after being slammed in print by one of his players, staff ace Mark Langston.


Beyond the 20 managers listed in Table 1-9, a few notable skippers who came up around the same time as Williams should be listed among his peer group (Table 1-10). As a new manager, Williams was in the vanguard of a generation of young managers who went on to make names for themselves among the game’s greatest. You can consider them the generation that ate Gene Mauch’s lunch—the cadre that came up during the period when the game broke lose from the run-starved high-mound era and initiated baseball’s most ambitious explorations of the speed game. These managers were also celebrities, the men who won the pennants and commanded top dollar in a market as novel as free agency would be in the 1970s, and some of whom made as many headlines as the players did themselves.





Table 1-10 Other Notable Managers from Dick Williams’s Era








	Manager

	Career

	Debut

	G

	W

	L

	Notes






	Billy Martin

	1969-1988

	40

	2,267

	1,253

	1,013

	






	Red Schoendienst

	1965-1990

	42

	1,999

	1,041

	955

	Hall of Fame






	Jack McKeon

	1973-2005

	42

	1,952

	1,011

	940

	






	Bill Virdon

	1972-1984

	40

	1,918

	995

	921

	






	Don Zimmer

	1972-1991

	41

	1,744

	885

	858

	











Following in Williams’s wake were a pair of Hall of Famers and a number of other tremendously successful skippers. First up, in 1968, was Earl Weaver. The Orioles manager took over a veteran club that won the pennant and the World Series under Hank Bauer in 1966, but had dropped off since. Weaver won three straight pennants from 1969 to 1971, and while history tends to simplify his style as unimaginatively waiting around for a three-run homer, he was far more creative than that caricature allows. Not simply a big-inning manager, he had a surprising fondness for outstanding defensive players (like shortstop Mark Belanger and center fielder Paul Blair), using them as starters and not as defensive substitutes, and then pulling them when the opportunity to create a big inning presented itself. He also had an exceptional knack in setting up his rotations, showing particular creativity in breaking in young starters in middle relief. Moreover, Weaver was one of the first managers to collect data on how well his players were doing against others and to use the information in setting up his lineups and managing his pitching staff.


After Weaver, Billy Martin got his first gig in a well-traveled career with the 1969 Twins, winning the first-ever AL West title. In what became a recurrent theme, he got himself fired for his troubles. Beyond his capacity to wear out his welcome (usually by hitting someone), Martin deserves to be considered Casey Stengel’s greatest pupil. Like Stengel, Martin was a true practitioner of the tactical suppleness and in-game flexibility that had helped the old man get the Yankees past the initially favored Indians and Red Sox in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Martin’s fame was for his off-field behavior, but he also built platoons and was relentlessly aggressive in his in-game tactics. Highlights of these tactics include his letting Rickey Henderson loose on the league with the Oakland A’s and Martin’s relishing of trick plays like delayed and straight steals of home.


In 1970, Sparky Anderson and Chuck Tanner joined the fold. Despite a nondescript résumé of managing briefly in the minors and coaching for the first Padres squad, Anderson was wooed away from the Angels before the 1970 season and helped guide the Reds to fame as the Big Red Machine. He initially had a reputation as a player’s manager, deferring to a number of his veterans, but eventually became better known for a quick hook managing a pitching staff and for the incredible amount of overwhelmingly positive blarney with which he’d shower the press. At the end of that same season, new White Sox general manager Roland Hemond elevated a 41-year-old Chuck Tanner out of the Angels’ organization—fresh off of skippering the Hawaii Islanders to the Pacific Coast League title—and into the manager’s seat. He became infamous for his Pollyanna attitude, upbeat in the face of everything, but he was particularly aggressive with the running game; his 1976 Oakland A’s still hold the all-time single-season record for stolen bases (341). He later won a pennant and the World Series with the “We Are Family” Pirates, beating Weaver’s Orioles in 1979.


Whitey Herzog, a 42-year-old rookie manager with the hapless 1973 Rangers, showed up late, stepping into Ted Williams’s shoes. He might have skippered the dugout sooner, but he had spent most of his time between his retirement as a player in 1963 and 1973 in player development, first scouting for Charlie Finley’s A’s and later serving as the Mets’ director of player personnel. If both Martin and Tanner made names for themselves as erstwhile practitioners of the running game, Herzog elevated speed itself to a guiding principle in team construction. “Whiteyball” preached the value of speed afield and on the bases, and combined with the singular greatness of players like closer Bruce Sutter and shortstop Ozzie Smith, Herzog’s approach wound up generating three pennants in a six-year stretch.


Some of the lesser lights who came up at this time deserve mention as well. Jack McKeon’s career as a manager went in all sorts of directions, but the one unifying characteristic was his adaptability, working for one crazed owner or another, cleaning up after one equally crazed disciplinarian or another, but perhaps saving the best for last in scraping together a bullpen to help the Marlins win their 2003 championship. Don Zimmer was many things during his managerial career—reviled in Fenway, beloved in Wrigley, and just short of success everywhere, but in his last years, he was almost insane in his bold, in-game tactical creativity.


Collectively, all these managers were innovative in their own ways. Each had come up as ballplayers during the staid 1950s—a period when in-game tactics were almost obliterated by the wisdom of pursuing the big inning. And each was old enough to remember the electrifying arrival of Jackie Robinson and to have seen or played against Maury Wills. They also cut their teeth as managers, either in the minors or during the very start of their careers, during a mini-ice age for offense, the high-mound stretch from 1964 to 1968. Offensive levels dropped from 4.5 runs per team per game in 1961 to 3.4 in 1968, returning to usefulness all the one-run strategies from the dead-ball era—the running game, bunting, the hit-and-run. Exposed to that blend of experiences and playing and managing in very different offensive environments, managers ended up going in their own directions once the mounds were lowered. These manager-individualists created a diversity in managerial styles that the game had not seen before, and hasn’t seen since.
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1959 National League
Alston’s L.A. Confidential



JAY JAFFE


Walter Alston surveyed the situation on the wet, gray afternoon of September 28, 1959, and didn’t like what he saw. As a sparse County Stadium crowd of 18,297 looked on in a drizzle, the 47-year-old Los Angeles Dodgers manager had just watched the Milwaukee Braves, two-time defending champions of the National League, tie the score against starter Danny McDevitt in the first game of their best-of-three playoff.


The Dodgers had scratched out a run in the top of the first, and McDevitt had cruised through the bottom half of the frame, striking out sluggers Eddie Mathews and Joe Adcock while working around the even more dangerous Hank Aaron. But here in the second inning, the compact lefty had lost the plate and the Braves were connecting. Andy Pafko had lined out sharply to center field on the inning’s first pitch, Johnny Logan had walked on four straight, and after McDevitt had fallen behind in the count to both Del Crandall and Bill Bruton, each had laced hard-hit singles, Bruton bringing Logan around to score. The pennant was on the line, and the Braves were rallying. Even with pitcher Carlton Willey due up next, it was time for the hook.


McDevitt had been an idiosyncratic choice of a starter, but then those choices in a season-ending playoff often are, given the mad scramble that precedes them. None of the Dodgers’ three top winners, Don Drysdale, Johnny Podres, and Roger Craig, was adequately rested. The most obvious alternative was Sandy Koufax, but the 23year-old southpaw had not yet developed into the dominant ace who would lead the NL in ERAs for five straight years. Although he’d reeled off 41 strikeouts over three starts from August 24 through September6—including an NL-record 18-strikeout game against the Giants—Koufax’s ERA since then had been an unsightly 7.47, and he hadn’t even gotten through an inning in his previous start on September 22. McDevitt owned a 2.41 ERA in September, but working mainly in relief, he’d made just one start since September 2.







1959 National League Prospectus








	Actual Standings

	Date Elim

	Pythag






	Team

	W

	L

	Pct

	GB

	DIF

	

	W

	L






	Dodgers

	88

	68

	.564

	-

	15

	-

	82

	74






	Braves

	86

	70

	.551

	2.0

	89

	Sept 29

	89

	67






	Giants

	83

	71

	.539

	4.0

	79

	Sept 27

	87

	67






	Pirates

	78

	76

	.506

	9.0

	0

	Sept 20

	74

	80






	Cubs

	74

	80

	.481

	13.0

	1

	Sept 15

	75

	79






	Reds

	74

	80

	.481

	13.0

	2

	Sept 15

	80

	74






	Cardinals

	71

	83

	.461

	16.0

	0

	Sept 10

	68

	86






	Phillies

	64

	90

	.416

	23.0

	4

	Sept 5

	64

	90






	League Averages

	BP Stats Leaders






	AVG

	OBP

	SLG

	BABIP

	Offense,

	BRAA

	Indiv WARP






	.260

	.325

	.400

	.284

	Braves

	109

	Ernie Banks

	13.7






	ERA

	K9

	BB9

	H9

	Pitching,

	PRAA

	Hank Aaron

	12.6






	3.95

	5.3

	3.2

	9.0

	Dodgers

	52

	Eddie Mathews

	11.9













Alston summoned 24-year-old rookie right-hander Larry Sherry from his bullpen. Later he’d tell reporters, “I had planned not to go too long with my lefthander. McDevitt was tired and a bit wild.” Whether it was strategy or postgame rationalization, Alston was familiar with the drill. Forty-seven times in the Dodgers’ first 154 games, he’d pulled his starter before five innings, tied for the most in the league. The average NL team won just 26.5 percent of the time in those situations in 1959, meaning that the Dodgers could have expected 12.4 victories in those 47 games. Incredibly, they had rallied to win 20 of those games, more than any other team.


They would rally again that day. Though Sherry would surrender the go-ahead run thanks to an error by shortstop Maury Wills, the Dodgers again tied the score in the third on a trio of singles, the last by 35-year-old first baseman Gil Hodges, one of the few stars remaining from the team’s days in Brooklyn. Leading off the sixth, catcher Johnny Roseboro drove a Willey pitch into the right field bleachers for a 3-2 lead. Sherry never looked back, scattering four hits over 7.2 innings while holding the Braves scoreless as the Dodgers captured the first game of the playoff.


The next day, over 1,700 miles away in sun-baked, jerry-rigged Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, a former Olympic venue better suited for football or track and field events, 36,528 frenzied fans saw the Dodgers pull out another game after an abbreviated start. Drysdale, a six-foot-six man-child of a staff ace at just 22, had alternated stretches of brilliance and mediocrity for months; here he produced the latter. Trailing 3-2 in the fifth, he surrendered a solo home run to Mathews— the slugger’s league-leading 46th of the year—walked Aaron, and left for an early shower as Podres took over.
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