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Introduction




For many baseball fans, there is nothing more
to be said about Barry Bonds that hasn’t been repeated ad nauseam.
One of this book’s objectives, though, is to share stories about
Bonds that reveal another side of him which isn’t always reported
by the press. Another is to highlight many of the untold and
forgotten stories of Bonds’ life in baseball.

Let’s start with what many already know.
Readers who follow the sport know that Bonds, as of this writing,
isn’t in the Baseball Hall of Fame primarily because his candidacy
has been marred by the BALCO scandal in which he was indicted for
perjury and obstruction of justice on his grand jury testimony that
he knowingly used performance-enhancing drugs, although the charges
were later dismissed. Different Hall of Fame voters—in baseball,
the ones who do the voting are Baseball Writers’ Association of
America (BBWAA) members with 10 years’ membership or more who also
have been actively covering MLB at any time in the 10 years
preceding the election—have different standards, of course, and
there is no uniformity to how they vote. Because they have
different voting perspectives when it comes to players linked to or
suspected of using performance-enhancing drugs, during every voting
cycle since the 2013 ballot the debate has been whether two of the
greatest players in the game’s history are worthy of the sport’s
greatest honor.

One is seven-time Cy Young Award winner Roger
Clemens, whose name was mentioned 82 times in the 2007 Mitchell
Report on steroid use in baseball, in which former Yankees trainer
Brian McNamee claimed that he injected Clemens with the anabolic
steroid Winstrol during the 1998, 2000 and 2001 seasons. Clemens,
who never failed a drug test during a career which saw him win 354
games, has furiously denied all charges. The other is Bonds, the
seven-time National League MVP who tacitly admitted to limited and
unintended steroid use—and the subject of this book. Both men
played their final major-league seasons in 2007 and first became
eligible for Cooperstown on the 2013 ballot. Both—the two, as
pundits have said, are logically tied at the hip in their Hall of
Fame chances—are, year-by-year, inching closer to the required 75%
for entry to Cooperstown, but because players have a maximum of 10
years of eligibility (which was lowered from 15 years since the
2015 ballot), Clemens and Bonds appear on the BBWAA ballot for the
final time in 2022. It’s very possible neither would be elected to
the Hall of Fame by the BBWAA and, after their names come off the
ballot, their only shot at Cooperstown would be the Veterans
Committee, whose Today’s Game committee considers and votes for
candidates who played in the 1988-present era.

Some pundits have opined that although Bonds
and Clemens gained momentum starting in their fourth year on the
ballot and have seen gradual increases in their voting percentage
since then, they will likely come up short and not climb over the
75% threshold required for enshrinement by 2022, their final year
of eligibility. Others have opined that the writers are trying to
punish Bonds and Clemens by making them wait until their final year
on the ballot, and then vote them in. When the announcement came
from the Baseball Hall of Fame in January 2021 that nobody had been
voted in for that year, pundits (for instance Bob Costas on MLB
Network) wondered if it was the writers’ way of ensuring that Bonds
and Clemens would not receive the opportunity to share baseball’s
highest honor with the 2020 inductees—a group which included the
universally-respected Derek Jeter and Marvin Miller—and sully the
induction ceremony. (Jeter and Larry Walker had been elected by the
BBWAA in January 2020, while Miller and Ted Simmons were elected by
the Modern Baseball Era Committee in December 2019. Because of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 induction ceremony was cancelled and
rescheduled for July 2021.)

Below is a year-by-year progression of the
Bonds and Clemens vote in their first nine years on the ballot,
with both men having nearly identical voting percentages each year.
The number of votes each player received are in
parentheses.
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After the first three years of the voting, in
which both players were stuck in the mid-30s, there was a surge to
44.3% and 45.2% for Bonds and Clemens, respectively, as the 2016
ballot saw a drop in the total number of ballots (with BBWAA
members who’d been inactive for 10 years being purged), creating a
younger and perhaps more forgiving voting electorate as it relates
to players linked to PEDs. Another surge occurred in 2017, when
former commissioner Bud Selig’s election to the Hall made some
writers feel like hypocrites to not vote for Bonds and Clemens—as
Selig, selected by the Veterans Committee’s Today’s Game committee,
oversaw the “Steroid Era” and helped owners profit mightily off of
that era—and the induction of Mike Piazza (2016) and the inevitable
inductions of Jeff Bagwell (2017) and Ivan Rodriguez (2017) led
others to perhaps feel that if players suspected of using PEDs are
already in Cooperstown, you might as well let the best of the best
join them. “For the first time in the four years he has been on the
Hall of Fame ballot, I voted for Barry Bonds. How could I in good
faith not vote for Bonds,” admitted Hall of Fame voter John Shea in
2016, “when I might be voting for other PED guys?” In their eighth
year on the ballot in 2020, though, Bonds and Clemens were still on
the outside looking in, falling 57 and 56 votes shy, respectively,
of the 75% needed for induction into Cooperstown. Their penultimate
year on the ballot resulted in 61.8% support for Bonds and 61.6%
for Clemens, as the BBWAA did not elect anyone in 2021.

What has hurt Bonds and Clemens (and will hurt
them in their final year on the ballot) is writers who, like ESPN’s
MLB analyst Jeff Passan, ESPN.com writer T. J. Quinn and others,
have ended up (and will end up) deciding to give up their votes
because of the hypocrisy of the voting process—even if they believe
those two players belonged in Cooperstown. “Every year that Barry
Bonds was eligible and I had a vote, I voted for him,” Passan said
in 2020. “And in fact, what the Hall of Fame did a few years ago in
putting out a statement, essentially impugning
performance-enhancing drug users and saying, ‘We don’t want them in
our hallowed grounds,’ when in fact, there already are
performance-enhancing drug users in the Hall of Fame, made me stop
voting. I did not want to participate in the hypocrisy. I did not
want to go along with what I felt like was a rigged system… Barry
Bonds is arguably the greatest hitter of all-time. If he’s not the
greatest, he’s one of the two or three greatest. And because he is
so good, no matter what he did, to me, he is a Hall of
Famer.”

 


* * *

 


This book isn’t going to convince you of the
author’s position if it’s different from yours. The purpose of this
book is to share the lesser-known and lesser-remembered stories
about Bonds, who simply wanted to be the greatest baseball player
who ever lived—so that, one can reasonably conclude, he could
receive the love and admiration of his father, Bobby
Bonds.

If you already don’t like Barry Bonds and view
him as a movie villain, though, this book isn’t going to change
your mind about him and whether or not he belongs in the Hall of
Fame. It’s not going to change the minds of Hall of Fame voters who
view him as a cheating jerk who was hell-bent on ruining the day of
everybody around him every single day. But Barry Bonds, just like
any other professional athlete in any era, is a human being and has
flaws just like you and me. If you love sports and enjoy reading
about sports, this book perhaps can give you a better understanding
of Barry Bonds and the side of him we never really hear about. With
an open mind, perhaps you may even come to a better understanding
of the man and forgive him for mistakes made 20 or 30 years ago.
When it comes to sports, unfortunately, athletes are often regarded
as either heroes or villains, not as human beings. For fans who
dislike—or even hate—Barry Bonds, the all-time home-run king is
viewed as a villain. A cheater. A jerk who wasn’t kind to the press
or the fans. A choker in the playoffs. Despite his numbers and
records, the haters say, Bonds doesn’t deserve a plaque in
Cooperstown.

Let’s address the “cheating” argument. Bonds,
according to the San Francisco Chronicle, testified to a
grand jury in 2003 that he used a clear substance and a cream given
to him by his trainer—who was indicted in a steroid-distribution
ring—saying he didn’t know they were steroids. In 2005, the New
York Daily News reported that federal investigators warned
Major League Baseball in 1995 or 1996 that many of its
players—including Jose Canseco—were using steroids, but the leaders
of the game didn’t act on the information. Pundits have maintained
that Mark McGwire and Sammy Sosa’s 1998 home-run derby helped
rescue baseball from the post-1994 players’ strike doldrums. The
game became more entertaining and more popular than ever, with
attendance going well above what it was before the 1990s. “From
Houston to Minnesota to Arizona, the St. Louis Cardinals and their
powerful first baseman, on pace to smash Roger Maris’ record of 61
set in 1961,” noted The Washington Post in the middle of the
1998 season, referring to McGwire’s home-run exploits, “are packing
ballparks, boosting television ratings, selling food and
merchandise, and even jump-starting the wheezing baseball card
industry, where 1985 McGwire rookie cards have increased in price
twentyfold from two years ago.”

Looking at the situation objectively, how is
it fair to place all of the blame on the game’s doping scandal
solely on Bonds? If many other players were using PEDs, which were
not being tested for and weren’t against the rules, and the players
bashing all those home runs were being celebrated, one can
reasonably conclude that a highly-competitive athlete in Bonds’
situation would feel the need to keep up. And even understand it.
As some who do understand it have argued, we’re talking about
ballplayers of a very specific era, who made their decisions based
on the context of that era, and who still excelled against their
peers, many of whom were also making those same decisions based on
the context of that era. Now, if Hall of Fame voters judge players
by their eras and whom they played against—and the Hall itself is
ultimately a museum of baseball history—why shouldn’t Barry Bonds,
the greatest hitter of his era, be voted in?

Even if you feel the 1998 home-run derby—which
saw both McGwire and Sosa shatter the single-season record of 61
home runs—didn’t “save baseball,” Grant Brisbee noted in The
Athletic in January 2020, you’ll have to at least acknowledge
that the game definitely prospered during the so-called “Steroid
Era.” Besides, PED use was part of baseball’s culture at the time.
“It’s always been at least a little hyperbolic to suggest that the
1998 home-run chase saved baseball, but the sport is still
benefiting to this day from the nationwide obsession with the
sport,” Brisbee argued. “The chase definitely helped pull baseball
out of the post-strike quicksand that threatened to send attendance
and revenues back to the ’70s. The billion-dollar media deals still
might have happened without the chase, but the pie might have been
smaller. A smaller pie affects labor negotiations. There are all
sorts of dominoes that could have fallen without steroids and PEDs,
and a whole lot of them would have cost the owners money. It’s
revisionist history, then, to claim that Bonds (and McGwire and
Sosa and Roger Clemens and …) were actively hurting the sport’s
reputation and the sanctity of the game back then. For a sport that
loves its unwritten rules, the gatekeepers sure have a blind spot
when it comes to the unwritten rule of ‘Yeah, go for it. You’ll be
treated like a god’ that was a part of baseball culture back in
1998.” And the steroid era was a part of the sport, just like the
dead-ball era and segregated era were part of baseball history. For
fans who are upset about all the records being broken, all of those
eras affected the statistics in the record books—just like
expansion and extended seasons, the high mound and even pre-humidor
Coors Field—but again, they were part of the game’s
history.

Even if you don’t consider the Hall of Fame a
museum, perhaps look at what sports are supposed to be. Countless
fans consider sports a great escape from the stress of everyday
life, a form of entertainment to distract them for a few hours
every night. But really, professional baseball, like all pro
sports, is a business. There are many things about professional
sports that we may not like. But those things are part of the game.
Just to give an example, we live in an era in which virtually
everything contains names of corporate sponsors. Whether fans like
it or not, the Fall Classic is officially known as the World
Series presented by YouTube TV. In 2019, the Washington
Nationals and St. Louis Cardinals competed in the National
League Championship Series presented by GEICO. Look around the
nation, and you’ll see that countless ballparks, stadiums and
arenas in every sport (even those used in college sports) have
corporate naming rights deals. Yes, Los Angeles still has Dodger
Stadium, but look around the major leagues and you’ll see the names
Guaranteed Rate Field or Truist Park or Progressive Field, just to
name a few. San Francisco’s Oracle Park used to be known as
AT&T Park, while AT&T Stadium is the home of the NFL Dallas
Cowboys and AT&T Center is home to the NBA San Antonio Spurs.
There was once a Sleep Train Arena in the NBA. The Arizona
Cardinals play at State Farm Stadium, previously known as the
University of Phoenix Stadium, although the University of Phoenix
has neither a football team nor even an actual, physical campus. As
of this writing, the stadiums in Seattle include Lumen Field, the
home of the NFL Seahawks and MLS Sounders, and T-Mobile Park, the
home of baseball’s Mariners. The NHL has a T-Mobile Arena, home of
the Vegas Golden Knights. Whether you love them or not, corporate
naming rights deals are part of the game. Just as the steroids were
part of the game in the 1990s and early 2000s, when juiced players
bashing baseballs out of the ballpark at rates never seen before
put millions of butts in the seats, which put billions of dollars
into the pockets of team owners. Sports, after all, is a
business.

Likewise, professional athletes are
entertainers. When sports fans watch a ballgame, they’re looking to
be entertained. In baseball, a ballplayer’s job is to produce on
the field. Bonds, with his home runs, entertained fans wanting to
see hitters knock baseballs out of the park. If whatever his
trainer gave him helped him entertain more and entertain longer,
wasn’t that what fans wanted to see? And even if Bonds was often
unaccommodating when it came to media and fan requests, so what?
Sure, kids collect their favorite baseball players’ cards and have
those heroes’ posters plastered all over their walls at home—and
fans of all ages across the nation proudly wear jerseys with the
names of ballplayers they love—but, if you stop to think about it,
major leaguers don’t owe anybody anything other than their
performances on the diamond. Athletes are expected to perform at
the highest levels that they’re capable of, and that’s it. Although
sports fans might like romanticizing them, athletes shouldn’t be
idolized or put on pedestals. We shouldn’t hold athletes to a
higher standard than we hold ourselves. Conversely, when an athlete
does indeed do something nice, we shouldn’t question the sincerity
behind the gesture. It simply isn’t fair that whenever Bonds did
something kind, for instance, the gesture was often dismissed by
critics as there being an agenda behind it.

There’s also personality; some athletes are
sociable and love to talk, while others don’t. Some are wonderful
people, while others aren’t. Every baseball player is different.
Just like people in regular society. Just like people working in
non-sporting industries. Every individual is different. That’s part
of life. Besides, Barry Bonds is hardly the only athlete in the
world to act unkindly to those seeking an autograph. He performed
on the field and didn’t owe anybody anything else.

He didn’t perform in the playoffs, you say?
Perhaps you’re one of those who scoff at Barry Bonds because of his
less-than-stellar postseason numbers. True, prior to 2002, Bonds
might not have performed in October the way that he had during
regular season play, but he’s hardly alone among the all-time
greats, as the annals of postseason baseball are filled with big
names—superstars and Hall of Famers—with poor October stats (and,
conversely, virtual unknowns who stun the baseball world by coming
up big in postseason play). Not every superstar delivers in the
postseason like a Reggie Jackson or a Derek Jeter, yet many of them
aren’t as heavily criticized as Bonds was.

Mike Trout, the best player in the game today,
is a perfect example. In his first 10 seasons between 2011 and
2020, his Los Angeles Angels reached the postseason only once, a
three-game sweep at the hands of Kansas City in the American League
Division Series in 2014. (In that series, Trout batted only .083
with one hit in 12 at-bats.) In the case of Trout, the Angels’
superstar center fielder is playing in an era which sees more teams
than ever reach the postseason (with five teams per league
qualifying every season), yet Los Angeles finished under .500 six
times from 2011 and 2020. Trout, however, is hardly ever criticized
for the Angels’ failures. In Bonds’ case, meanwhile, without Barry,
the 1990-92 Pirates might not have reached the postseason three
years in a row, the first NL team since the 1976-78 Phillies to
capture three consecutive division crowns, in an era in which only
division champions saw playoff baseball. Without Bonds, the Giants
might not have finished first or second in the NL West 10 out of 12
seasons between 1993 and 2004, either.

When it comes to the Baseball Hall of Fame,
Barry Bonds was the greatest player of his era and was an all-time
great long before his name was ever linked to PEDs. Although many
others were juicing in that same era, nobody approached the
performance level of Barry Lamar Bonds. The Hall has already
enshrined cheats, enablers, scoundrels, segregationists, suspected
PED users and downright terrible people. Bud Selig, the man who
presided over the “Steroid Era,” has already been enshrined. For
baseball writers to deny Bonds a Cooperstown enshrinement because
he was the highest-profile player suspected of PED use during that
so-called tainted era simply comes across as petty. Acknowledging
Bonds as a Baseball Hall of Famer isn’t putting him on a pedestal;
it’s simply recognizing him as an all-time great in the game of
baseball and giving him a well-deserved place in the sport’s
museum. Put him in already.


 


Looking at Things from a Different
Perspective




Barry has the best swing ever. It’s
hard for people who play the game every day to be so consistent.
I’ve seen Barry maybe six times look bad at the plate in 10 years.
That’s amazing. His concentration is unreal, I mean unreal. You
talk about a picture swing. He has a tailor-made swing. He can see
the ball all the way to the plate. It’s incredible. Hitters get in
the zone for three weeks. But to do it for 10 years…

—Hall of Fame first baseman
Orlando Cepeda,

as told to The [Santa Rosa, CA]
Press

Democrat’s Lowell Cohn
(2004)

 


Even if they dismiss the numbers, baseball fans
know the figures: 73 home runs in a single season, 762 career home
runs and seven National League Most Valuable Player awards. If the
name of the player who achieved these milestones wasn’t Barry
Bonds, you’d look at how the man persevered and celebrate his
accomplishments.

As a boy, Barry didn’t always have his father,
Bobby Bonds, present. But when Bobby was around, he wasn’t always a
loving father. “In interviews,” writers Mark Fainaru-Wada and Lance
Williams noted in their 2006 book Game of Shadows, “Bonds
said that when he was a boy, he hadn’t liked his father. He told
friends that his father beat him and psychologically dominated his
mother. He claimed his father had ignored his achievements and
refused to attend his games and other school events. He said that
in college he discouraged his father from coming to watch him play
because he feared he would show up drunk.” Unfortunately, when
Bobby was arrested for drunken driving and resisting arrest in
1973, the Bondses had to deal not only with Bobby’s problem but
also with the media attention that followed Barry to school. Fans
would use Bobby’s drinking problem to taunt Barry, for instance,
when he first played as a collegiate and professional baseball
player. At one game, as the story goes, Barry would always remember
hearing the fans chant “502, 502!”—with the three-digit number
being the California police code for driving under the
influence.

Having an estranged father at Barry’s age
couldn’t have been easy. The claims Barry had made couldn’t be
dismissed, either, as Bobby Bonds, during his 14-year career in the
big leagues from 1968 to 1981, was known for his standoffish and
moody behavior along with his alcoholism as much as he was known
for his talent on the field. Although Bobby electrified Giants fans
with his combination of power and speed—he’d go on to achieve the
rare feat of hitting at least 30 home runs and stealing 30-plus
bases in the same season five times over his career, a major-league
record, including twice in a San Francisco uniform—management grew
worried about his drinking and attitude and finally sent him to the
Yankees after the 1974 season. Bobby hit 32 homers with 30 stolen
bases for the Yankees in 1975, but they moved him to the California
Angels after the season. Even his 37 home runs and 41 steals for
the Angels in 1977 weren’t enough, as California traded him, too,
and after that no club wanted him for more than one season. That
was also the case in 1978, when Bobby homered 31 times and stole 43
bags while splitting time with the White Sox and Rangers; after
that season, he wound up changing uniforms yet again. Given the
unfair label of being an underachiever—expectations were enormously
high after he’d been called “the new Willie Mays” early in his
career—Bobby retired following the 1981 campaign after playing for
seven different teams over a seven-year period in the second half
of his career.

The way Bobby was treated, despite the
All-Star caliber numbers he consistently put up along with his five
30-30 seasons, certainly made young Barry frustrated and troubled.
All the bad press the elder Bonds received, one could reasonably
argue, undoubtedly had an effect on Barry. He grew up, after all,
being exposed to all these negative comments written about his
father. And it wasn’t just the press; the poor treatment toward
Bobby came from all directions. “No one in baseball ever supported
Bobby Bonds, [whether it was] the owner, the general manager, the
press [or] the teammates,” columnist Thomas Boswell of The
Washington Post once explained. “Nobody in the game stood up
for the father. So, what Barry learned about baseball was, ‘Great
talent matters, great scholarship about the game matters, but you
can’t count on anybody in this game to stand up for you—cuz they
didn’t stand up for my father.’” Childhood friend Bob McKercher
once added, “It was like his dad wasn’t wanted [when he was getting
traded from team to team]… You see that, and it lingers. You see
your dad go from San Francisco to New York to Anaheim to Texas to
Cleveland to Chicago… that can take a toll on you.”

If having an estranged father was the only
difficulty Barry Bonds endured as a boy, that would be one thing.
He then had to deal with all the negative publicity about his
father. But that wasn’t everything—there was even more. Even as a
boy, Barry didn’t have the support of his peers; he became aware of
other kids talking behind his back and, thus, became guarded when
people tried to get too close. At least that’s the version the
press gives. “No matter how much he excelled at baseball,” wrote
Fainaru-Wada and Williams in Game of Shadows, “he couldn’t
escape feeling that people discounted his achievements because of
his father. Outstanding play was expected of him because of who he
was. Other kids would rag on Barry or talk behind his back, saying
that no coach would ever cut him from a team or bench him from a
game because he was Bobby Bonds’ son. As a result, when people
tried to befriend or praise him, Barry became suspicious, doubting
their sincerity. Were people nice to him because they liked him? Or
was it because they wanted something from his famous dad? Was Barry
playing ball because he wanted to? Or was baseball simply something
everyone expected of Bobby Bonds’ son?” None of that was imagined.
“Bobby would come to the ballpark to pick him up, and all the kids
would just hover around trying to get autographs, and I think this
kind of affected Barry, who closed himself off at an early age from
the kids around him,” Mike Roza, a high school teammate of Barry’s,
once recalled.

Despite the ordeals he faced as a boy, Barry,
who played every sport as a youth including football, basketball
and hockey—he even did activities like water-skiing and
ice-skating—and excelled in each one while growing up in an
athletic community, developed a strong passion for the game of
baseball, in particular, at an early age and wound up reaching the
major leagues. Possessing world-class athletic skills that he was
happy to show off, he wound up becoming a better baseball player
than his father ever was. By the time he won his first MVP Award in
his fifth major-league season in 1990, he was even widely regarded
as the best player in the game, one who could beat opposing teams
with his bat, his glove and his legs.

Such an accomplishment is one that should be
celebrated. If his name wasn’t Barry Bonds, any baseball fan would
applaud those achievements. So, why look at his story and scoff
just because this man happens to be Barry Bonds? Why scoff the way
his own father had done throughout a large portion of his playing
career? “I never played against another team,” Barry once recalled.
“I played against my father and Willie [Mays]. Their approval, am I
as good a ballplayer as they are? Did I get their acceptance?” Even
after Barry had won multiple MVP awards, Bobby, as the Giants’
hitting instructor, was hard on him during batting practice. “He’d
call me an idiot,” Barry remembered, revealing some of the
emotional wounds he’d suffered. “‘What the f— are you thinking
about? Whaddya mean you can’t get to it [the ball]? It’s right in
front of you! Can’t you see?’ I said, ‘This dude is wacko.’ I would
do it [succeed] to shut him up. If he said I couldn’t hit the ball
over the left-field wall, I’d hit 20 and then I’d hand him the bat
and walk away.”

Well, the notion that Bonds closed himself off
from other kids at a young age and that he became suspicious of
others around him comes from the media. In the rare interviews
Bonds himself has given, though, he has explained the fact that
he’d always simply been an introverted and private person. Coming
from an athletic community, he had plenty of friends as a child—and
still remains close to them, to this day—just like any other boy in
the neighborhood. Childhood friend Bob McKercher once recalled that
Barry was like many other kids in the neighborhood. “We were into
water-balloon fights, we played baseball, basketball [and]
football. We loved music and liked to dance. We went to the movies.
Every Friday night from sixth to eighth grade we went ice-skating.
He was just a typical kid.” When it came to baseball, Barry had a
high IQ. But as an introvert, he couldn’t explain batting tips in
words—but he could only show others by swinging a bat. If he was
asked to express in words how to be a good hitter, for instance, he
felt more comfortable showing with his performance on the field
than to break things down verbally.

Prior to his taking the job as a hitting coach
with the Miami Marlins in 2016, Bonds was initially reluctant about
taking on that role—how could he teach what he knew to other
players, even if those skills came naturally to him, when he was an
introvert?—but received strong encouragement from his mother, Pat,
and his children to give it a try. “Baby steps,” he would admit,
explaining that he had to come out of his comfort zone in order to
accept that role with the Marlins. And even if he wasn’t good at
explaining his knowledge verbally, others were looking at his
attributes—in particular, his patience, discipline and
consistency—and incorporating them to establish their own blueprint
for how to succeed on the field. Even in other sports. In 2019, for
instance, Dallas Cowboys quarterbacks coach Jon Kitna preached an
approach called the “Barry Bonds mindset” to the team’s
quarterbacks. (Fittingly, this example is about the Cowboys, who,
just like Barry Bonds, are either loved or hated by sports fans
across the nation.) “You want to have a Barry Bonds mindset, which
is he broke the record for home runs in a season,” Kitna said in
November 2019. “He also broke the records for walks in a season.
That meant they weren’t throwing him pitches to hit. But when he
hit, he hit it out of the park. That’s what we want to have as a
quarterback: the discipline to say, ‘That’s not my pitch. Let’s
check it down.’ But when it presents itself: Let’s let it
rip.”

The fact that Barry, having an introverted
personality, found it difficult to explain his skills in words
doesn’t make him a villain; it makes him similar to countless other
individuals in countless other professions across the globe. A
column by the San Francisco Chronicle’s Lowell Cohn in May
1993 perhaps best summed up Bonds’ character as an introvert.
Comparing Bonds to Michael Jordan, Cohn noted that “Air Jordan”
loved the media spotlight, endorsed as many commercial products as
he could and always seemed to want to be the center of attention.
Barry, meanwhile, “disdains fame. He said that he feels
uncomfortable that his shoe company wants to put up a Barry Bonds
mural in San Francisco. He tries to avoid every interview the
Giants ask him to perform.” Cohn concluded, though, that Bonds’
discomfort with fame actually made him seem more human and “more
likable.”

There are two sides to every story. Sports
fans normally hear only the side—typically the negative
side—reported in the newspapers. Why not try to hear the other
side, the one which allows us to understand (and even appreciate)
more why Barry acted the way he did? Besides, if his name wasn’t
Barry Bonds, many fans would applaud his accomplishments. So, why
look at his story and scoff just because his name happens to be
Barry Bonds?

 


* * *

 


Baseball fans know the numbers: 714, 755 and
762. Those are the career home-run totals of Babe Ruth, Hank Aaron
and Barry Bonds, respectively. Although Bonds finished with the
most home runs in the history of Major League Baseball—a number
that stands atop all the record books—many media members and fans
have chosen to call the number 762 “meaningless” or “not real”
while producing their own definition of the “true” home-run
champion.

Those who love Hank Aaron contend that the
former Braves slugger is baseball’s all-time home-run king. Others
say it’s Babe Ruth. Others say the answer is clearly Bonds. Since
there isn’t a consensus despite what the numbers say, some have
come up with a solution. Take Boston Globe’s Bob Ryan, for
instance. Every era in baseball, Ryan has argued, is different, and
each era can be looked at separately. Bonds, for example, played in
the Steroid Era. Ruth never played in a racially integrated league.
Aaron played in an era in which amphetamines were pervasive—or, as
many pundits have said, “handed out like candy.”

Looking at Aaron specifically, just to
illustrate why baseball fans view the idea of the “true” home-run
champ differently, some aren’t sure all of his home runs fall into
the category of being legitimate. Aaron, according to some, not
only played during a time in baseball in which amphetamines were
ubiquitous, also played in an era which gave him another advantage.
As Jay Jaffe once noted in Sports Illustrated, Aaron played
under favorable conditions which included two rounds of expansion
and diluted talent. Ninety-one of his 755 home runs, he wrote, came
against the Astros and Mets, both of whom were established in 1962.
Another 40 homers came against Montreal and San Diego, established
in 1969. On a per plate appearance basis, added Jaffe, Aaron’s home
run rate rose by 10% against those teams relative to the rest of
the majors. As if that wasn’t enough, in 1966 Aaron’s Braves moved
from Milwaukee to Atlanta, “where Fulton County Stadium’s
1,000-foot elevation was the highest in the majors until the
Rockies joined the league in 1993,” the SI scribe pointed
out. In nine seasons at the ballpark known as “the Launching Pad,”
Aaron smacked 192 home runs, compared to 145 on the road. Although
the discrepancy between long balls hit at home and ones hit on the
road isn’t unusual, the fact that Fulton County Stadium gave Aaron
an advantage is a fact that cannot be ignored. (Many observers have
opined that Willie Mays might have surpassed Ruth’s home-run total
of 714 if not for the dimensions and hurricane-force winds at
Candlestick Park. Mays, whose 660 home runs are sixth all-time
behind only Bonds, Aaron, Ruth, Alex Rodriguez and Albert Pujols as
of this writing, played home games for 12 full seasons at
Candlestick, where the incessant winds muted drives to left field
by right-handed hitting sluggers, which cost him plenty of home
runs.)

Ryan, the former Boston Globe writer,
has a simple solution: Recognize that baseball, really, has three
home-run champions: Babe Ruth, Hank Aaron and Barry Bonds, because
the game has had three distinct home-run eras. As Ryan noted in
2017, the first home-run era occurred in an era where circumstances
were completely different from today, with Negro League players
barred from playing in the major leagues, with no night games and
with no official “closers” (meaning Ruth could get four cracks at a
possible tiring starter). In Ruth’s case, specifically, his career
with the Yankees began at the Polo Grounds, where it was 257 feet
to the right-field foul pole. Yankee Stadium, with its 296-foot
right-field distance, was constructed expressly for The Babe in
1923, added Ryan. When Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in
1947, it was the start of a new era. After the Second World War,
American GIs brought several things home with them from their
foreign adventures, among them the habitual use of amphetamines,
which spread quickly into baseball. Soon enough, the game entered
the “Greenie Era,” where amphetamines were pervasive and continued
to be for decades. “Amphetamines were handed out like candy in
every major-league locker room,” Ryan continued. “They all took
them. It was regarded as the only way to get through 162 games.” In
Aaron’s case, he once admitted taking a “greenie” during the 1968
season when a teammate offered it to him—and he took it. “When that
thing took hold, I thought I was having a heart attack,” he wrote
in his autobiography. Aaron, who also benefited from the Braves’
move to Atlanta, is the champion of this “Greenie Era,” as Ryan put
it. Finally, Bonds is the champion of the third era.

Some feel that if one wants to attach an
asterisk to Bonds’ numbers, there should be one next to Babe
Ruth’s, too. “Ruth’s 714 home run record lacks the spit-shined
purity his backers trumpet,” Dave Zirin opined on TheNation.com in
2006. “The Sultan of Swat made his bones playing against only a
select segment of the population because of the ban on players
whose skin color ran brown to black. Ruth never had to hit against
Negro League greats Satchel Paige or Lefty Mathis to amass the
magic 714. Yet no asterisk for institutionalized racism mars the
Babe’s marks. Ruth also was a habitual user of a banned substance
that was deemed unambiguously illegal by the federal government—a
drug Ruth believed enhanced his performance: alcohol. Ruth was a
star during the roaring prohibition 1920s, and as teammate Joe
Dugan said, ‘Babe would go day and night, broads and
booze.’”

NBC Sports’ Craig Calcaterra offers another
solution: Take emotion out of it. Whether or not you were turned
off by the controversy surrounding Bonds, whether you love Ruth or
Aaron and hate Barry, the simple fact is that Barry Bonds has more
home runs than anybody else in the history of Major League
Baseball. Hank Aaron isn’t “baseball’s all-time home run leader,”
Calcaterra wrote in 2014. “Or its ‘true’ Home Run King or however
people wish to characterize it. To say that is to go beyond
expressing your enjoyment of his accomplishment and your
appreciation of him as a player and claiming that those qualitative
things—and whatever disdain one has for Barry Bonds—trump the
actual record of history. The record of history—which is devoid of
judgment and opinion—states that Barry Bonds hit more home runs
than Hank Aaron did. Baseball recognizes this fact without
qualification. We should as well. To do otherwise is to invite
chaos, as each of us brings our own values and assumptions into an
assessment of the records.”

To prove his point, Calcaterra brought up
other records that nobody is questioning even though those marks
were attained under “unfair” conditions. For instance, nobody seems
to care that the top five all-time pitching wins leaders—Cy Young
(511), Walter Johnson (417), Pete Alexander (373), Christy
Mathewson (373) and Pud Galvin (365)—had “ridiculous advantages”
that Warren Spahn, sixth all-time with 363 victories, never had,
which should render him the “True Wins Leader.” We could attempt to
make these arguments with most records, added Calcaterra, but doing
so “would be silly in most instances and would render the idea of
an actual record book—the thing people who call Hank Aaron the True
Home Run King say they are trying to protect—[an] utterly
meaningless thing.” Of course, it’s perfectly fine to celebrate
Hank Aaron, opined Calcaterra, and consider his career
accomplishments more impressive than Bonds’ if you feel that way.
“But stop there. Don’t claim that black is white. Don’t claim that
Hank Aaron is the real and true Home Run King. Because that’s just
nonsense.”

Nikolai Bonds, Barry’s son, put it this way in
a 2015 interview with writer Jeff Pearlman: “There are so many
reasons why he will always be the home-run king. But everybody is
entitled to their own opinion. Here is mine. My dad’s job was what
exactly? To entertain. That’s it. That’s the first reason. Second
is, as you said, he didn’t break any rules of the game. So what did
he do wrong? Third, Hank Aaron admitted to greenies. An enhancer.
Babe Ruth drank during prohibition. Illegal. Ty Cobb beat a woman
during a game. What we are talking about is someone who is
enhancing his performance within the rules of the sport he plays to
entertain the rest of this world … and he is getting crucified
for it.

“It’s like Michael Jackson. His
entire life he entertained and wanted to be loved by the people.
Once that was taken from him, what did he have left? My father did
nothing wrong but play the game he loved to the best of his
ability. So, is he wrong for that? … Everybody tries to say,
‘You’re a bad influence on the kids.’ How? My dad isn’t the one out
there marketing steroids or putting them on the news. That’s the
media installing it into the minds of the people. If nobody ever
said anything, people would continue to train. Continue to get
education on substances that are good and bad for you. And continue
to strive to be just like the greats who gave them hope and faith
that they can be there, too.

“Really, think about it. We are
talking about a record of a sport. Does it really matter all that
much? If the world wants it, they can have it. The record doesn’t
bring happiness. It’s a number. But if you strip my dad of it,
everyone who did something that we don’t agree with has to get [his
or her] biggest achievement taken also. Now does it still matter
that much?”

 


* * *

 


Baseball isn’t life and death. It’s a
distraction, as all sports are. It’s entertainment. If one forks
out money to watch a baseball game at the ballpark, he or she wants
to be entertained. It’s no different from spending money to watch a
movie or an opera. It’s just a different form of
entertainment.

Barry Bonds viewed baseball as a form of
entertainment. He simply wanted to show up at the ballpark, gather
his thoughts in the clubhouse, go out to play and entertain the
fans, and then go home. What was wrong with that?

Besides, he was the best entertainer in the
game. Wasn’t that enough?

Regarding the part about Bonds being the best
player in the game over the last century, that’s not even a
question. “I think outside of Babe Ruth, you could argue he’s the
greatest player who ever lived, certainly the greatest player of
his generation, the most feared hitter, good outfielder, baserunner
[and] everything,” says USA Today writer Bob Nightengale
when the topic of Bonds comes up. “There’s nobody who really
compares. During his time playing in the big leagues, nobody was
even close to Bonds; [in his own era, Barry was the greatest] by
far. Nobody else was even close. He’s that great of a player.
People can talk about Mike Trout and everybody else, but Bonds is
the best.”

Unfortunately, Bonds was known throughout his
major-league career for being standoffish to both teammates and
media, leading to more criticisms—from early in his career—than
praises for his on-field accomplishments. “Some guys didn’t care
for him. They thought he was too standoffish, too into himself,”
Nightengale acknowledges. “He can certainly be perceived as a
loner-type guy or aloof, but you go around baseball, a lot of stars
are like that. And that’s true in all sports, not just
baseball.”

Dustan Mohr, a former Giants outfielder, is
also quick to defend Bonds, refuting the notion that Barry was
“selfish,” a label put on the all-time home-run champion by the
press. “When you’re talking about Barry Bonds, it’s hard to put
yourself in his shoes, I would think, because there’s so many
people who sort of want a piece of him every day,” says Mohr, who
played in San Francisco in 2004. “And I think it’s easy to overlook
the fact that he’s human like the rest of us. Sometimes he just
doesn’t have anything to say. Or maybe he’s in a bad mood. He’s
like anybody else… I didn’t see Barry as selfish. I think everybody
has to have a certain level of that selfishness about them to get
themselves ready. I think Barry was not selfish. He wanted to win
as bad as anybody else. I think, really, it was others around him,
at times, that created things that really weren’t there. Maybe he
didn’t talk to them. I don’t want to say jealousy, but maybe they
resented him because of how good he was. I can’t speak for him,
but… I think that he just wanted everybody else to lift their game
and take it as seriously as he did, but unfortunately, not
everybody was always willing to do that. He was focused on making
sure that he was going to be able to do his part, and perform up to
his standard. People [might] think that’s selfish… but I certainly
didn’t see it that way.”

Mohr does have a point. It’s difficult to
imagine what Barry had to go through with requests every day.
Ballplayers, perhaps especially the superstars, routinely have
friends and family calling them up all the time for tickets.
There’s always media wanting a piece of them. Once you become
famous, everybody wants a piece of you. The good people. The bad
people. And because everybody is different, every player deals with
game days differently. Kirk Gibson, just to give an oft-told
example, was an intimidating player who wanted to win every single
night, and he’d have his intense game face on when he arrived at
the ballpark—and have that on until he left the stadium. That’s how
he was as an athlete, as a baseball player, as a competitor. In Los
Angeles, left-hander Fernando Valenzuela, a pitching sensation for
the Dodgers in the 1980s who drew large crowds from the city’s
Latino community every time he pitched and captured the interest of
fans across the world (the craze surrounding him came to be known
as “Fernandomania”), was known as a private individual who rarely
gave interviews, not even in his native tongue. A former Mariners
player once shared this story with the author about all the
requests future Hall of Famer Randy Johnson dealt with. “When I
played in Seattle,” said the former Mariner, who requested
anonymity, “there was one day when someone brought in 50 shopping
bags of letters and cards for Randy to read and sign. Fifty!
They were all over the floor and took up all the space.” Indeed,
ballplayers, in particular the superstars, receive so many requests
that at times, it could be overwhelming.

Barry Bonds didn’t trust the media to begin
with because of how the press treated his father. Dealing with all
those requests—ones from the media, in particular—wasn’t part of
playing baseball, Bonds decided early in his big-league career,
because they weren’t part of his job as an entertainer. Barry
himself once said early in his career in Pittsburgh, “My job does
not say, ‘Walk in the locker room and kiss butt.’ It says, ‘Go to
work.’ I say hello sometimes, and sometimes I don’t. I get to the
ballpark and I’m going to be focused on what I have to do. But you
know what they’ll say? ‘Hey, Barry, what’s your problem? What’s
your attitude?’ ‘I don’t have an attitude; I’m sitting here by
myself. You got a problem with it?’”

When one looks at what he said more
objectively, one could argue that Bonds had a point. In a separate
interview two years later, he said, “I have a job to do and
sometimes the media conflicts with my job. There’s a lot of times I
want to say I’m sorry for not being the type of person that you
expect me to be. But I’m a straightforward person and I’m not going
to B.S. you. If the media wanted to pay me what the Pirates pay me,
I’ll talk to them all day and all night.”

Late in his career, when he was with the
Giants, Bonds addressed his relationship with the media and again
explained his point of view. He wasn’t trying to be standoffish; he
simply wanted to focus solely on the game when he took the field
and couldn’t afford to waste one ounce of his energy on other
matters. “My family comes first, but then comes baseball.
Everything else, the autographs, the media, the million questions,
I can’t worry about all of that stuff because that’s really not the
game.” He didn’t worry about what his teammates thought of him. He
didn’t worry about his public image. He was all about being a great
baseball player on the field and absolutely nothing else. His
performance on the field was supposed to be the only thing that
mattered. “I’m a business-type player,” he explained. “I want to
give the fans their money’s worth.”

To understand his perspective, he believed he
was an entertainer whose job was to produce on the field (which,
obviously, he did quite well); when he was in the clubhouse, he
didn’t believe he needed to be “on stage” again to talk to
reporters. In the clubhouse, he wanted to get his treatments or
gather his thoughts in peace, not deal with 30 reporters asking him
questions repeatedly. After all, hadn’t his performance on the
field—whether it was a big home run or fine defensive play or key
stolen base—already done all the talking? “Why can’t people just
enjoy the show?” Barry once asked. “And then let the entertainer go
home and get his rest, so he can put on another show?”

Rich Donnelly, a former Pirates coach who
considers Barry a friend, once recalled a typical Bonds clubhouse
interaction with the press. “I remember the time he hit a home run
against the Mets at our place. We didn’t have a real cafeteria. So,
after the game, we’d come into the clubhouse and set the food on
these equipment trunks while you ate. [Bonds] put his food down and
then put his feet up,” Donnelly told The Athletic in 2020,
providing an insight into Bonds’ point of view. “All these writers
came in. He looked up at them and said, ‘Hey, let me ask you—’ I
don’t know what he said, ‘jerks’ or something. ‘Do I come into your
dining room at suppertime and bother you?’ They all said, well, no.
He says, ‘Well, get the hell out of mine.’”

Years later, Bonds elaborated on his thoughts
in an interview with Giants public address announcer Renel
Brooks-Moon. “When I’m at the ballpark, I’m just trying to heal my
legs. I’m just trying to go to work,” he explained matter-of-factly
in the 2019 conversation. “But when you have 30 reporters [at] your
locker, by the time I take my shirt off, they’re like, ‘Barry, what
do you think of this?’ that is not the time to bother anyone. And,
with us [athletes], it’s just magnified. But I know you [the
interviewer] or anyone else, [if people come to ask you a bunch of
questions, you’d say] ‘Boy, you come to my dressing room while I’m
trying to get ready…’ You know what I mean? … But in the sports
world, the media [is there and] even when you’re in your dressing
room, you have to be ‘on stage.’ I really wasn’t good at that. I
couldn’t separate the two. I don’t have that mentality or that
thought process in my head. My head is, ‘I’m at work. Shhh! Leave
me alone.’ Like, I’m just programming myself all day [to say],
‘What? What? Leave me alone.’ I couldn’t do two. I can’t do both. I
was never good at that. I don’t blame the press. I know now that
I’m retired, you’re doing your job. You’ve got families to feed.
You’ve got things to do. But at that time, I wasn’t thinking like
that. It was like, ‘Why are you bothering me?’ Then, it’s like,
‘Why are you saying nasty things about me and then you want to talk
to me tomorrow. Why? I have other things to do. I have to play. I
got to perform.’”

Bonds had also long felt that his lineage and
stats received more attention than Barry Bonds the person. His
father Bobby Bonds, after all, was a star player for 14 seasons in
the big leagues and Willie Mays was his godfather, and Barry grew
weary of all the comparisons to his father and of being referred to
as Mays’ godson. “I always dreamed of being someone like Michael
Jordan, growing up in North Carolina; after a game, having someone
asking me how I felt. No one ever asked that kind of question,”
Bonds once said during his big-league career. “My questions were
always from someone wanting to know if I was going to go to the
major leagues like my dad. If I thought I was going to be as good
as my father was. Other athletes got to be themselves their whole
lives. People have loved them for their whole lives. I never got to
be loved for me.”

Perhaps his father, Bobby Bonds, summed it up
best when he affirmed early in Barry’s career, “Barry just wants to
play baseball. He’s not pushing ballots for popularity.” And it’s
fitting to bring Bobby into the discussion. It’s been said that
Barry inherited his personality from his father. In the 1970s,
Bobby achieved things that no other leadoff man in the game’s
history had done—he was a combination of Lou Brock and Willie Mays,
bringing power to the top of the lineup without sacrificing
speed—yet he wound up becoming a baseball vagabond, playing for
eight clubs. And not only was he not celebrated enough for his
accomplishments, but he was criticized by the media as aloof and
arrogant. He was portrayed as a chronic complainer. “Bobby Bonds,”
a former teammate once said, “was the most miserable person I ever
knew inside or outside of baseball.” After a 1970 season which saw
Bobby hit .302 with 26 homers and 48 stolen bases, expectations
were sky high, but when he didn’t duplicate those numbers the next
two seasons, he was branded a loner and a troublemaker. Three times
he made the All-Star team, yet once a teammate said Bobby never
stole a clutch base and wouldn’t hit a cutoff man if he were King
Kong. “What is potential?” Bobby, reflecting on the fact his
accomplishments never seemed enough to the baseball world, once
asked rhetorically, long after his playing career had ended. “Why
do I have to live up to anybody’s expectations? If you use that
word, then nobody in this world has been a success, because he has
failed somebody’s expectations.”

As many in the media have pointed out, Barry
is very much like Bobby. As Bobby once said, “I would never say I
was better than everybody else. But there was nothing on the field
that anybody could do that I couldn’t.” Barry himself put it like
this: “Tell me something I can’t do, and I’ll show you I can do
it.” In 1990, Barry became the first Pirate to ever hit at least 30
home runs and steal 30 or more bases in the same season, and only
the second major-leaguer in history to produce at least 30 homers
and steal 50-plus bases in the same campaign. He also became the
only .300-100-100-30-50 man in baseball history: bat .300, drive in
100 runs, score 100 runs, hit 30 homers and steal 50 bases in a
season.

It’s not difficult to see why Bobby had such a
strong influence on Barry. “Whenever we talk on the phone,” Bobby
once said, “Barry knows I’ve been there, I’ve stood 60 feet six
inches from Bob Gibson and Don Drysdale. There’s no situation that
comes up for Barry that I haven’t gone through myself at one time.
The hitting aspect. The mental aspect. Any aspect.” And,
undoubtedly, the aspect with the media. Even the aspect with his
team.

In fact, it came out later that after Barry
had lost to the Pirates in salary arbitration for the second
straight year prior to the 1991 season, Bobby told him before he
went to spring training to be careful because the Pirates would set
him up to make him look bad. During spring-training camp, Bonds had
a highly publicized argument with Pirates manager Jim Leyland,
which was caught on television cameras. Bobby Bonds later told
Playboy magazine that he believed the Pirates had arranged
the incident because the team wanted to make Barry look bad,
perhaps to “alienate” fans and keep them on the ballclub’s side in
“battles over money.” Barry himself was quoted in the same
Playboy interview as saying, “It wasn’t an accident. They
set me up. Why would a microphone and TV crew be right there at
that time? Just to stir up [expletive]. The funny thing is, my dad
told me before I went to spring training, ‘They’re going to set you
up when you get there.’ He was right…”

You just have to wonder: What if Bobby had
told him differently?

 


* * *

 


Those who criticize Bonds often point to the
way he was often unpleasant with the media, something that has been
well-documented. But, to understand Barry and why he acted that
way, as some will insist, it’s important to understand how he was
raised. Jeff Pearlman, author of the 2006 biography on Bonds titled
Love Me, Hate Me, determined that Barry learned at an early
age that it was okay to abuse the privileges of stardom. “When
people say, ‘Look at Barry Bonds. He’s a horrible guy,’ I just say,
‘What do you expect?’ Look at how the guy was raised before you
just say, ‘Oh, he’s a horrible human being.’ Barry Bonds was raised
watching his dad, watching Willie Mays, the way they treated
people,” Pearlman said on the ESPN2 documentary Top 5 Reasons
You Can’t Blame Barry Bonds in 2006. “The way if you want a cup
of coffee, you could get a clubhouse guy to give it to you in five
seconds. The way if you walk into a store and they say, ‘Oh, Mr.
Bonds, we’ll give you 60% off that suit,’ you say 80% and you’ll
get it. He learned from this very early age that athletic stardom
comes with entitlement.”

OEBPS/tmp_fbe5a2e4270b30dff990d54eb2b286bf_mwIaKc_html_m3f42d8c0.jpg
Year | No.ofballots | Barry Bonds Roger Clemens
2013|569 36.2% (206) 37.6% (214)
2014|571 34.7% (198) 35.4% (202)
2015|549 36.8% (202) 37.5% (206)
2016|440 44.3% (195) 45.2% (199)
2017|442 53.8% (238) 54.1% (239)
2018|422 56.4% (238) 57.3% (242)
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