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IN THE BEGINNING


On the night that Cal Ripken broke Lou Gehrig’s record for consecutive games played, something else happened. I was sitting behind and just to the left of home plate in a small section of seats tucked beneath the upper deck at Camden Yards in Baltimore when Orioles leadoff hitter and leading man Brady Anderson came to the plate.


I was on the aisle with my commemorative game program and my “I Was There” T-shirt tucked between me and the Camden green Baltimore Baseball Club insignia that marks the end of every row. “Wee Willie” Keeler standing tall between two crossed bats.


Never in all the games I saw as a kid—at the Yankee Stadium, one long, loud foul ball from my grandmother’s parlor; or at Shea, a half hour from home on the Long Island Rail Road; and as a reporter at old Memorial Stadium in Baltimore and Municipal Stadium in Cleveland; at Fenway, Wrigley, and The Stick, not to mention Tiger Stadium, the Big A, and Chavez Ravine—had I so much as sniffed a foul ball. Though I always brought my glove just in case. Until now.


I do not remember the count, the inning, or the name of the pitcher whose offering Brady Anderson fouled back on Cal’s magical night. The ball traveled on a fierce diagonal, like a knife cutting a Passover brisket, whistled over the protective netting behind home plate, and headed my way. Whatever the pitch, he was late on it.


The ball got bigger and bigger as it spun closer and closer. Hard to say how fast it was traveling, but fast, because I can get out of the way when motivated. Once I leaped out of a moving car, over my father’s ample belly, when a misguided bird plummeted through the moonroof and landed in my lap. My family calls it “the day the bird flew in and mommo flew out.”


Anderson’s foul ball adopted a downward trajectory by the time it got to our section, heading straight for my pupik, the Yiddish word for belly button, which my grandmother had transposed to further south of the equator. And so, it landed, smack-dab between my thighs, and I squeezed it tight. It was the best catch I ever made.


While admiring my trophy and my dexterity, I felt a hand reaching for the ball. Some guy across the aisle had vaulted over the black railing dividing the concrete steps in an attempt to snatch the ball from my, well, you get the idea.


My shriek marred Cal’s otherwise perfect day.


“Get out, you fuck!”


Loud enough that Brady could have heard me. Loud enough to scare the interloper away.


I know I have that ball somewhere.


I feel about that ball, about that game, about that place, about Cal’s 2,131-game curtain call, the big number one unfurling on the wall of the B&O warehouse behind right field, the way that I feel about baseball. It’s mine. Baseball is mine the way my lungs are mine. It animates me. And it will animate you, too, if you let it.


I don’t mean to be proprietary, but I did write Cal’s Rookie of the Year story for The Washington Post in 1982 when the streak began, and roasted him at some chichi dinner in Washington, DC, when it was over. I remember presenting him an Orioles cap with Hebrew letters neither of us could read.


When beautiful Camden Yards was in the planning stages, my neighbor Larry Lucchino—then right-hand man to owner Edward Bennett Williams—spotted a book on my shelf about America’s ballyards. A gift from my ex-husband, it had photos neither Larry nor I had ever seen, and more importantly it had blueprints. Larry asked to borrow it from me.


I never got it back and never found another copy.


On the other hand, he was the only one of us building a ballpark. One day maybe two decades later in Cooperstown, I was introduced to Janet Marie Smith, the goddess of ballpark design, who got her start with Lucchino at Camden Yards, and said, instead of hello or nice to meet you, Where’s my book?


She said, “Oh, yeah, I think we cut that up.”


So, yeah, I feel a little bit like the place belongs to me.


I don’t remember my first big-league ball game. I do remember the first game I wasn’t allowed to attend. I was three years old when my father inexplicably took my older sister, who hates sports, to see the Dodgers at Ebbets Field in their last year as Brooklyn residents. They brought me a souvenir as a peace offering, an insulting girlie hat, definitely not a ballcap, with a wide brim and alternating panels of Dodgers blue and white, which I stomped into the grass of our Long Island backyard. It was my opinion, then and now, that you’re never too young for baseball.


When I was five, my grandmother, Celia Zelda Fellenbaum, and I boarded the CC local train at 161st Street and River Avenue to buy a baseball glove. She was no feminist, my grandmother, and no baseball fan either. She was never tempted to set foot in the ballpark that cast a shadow over her Bronx parlor, but she knew where to go for “only the best,” which is what she wanted for me.


I dressed for the occasion in black patent leather Mary Janes and white tights, which caught on a shard of subway wicker and tore. I always got tangled up when I tried to be a proper girl.


Stunningly, Saks Fifth Avenue had a Sam Esposito model glove, stuck on the left hand of a mannequin in the window facing Fifth Avenue, for an Opening Day display: Spalding “form pocket” model 1161. It was an ungainly thing, padded like a wistful teenager’s bra—so wadded up in the thumb and pinky that the glove could not close around a ball.


“I’ll have that for my granddaughter,” Celia Zelda Fellenbaum said. The flummoxed salesman in the fragrance department knew better than to argue.


Baseball made me different from all the other girls at East Hills Elementary School, which, by junior high school, did not exactly thrill me. Pretty Gwen Morris explained why I wasn’t getting Bar Mitzvah invites: The boys think you like baseball more than boys. Which was probably true.


Baseball accompanied me to synagogue at the Concourse Plaza Hotel up the hill from the ballpark where, with the aid of my grandmother’s too-big mink coat, I celebrated the High Holidays with Sammy and a spiffy red plastic Motorola transistor radio with a daisy speaker that had taken up residence beneath my pillow.


Baseball forged an alliance between me and my father, who as a boy watched Giants games from an outcropping of Manhattan schist known as Coogan’s Bluff high above the Polo Grounds. At age ten, in 1927, he descended the heights to the vast greenness below, where he was anointed water boy for the New York Football Giants. The coveted post was a perk of my grandfather’s career as a bookie and rumrunner who supplied stadium denizens with prohibition booze.


Baseball found me on a deeply wooded road in the Ardennes Forest one spring night in 1970 when I was eighteen, a senior in high school, living in a Belgian convent. (My parents were worried about sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.)


In a clearing at the top of a hill, I heard the crackle of static on the driver’s radio tuned, I presume, to Armed Forces Radio and then…


Holy cow!


It was the Scooter, Phil Rizzuto, calling the game from the big ballpark in the Bronx.


The sounds and rhythms of the game made themselves at home in my dreams and never left.


Baseball gave me a career and a subject. Baseball got me through my divorce and through the COVID-19 pandemic, when I was actually jealous of the cardboard cutout fans lounging behind home plate in $2,500 seats.


When friends began giving up their season tickets; when The Wall Street Journal estimated that there are only seventeen minutes and fifty-eight seconds of action in a three-hour game (more than an average NFL game); when my buddy Dave Smith, who created a digital repository of two hundred thousand major-league games called Retrosheet, said, “I think I’ve given enough of my life to baseball”; when The New York Times celebrated opening day of the 2022 season with a guest essay headlined “Baseball Is Dying; The Government Should Take It Over”; when DraftKings, the official daily fantasy partner and an authorized gaming operator of MLB, began selling “Baseball Is Dead” T-shirts on its website, I scoffed.


Scoffing did not suffice when MLB began selling off parts of itself like organ brokers, from biceps to batting-helmet flaps, and turning pitching mounds and base lines into billboards. “Roman,” an online purveyor of Viagra and other necessities of modern male life, debuted behind the pitching rubber.
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There’s no scoffing in Cooperstown, especially on induction weekend, when every baseball myth, including baseball’s preposterous origin story featuring Civil War hero Abner Doubleday, passes for truth. Imagine my surprise, then, at a prepandemic breakfast with Sandy Koufax and Joe Torre on the veranda of the Otesaga Hotel, the holiest of baseball’s holies where only Hall of Famers have right of passage, when they began to talk about today’s game. Torre was there to celebrate the induction of Mariano Rivera, the first unanimous selection to the Hall of Fame, who helped him win four world championships with the Yankees. Koufax was there because he is Koufax.


Today’s game is not the game they played. Inevitably, the subject turned to how hard pitchers are throwing and how little they are pitching. “Half the time, the pitchers don’t know even where the ball is going,” Sandy said.


“Hard to watch,” Joe replied.


“I don’t watch,” Sandy said.


I thought: How is it possible that I watch the MLB Network by day, and some ball game—any ball game—by night, and follow computer-simulated Yankees games on my iPhone under the table during dinner parties (even ones that I host), and they don’t?


I wrote my first baseball story when I was ten years old. It was a homework assignment from my sixth-grade teacher: “A Day Planned by Me.” Dated May 11, 1961, a week after Alan Shepard vaulted into space, it begins, “We would take a rocket ride around New York City and go to Coney Island. Then we would go to a Yankee Dodger baseball game at the Yankee Stadium. It will have 1,000,000 innings. It would end at 5:00 o’clock in the morning. We would ride home in our Jet Rocket. When we got home, I’d get my gang together and we would go back to the Yankee Stadium and play a 1,000,000-inning game of baseball. But! The Yankees would split up on both teams. That’s my idea of a busy and Happy day.”


Baseball is still my lullaby, my wingman, my alter ego. I am the person who never fell out of love with the game. There was a brief crisis of faith when George M. Steinbrenner III told me about his plan to turn Monument Park into a waterpark. I quit wearing the ultimate regift, a Yankees warm-up jacket Steinbrenner had given to Supreme Court Justice John Paul Stevens, who had given it to me. For this unconscionable wobble I was remonstrated by Gail Mazur, poet, friend, and Red Sox partisan, who told me I was unworthy of calling myself a fan if I let The Boss dictate my relationship with the game. I started wearing the jacket again.


In this way, and only in this way, baseball reminds me of my grandmother, who had the gift of elastic love and made each of her seven grandchildren feel most cherished. Like baseball, Celia Zelda Fellenbaum always showed up for me.


This was not the book I wanted to write. After spending more nights alone with Babe Ruth than either of his wives or both of them put together, I fully expected to find another baseball life story begging to be told. The fact that I couldn’t think of one told me everything I needed to know about modern baseball. There was no longer any way I could ignore the evidence—it bombarded me on every data-sodden game broadcast—analytics had become the story of the game, not the people who play it.


That breakfast at the Otesaga provided the germ of an idea that became a full-time inquest. On January 14, 2021, the day MLB charged ghost-busting boy genius Theo Epstein with the task of making baseball fun again, I resolved to resume the journey that began on the CC local to go in search of the soul of my game.


Maskless, I hit the road in Waldorf, Maryland, home to the Southern Maryland Blue Crabs of the Independent Atlantic League, literally the “avant-garde” in baseball’s quest to reinvent itself. The robo-ump was fired up and ready to adjudicate balls and strikes for a weekend series between the Crabs and the Long Island Ducks, their first home games at Regency Furniture Stadium since before the pandemic.


Seven games into the season, people were already bitching about the automated strike zone, Manager Stan Cliburn told me in the home dugout. But the subject of the day was Spider Tack.


That’s the sticky stuff big-league pitchers were using to increase their purchase on the ball and the RPM on their heaves. No wonder there were six no-hitters by the end of June. When MLB peremptorily banned the goop, I applied a glob to the crown of my head figuring it was like pomade. It was a reportorial move. The bald spot lasted two years.


Daryl Thompson, the Crabs’ pitching ace and pitching coach—who had a cup of coffee with Dusty Baker’s Cincinnati Reds—saw another apocalypse on the horizon. On the first day of the second half of the season, Atlantic League pitchers would begin pitching from sixty-one feet, six inches—one of Theo’s goofier ideas for how to save the game—without so much as a day of practice from the longer distance.


He didn’t much like his guys being used as guinea pigs, but that was the job. So when push came to start he took the ball himself, pitching seven scoreless innings, and told me later his ribs hurt. Little wonder he was a favorite in Crustacean Nation, where he mowed lawns for a living.


I called Mike Rizzo, the Washington Nationals general manager, from the grandstand. He told me not to worry. “Never going to happen,” he said. “They’re not that fucking stupid.”


He was right. They aren’t. Also, the one-foot change did not produce the desired improvement in offense.


Steve Lombardozzi, a former big leaguer who had spent his winter digging potatoes from frozen fields in hopes of one more shot at The Show, led off the game with a measly grounder in the hole between first and second base. I marked my scorecard reflexively, 4–3. When I looked up it was as if all the bedroom sets in stock at the Regency Furniture showroom had shifted in feng shui balance.


The hateful shift, first essayed in the Atlantic League, was gone.


My equilibrium was upended repeatedly during four seasons of reporting and rereporting, writing and rewriting, as baseball evolved and convulsed in anticipation of Theo’s new rules, rules he said were intended to make baseball feel old.


Baseball was on the clock and so was I. I made it my mission to see the game in all its iterations in 2023, to gauge the impact of Theo’s engineering and gather intelligence on what more needed to be done. I started in West Palm Beach, before the regulars reported, at the shared home of the Washington Nationals and the world-champion Houston Astros. I visited big-league ballparks in Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Atlanta, Pittsburgh, Kansas City, Los Angeles, the Bronx, and Queens. I went to minor-league games in Eastlake, Ohio, and Worcester, Massachusetts; watched pick-up games on the Mall in Washington, DC, where I once played for The Washington Post; and stopped by the side of the road to watch Little League and T-ball games.


I went into locker rooms I was way too old to want to visit; to Driveline, the data-driven training center in Kent, Washington, and to MIT, host of the biggest annual sports analytics conference; to spring training in Florida; to Savannah Banana games in KC, West Palm, and Cooperstown; to the USA Baseball National Training Complex in Cary, North Carolina; to Tornado Alley in Stillwater, Oklahoma, home of the Oklahoma State University Cowboys; and to the Jackie Robinson Training Complex in Vero Beach, which used to be Dodgertown.


Zigzagging this way and that, I did my best to avoid the usual suspects and the received wisdom. I went in search of smart guys, funny guys, honest guys—answers. I asked everyone the same questions. What happened? How did baseball lose America? Why doesn’t it move people the way it once did, the way only it can, the way it still moves me? Who now speaks for the game? And what can I do to help?


When, in early 2024, Baseball Commissioner Rob Manfred announced he would give up the gig at the end of his term in 2029, I knew what I had to do.


Make me commissioner. I know what’s wrong and how to fix it.













CAPE COD PART I


Eldredge Park, Orleans, Massachusetts


Eldredge Park, home of the Orleans Firebirds of the Cape Cod Baseball League, is my field of dreams. It is not at all like the one Hollywood built for the set of the 1989 movie, which looked lush and green when Shoeless Joe stepped out of an Iowa cornfield augmented by plastic stalks of corn.


Nor is it like the pop-up ballparks built by Major League Baseball in an adjacent cornfield for Field of Dreams games, that featured photogenic faux-wood adhesive padding on the outfield walls.


Eldredge Park has bona fides. The rickety two-story press box behind home plate is a leaning tower of authentically sea air–laminated pine. The splinters are for real.


People have been playing baseball at Eldredge Park since 1913, when local businessman Lewis Winslow “Win” Eldredge donated the land in the natural hollow where the Firebirds make their home. The field, manicured and maintained to big-league perfection, supported by an annual $100,000 MLB contribution, is still swaddled by a natural grass bowl where babies crawl and puppies frolic. My dog Bette, a part-time mascot, takes infield practice with the home team here under the watchful eye of manager Kelly Nicholson—Coach Nick—who tosses her grounders and pop-ups and marvels that nothing gets past her.


Here the best seats in the house are beach chairs and beach blankets splayed on the hill along the first base line behind the home dugout. Hot dogs sear on charcoal grills hauled to the park by uncomplaining volunteers. The price of admission is the cost of a 50/50 raffle ticket, and that’s voluntary.


Here the sun sets over the band shell in deep center field that doubles as a clubhouse and a winter refuge for mice huddling inside forgotten jock straps. Every spring, General Manager Sue Horton extracts said mice from said jocks. She saved one future major leaguer from self-harm when he came looking for a safety pin for his torn jock. “Oh, I don’t think we want a safety pin, darling,” said Miss Sue.


Here is where baseball cognoscenti come to see “the stars of tomorrow shine tonight.” Where the best college players come every summer to show what they can do with wooden bats in their hands, a last chance to impress major-league scouts gathered behind home plate before the annual Major League Baseball Amateur Draft.


The history of baseball is suffused with Cape Leaguers, 1,700 of them at last count. Big names: Aaron Judge and Pete Alonso; Adley Rutschman and Jason Varitek; Pie Traynor and Red Rolfe. A third of all 2024 draft picks were Cape Leaguers, including the sixth number-one pick in seven years.


My Birds are well represented in this esteemed flock: Hall of Famers Frank Thomas, Todd Helton, and Carlton Fisk; Yankees Manager Aaron “Fuckin’” Boone; number-one pick in the 1989 draft Ben McDonald; and Cy Young Award–winner Corbin Burnes. Thirty-one of Coach Nick’s players have been drafted in the first round since he became manager in 2005; 130 of his former Firebirds have played in the major leagues.


They stay with host families, as required by the league. Buck Showalter, the 1976 League MVP and batting champion, lived with a family that ran a car-rental agency and sported a set of hot wheels during that hot Cape Cod summer: a Chrysler Cordoba with Corinthian leather. Players make a little money on the side, twenty-five dollars an hour, by coaching in team-sponsored baseball clinics for kids. When Nomar Garciaparra was here in 1993, he tutored his charges in the big-league art of spitting. Years later, when he was inducted into the Cape Cod League Hall of Fame, he was confronted by the grandfather of two expectorators. Nomar explained:


“Ya gotta know that.”


Here is where once upon a time, my children chased fireflies on the outfield grass between innings in knee-long Cardinals T-shirts they wore to bed after falling asleep in the car. Baseball at Eldredge Park made it easy to believe that nothing had or would change.


But there were signs and portents. One summer evening in 2009, I arrived in Cardinals gear to find they had become birds of another feather. During the offseason, MLB had presented each of the Cape League franchises boasting a big-league nickname with a big-league ultimatum: Buy MLB-licensed merch or get a new moniker. Three teams refused. The Chatham Athletics became Anglers; the Hyannis Mets became Harbor Hawks; and the Cardinals became Firebirds, a mythical bird that takes on myriad forms in fable, ballet, and automotive showrooms, with plumage so bright a single feather could light up an entire ballpark.


For Miss Sue, it was a no-brainer. She wasn’t about to betray the local merchants that have supported the team since the dawn of the modern era when the league was sanctioned by the NCAA in 1963. She gave away $60,000 in Cardinals merchandise, which was just about her budget then, mostly T-shirts and onesies, but not team jerseys. “Those are earned,” she said firmly.


In recent years, strategies became major-league too. Coach Nick employed infield shifts liberally and mused aloud about seven-inning games. “Never,” I said.


I went back to Eldredge Park in 2021 after a season lost to COVID-19. One sweet evening as I camped on the hillside, fortuity allowed me to introduce two of baseball’s most original thinkers: bon vivant and author Daniel Okrent, creator of Rotisserie League Baseball and the first metric of the analytic age, and Bill “Spaceman” Lee, the lefty legend of Fenway Park, who was there to throw out the first pitch.


The conversation proved short. Turning his back on us and the diamond, the Spaceman bent over to stretch his Achilles tendons against the slope, watching the game between splayed legs. It didn’t occur to him that he was mooning the field. “It wasn’t intentional,” he said later, “but that’s the consequence of genius.”


He wasn’t impressed with what he saw from this unique vantage point. “The pitchers are too scared to throw the ball over the plate,” he declared. “The outfielders double-tap before making a throw, and the hitters are as fidgety as deer ticks in Lyme, Connecticut.”


The problem with modern baseball, he decided finally, is “anal retention.”


A few days later, I met Spencer Pugach.


He was sitting in the dugout leafing through a large black binder ominously bulging with stat sheets. He introduced himself as the Firebirds’ director of baseball operations, head of a three-man crew of volunteer college stat geeks in the Birds’ first-ever analytics department. As there was no money in Miss Sue’s budget for Spencer’s services, he did the team’s laundry in order to get paid.


I haven’t been the same since.


In my thrall to long-extinguished fireflies, I had managed not to notice the TrackMan box tethered to the press box behind home plate; or the pizza box–sized Rapsodo device on the grass between the mound and the plate during BP; or the Blast Motion donuts squeezing the knobs of every batting practice bat—each a new and improved high-tech device to measure the location, trajectory, spin, and speed of batted balls and max-effort pitches. Except for the ones Coach Nick threw to Bette.


“MLB wants the data,” he said glumly.


Everybody wants the data.


Some things haven’t changed. The atonal Orleans Chorus, a motley crew of barefoot kids from diverse zip codes, still gathers under leafy elms to croak “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” at the seventh-inning stretch. Scouts armed with stopwatches congregate behind home plate and like what they see.


The Spaceman still pitches in senior-league games in Vermont, Florida, and California as he once did at Eldredge Park. I still camp on the hillside with Dan Okrent, who dutifully arrives six hours before the first pitch to stake out a prime spot on the hill.


Coach Nick’s pal Al Leiter, the all-star lefty and philosopher manqué, was there that night too.


When Leiter quit pitching after nineteen years, two World Series rings, and one no-hitter, he began bringing his family to the Cape every summer—same as me. He regards it as a pilgrimage, same as me. “It’s Americana,” Leiter said. “It’s so baseball.”


He met Coach Nick in 2010 when he brought his ten-year-old son, Jack, to Orleans to enroll him in the Firebirds Clinic. Leiter is a broadcaster now for the MLB Network, which is perfect for him. He was born camera-ready, and he knows how to yak.


These days, with his family grown, he travels solo on the Cape and always makes time to talk with Coach Nick’s players. Perched briefly on the lip of the dugout, in preppy pink, and bouncing a Top-Sider against poured concrete, he faced the pitchers, some sitting across from him on the bench, some on the ledge above it, all wishing to be as blessed by the baseball gods as Jack appeared to be, having been picked second overall in the 2021 draft.


He talked and talked right through team lunch describing the spin on pitches he threw twenty years ago with Bugs Bunny sound effects—berrrrttt, berrrrtttt, berrrrrtttt—before coming up for air.


He told them about being a goofy Yankees rookie in 1988, sitting beside Don Mattingly in the visiting dugout in Milwaukee. Donnie Baseball was having a rough go. Leiter was too young to know what a rough go a life in baseball can be. “For as good as the good is, the bad’s not far behind,” Mattingly said. “And it sucks.”


“This was Don Mattingly, MVP, perennial All-Star, fucking bad ass,” Leiter told the Birds. “And it’s kind of fucked up because you’re trying to enjoy this shit, but you always know that failure’s looming. Shit’s gonna happen.”


It wasn’t until after Leiter’s second shoulder surgery, which limited him to pitching a total of 8.3 innings over three seasons and left him contemplating a new life as a stockbroker, that he fully understood what Mattingly had been trying to tell him. And it wasn’t until he met Harvey Dorfman, the mental-skills coach and author of The Mental ABC’s of Pitching that he understood how to do his job: a mantra he repeated several times in the Firebirds dugout until Coach Nick’s players could repeat after him. “The job of a pitcher is to be mentally and physically prepared to execute quality pitches consecutively without distractions getting in the way until the game is over or the manager takes the ball.”


Under the best of circumstances, Leiter is twitchy. Twitching led to pacing, which led to stalking back and forth from one end of the dugout to the other, waving a scroll of stat sheets like a fungo bat and demanding to know whether their college programs used all the analytic-generating equipment that Jack’s coaches had employed at Vanderbilt. Because he was getting concerned, he said, and pretty soon worked up, about what he had seen in Jack’s first year in pro ball. “You guys can get frozen in what you’re trying to do, which is play a baseball game like when you were little boys, of just having fun and allowing your body to do whatever it does. And if you get caught in the information, you start thinking about the metrics of things.”


He waved the wad of printed numbers. “Whoever’s playing tonight, don’t look at this shit. Unless you think these numbers define you. If you think this defines you, you are a shallow, uninteresting person. This doesn’t define you. The work behind this defines you. It’s not a number. Noooo. Refuse that. And even if it’s a good number, guess what? You’ve had a lotta success? Don’t be a douche.”
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More than any sport and perhaps any industry, baseball has preserved, protected, and defined itself through numbers. Numbers stamped on the back of baseball cards. Numbers allocated to positions on the field and in the batting order. Numbers inscribed in perfectly aligned rectangles on game-day scorecards. Numbers tabulated in batting averages printed in the Sunday newspaper. Numbers preserved in prized annual editions of The Baseball Encyclopedia. Numbers stitched on wool and now on polyester double-knits. Numbers engraved on plaques in the Hall of Fame. Numbers that allowed for debate and comparison, making history and character come alive in digits and percentages. Numbers engraved in memory—2,131, .406, 755 home runs, 130 bags, twenty Ks.


The raw data collected by nineteenth-century baseball statisticians attested to the game’s seriousness of purpose and laid the groundwork for the analytic revolution. The collection and collation of baseball’s numerical present and past made it different from other sports.


These are the numbers Dan Okrent used to create Rotisserie League Baseball, cited by today’s analytic elite as the model for general managers building real-life rosters in the present day. They are the numbers that made baseball the perfect incubator for the data-driven present and the envy of American industry, according to Harvard Professor Emeritus James Heskett, author of Corporate Culture and Performance. “General Motors still doesn’t know as much about analytics as the Oakland A’s or the Rays because they don’t know that much about their competition.”


Baseball didn’t originate doing better business through Big Data. But the publication of Michael Lewis’s Moneyball in 2003 and Brad Pitt’s movie eight years later popularized an efficiency-driven approach to business. Baseball’s always been a business—in which players always got fucked—but this felt different.


The gospel of analytics, which argues that there are better, more efficient ways to build a club, score a run, and win a pennant, spread throughout the league and to a cadre of nerdy-smart, tech-savvy boys who all wanted to be Billy Beane and look like Brad Pitt.


These numbers—what analytic folk call “a clean data set”—drew math-and-science whiz Anette “Peko” Hosoi to baseball. I cold-called her one day at her office at MIT where she is, among other things, the Pappalardo Professor of Mechanical Engineering with appointments in the Institute for Data, Systems, and Society (IDSS) and Mathematics. She is also cofounder of the MIT Sports Analytics Lab, an academic enterprise that produces real-world solutions for the NBA, MLB, and FIFA. I call her a humanist with math skills.


“Baseball comes from a beautiful and rich history of collecting data,” she said instead of hanging up. “It naturally drew in people who are analytically minded, who find that part of the game beautiful.”


Numbers and equations made me nauseous like when I was supposed to pith a frog in high school biology. I refused as a conscientious objector. It was the sixties.


“Analytics fucked baseball,” I told her. “Don’t you think it’s your responsibility to unfuck baseball?”


Thank God, Peko laughed.


I invited her to join me at Eldredge Park for Firebirds baseball, lobster rolls, the best onion rings on Cape Cod, and a conversation about the proliferation of data in the modern world.


Peko goes by Peko because her grandmother thought she looked like the red-cheeked, pigtailed six-year-old girl on the wrapper of a popular Japanese candy bar. She arrived at Eldredge Park with a good appetite and a colleague from MIT. They were waiting for me on the bottom row of Miss Sue’s bench, the only actual seats in the yard—a stack of aluminum bleachers parked beside the home dugout.


Peko’s interest in sports analytics grew out of competitive zeal. She wanted to improve her times on the downhill mountain bike trail her husband carved for her out of New Hampshire countryside. She says she does her best thinking on the bike.


I wanted to talk to her about “noise,” a word that had begun to insinuate itself into baseball conversation along with “efficiency.” I’m not talking about the joyful cacophony of pregame thunks, thwacks, and thuds filling the hollow along with the jangle of Bette’s dog tags and the sweet high-pitched voices of children calling her name, but something new and discordant. “The noise is this massive ocean of analytics,” said catcher-turned-scout Scott Hatteberg, whose career was extended by numbers that now threaten to engulf him in an undertow.


In data science, noise is a metaphor used to describe the surfeit of extraneous and erroneous information. The signal is useful information. And the signal-to-noise ratio is the ratio of useful or true information to false information, also known as “horseshit” in baseball vernacular. When horseshit interferes with the “signal” in the data, errors become inevitable. “It becomes very easy to get things wrong,” Peko said.


Baseball has a great signal-to-noise ratio because it has the cleanest data set, the cherished numbers the industry has been collecting and collating since Henry Chadwick’s day. Between onion rings, Peko’s colleague Ali Jadbabaie, head of MIT’s Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering, explained a few real-world perils of data glut. “Cognitive overload,” Ali said.


Imagine a dugout decision. The computer-driven blitzkrieg of data, delivered in real time to iPads populating dugouts throughout the country, produces a kind of paralyzing brain-suckage, defying the mind’s ability to separate the numerical wheat from Big Data chaff. “You get so much that you take in nothing,” Ali said.


“There’s way too much information coming at all times,” Peko said.


“You mean in the modern world or always?” I asked.


“Always,” they replied in unison.


The ballpark lights had come on, and a breeze rippled through a copse of trees under a funky tent where locally sourced Firebird merch was for sale. Bette the Dog, in her fire-engine red Firebirds jersey, was playing catch with barefoot children. The on-deck circle was no more than five feet away.


“If you look at this field, that leaf over there is moving,” Peko said, pointing to a tree behind the third base line. “There’s a whisp of cloud over there, and there’s something crawling over there. There’s too much for your brain to process.


“That’s true for every sports team right now, which doesn’t mean you cannot pull out useful information. But it is a nontrivial exercise to pull useful information out of a giant pile of data.”


She advocates hiring data coaches.


The data deluge is not just a baseball problem. Ninety percent of the world’s data has been created since 2023. With the global datasphere reaching 181 zettabytes this year, Forbes magazine offered perspective for literary folk like me. “If an average novel is two megabytes, 181 zettabytes would be 90 quadrillion books—enough to fill the Library of Congress… 2.3 trillion times.” Then compare the 402.74 quintillion bytes created every day with the ten quintillion bugs that call earth home, one of which was parading across Peko’s field of vision.


“You know who else has the same information problem?” Ali said. “Modern soldiers.”


He had won a five-year grant from the US Department of Defense to develop “a unified theory of rational decision-making with behavioral and computational constraints.” A fancy way of saying he was trying to figure out a way for soldiers to make life-and-death decisions when bombarded with a plethora of information provided by modern weaponry. “There’s so much, they turn it off.”


That’s nontrivial, as Peko likes to say. What does that mean for a hitter assaulted by noise, metaphorical and otherwise, who must identify, swing at, and barrel up a 100-mph pitch in less than .41 of a second?


She gazed at the field saturated with artificial light, at the still-empty on-deck circle awaiting a late-inning pinch-hitter, at the umpire’s brush whisking dirt from the plate, and one tenacious bug meandering across Peko’s big toe, only a few of the distractions that a brain might be diverted by while trying not to get hit in the head by a rising fastball.


“That could really mess up your brain,” Peko said. I think she meant the data, not the fastball. “The problem is not having information; it’s deciding what’s important.


“There’s a warning built into the data right now, we’re in an era where we’re collecting data on everything. If you have a phone, the amount of data your phone is collecting about you is unprecedented, and subsets of that data are going to different entities, and those different entities are using the same kind of algorithms that baseball does to make decisions that have a global impact. We’re going to face a crisis about what we’re going to do with this deluge of data. So, baseball may be a canary in a coal mine.”


The late summer air, heavy with humidity, occluded the final numbers on the scoreboard in deep left field. Still, they glowed, backlit by stanchions of ballpark lights, as baseball numbers are wont to do.















CHAPTER 1


JANIE GETS SCHOOLED


Meeting the analytic enemy in its corporate lair


I went to the seventeenth annual MIT Sloan Sports Analytics Conference in Boston to find out why baseball reminds me of the worst brownie I ever ate. It was the diabolical creation of my ex-husband’s long-dead grandmother, universally acclaimed a terrible cook, who got worse with age because with age came concern about her husband’s robust waistline.


So, she set about improving her recipe for brownies. First, she cut a third of the sugar. (At least you could still taste the chocolate, which wasn’t so good to begin with.) Then, she got rid of a third of the butter. (You can only imagine.) Finally, she cut back on the unsweetened Hershey’s cocoa, leaving just enough as food coloring.


Her chubby husband, whom I adored, employed a ruler to measure perfectly formed squares, which she arranged on a bed of white paper doilies on her finest china and draped with a veil of confectioner’s sugar. So armed, she pressed the brown sludge squares upon us. And we ate, and ate some more, wishing to please her, because she was someone you wished to please, hoping with each gag-inducing bite to taste something, anything, resembling a brownie—which, of course, encouraged her to pass the plate again (what could it hurt?) and promise to make more.


Baseball, in February 2023, was like that. It looked like baseball; it sounded like baseball; but despite the imaginative reinvention of ballpark food enticements such as the Pitcher’s Mound served at Truist Park in Atlanta—“A pile of waffle fries topped nacho-style with smoked brisket, spicy cheese sauce, pico de gallo, salsa roja, and lime crema”—baseball just didn’t go down the same.


And so, I headed for Boston to hang with the analytic glitterati for the twentieth-anniversary celebration of Moneyball and a panel discussion of the new rules made necessary by Moneyball to find out why the game I love was leaving such a bad taste in my mouth.


Stepping brightly and briskly off the escalator to level three of Boston’s John B. Hynes Veterans Memorial Convention Center at 8:00 a.m., a time at which I do nothing brightly or briskly, I was catapulted into a maelstrom of cheap blue blazers. I hadn’t noticed “business attire required” in the press packet, which explained the blazers draping the bony shoulders of 2,500 analytic groupies and wannabes, undergrads seeking internships, matriculated students hawking resumes, and postgraduates seeking corporate funding, each of whom had paid $1,000 to attend this Davos for Big Data.


Was I the only idiot trapped in the navy mosh pit otherwise known as the Boylston Hallway who failed to grasp the significance of “Sloan,” as in the Sloan School of Management—MIT’s business school—before “Sports Analytics Conference”?


“Aha,” I thought, “it’s a job fair.”


The blazers had come to schmooze with sponsors (ESPN, Ticketmaster, FanDuel, Caesar’s Sportsbook and Casino, DraftKings, Microsoft); moderators, marketers, coders, analysts, chic on-air talent, and team execs from five of LA’s professional sports teams, seven NBA franchises, including the Celtics who brought their lead owner; six NFL franchises; two national pickleball associations; NASCAR, FIFA, MLS, NWSL, a new lacrosse league, and god knows how many occupants of named academic chairs.


Deus ex machina, my smart friend MIT professor Peko Hosoi appeared in the crowd: “Come to Room 311. That’s where the real action is.”


Also on hand: four chess grandmasters, one of whom self-identified also as a professional poker player and author; three retired MLB players; two basketball champions (Sue Bird and Shane Battier), one soccer throw-in coach; the managing director of FC Bayern Munich in the Americas; one retired astronaut/Navy Seal; one bioethicist; one female psychologist, one congressman, one Norwegian triathlon performance coach, and three supernovas of the baseball analytic firmament: Michael Lewis, Nate Silver, and Bill James.


It was a regular clusterfuck for the Analytic Industrial Complex. The press of eager maleness in the mosh pit was suffocating.


Morgan Sword, MLB’s executive vice president in charge of everything that matters, was the headliner in the Sue Bird room, leading a panel discussion on “Revamping the Nation’s Pastime: The Effect of Rule Changes in Baseball.” Amy Howe, CEO of FanDuel, MLB’s newest gaming partner, would hold court in the much larger Bill James Room.


But the doors weren’t open yet. So I took a closer look at the agenda. Shoe-horned between the tenth annual Hackathon, a pickleball demonstration for which I brought the wrong shoes, panel discussions featuring 162 speakers, an impressive number of whom were women, many in fuck-me shoes, presentations by the seven finalists in the Student Research Competition, and twenty-seven Competitive Advantage spielers (“How Bobsleighing, the Roman Army, and Throw-in Coaching Innovated the World of Soccer”), I saw exactly three time slots devoted to baseball.


Michael Lewis broke it to me gently: “I think from the conference’s point of view baseball has been deforested.”
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Baseball was on the precipice of the Great Leap forward: new rules intended to make baseball look like baseball again. A pitch clock to prohibit laggardly pitchers from being laggardly and dallying batters from dallying; bigger bases to encourage speed on those bigger bases; a ban on defensive shifts, requiring infielders to play the infield; a limit on the number of times a pitcher can step off the pitching rubber per at bat (two) and how many times a batter can call time to scratch what itches and adjust his cup (one); and a ten-second limit on walk-up music.


They were the first consequential changes in on-the-field play since the designated hitter came to the American League in 1973 and so traumatized Major League Baseball that it took the National League forty-nine years to do the same.


Decades of dithering ensued. Meanwhile, the cyber world juiced up, training brains, like thoroughbreds chomping at the bit in the starting gate, to demand more of everything quicker.


In 2004, when Gloria Mark, professor emeritus of informatics at the University of California, Irvine, put a stopwatch on computer-dependent workers, they averaged two and a half minutes on a given task before turning away from the screen. In 2012, they lasted seventy-five seconds. By 2023, when she published her book Attention Span, they could manage just forty-seven seconds of undivided attention.


Little wonder that Gen Z had no patience for baseball. Except maybe for a clip on TikTok. Hard to blame them. The average time between balls put in play in 2021 was three minutes and fifty-two seconds. “You have twelve minutes to sell the game to a six-year-old and you’re going to get two or three balls in play in that time?” said MLB tempo czar Theo Epstein. “It’s impossible.”


The decades-long impasse between the forces of old and new devolved into a standoff between spikes-high baseball libertarians and good government reformers. Libertarians, such as the Nationals’ Mike Rizzo, believed that because baseball is a game of adjustments, players would adjust and quit hitting ground balls into defensive shifts, as Willie Mays said he would have done: “I woulda bunted four or five times. I hit the ball a lot to right field using an inside-out swing. I can’t explain how. I just did it.”


But they didn’t bunt or go the other way. “They don’t know how to hit with two strikes,” moaned Mr. October, Reggie Jackson, at an annual national coaching convention. Next thing he was crying. “Like literal tears,” said modernist hitting coach Jason Ochart.


They didn’t do it, either, because they didn’t know how, because no one had taught them; because it’s hard to bunt a spheroid coming at you at 2,700 RPM, or because some coach said “It will mess up your swing.” Or because analytics documented the inefficiency of the approach.


Hitters got bigger and fitter and tighter in pursuit of power because power paid. Pitching elbows tore like tissue paper on badly wrapped Christmas presents because power paid. More traffic commuted to and from the injured list than between first and third. A veritable conga line of overly buff bodies shuffled back and forth between major-league rosters and minor-league rehab assignments. As former Braves third baseman Terry Pendleton said, “We were better off fat.”


You can’t pull fat.


Baseball’s unique patois, a lingua franca nurtured over decades in dugouts, locker rooms, and newspaper print, became a dead language. Hit ’em where they ain’t. Toolsy. Fungo. Duck Fart. The language of baseball became computer code.


Whither pepper?


Add to the equation the new-age managerial imperative to get your shit together between every pitch. “Part of this problem we’ve created with all the sports psychology stuff that we’ve done over the years,” said former Manager Joe Maddon. “Don’t step into that box until you’re absolutely ready. Don’t get on the mound until you’re absolutely ready. Don’t get too quick, clear your mind.”


To which I can only reply: om.


“You can’t really rush thoughts,” third baseman Alex Bregman said.


Somehow Babe Ruth managed to hit 714 home runs without thinking or overthinking. And as Bill James pointed out that morning, The Babe played in an era when games began at 3:00 p.m.—three o’clock lightning. Sunset was the pitch clock, a deterrent to the dilatory.


Commercial breaks got longer over the years too. And relief pitchers marched across impeccable green lawns with every new batter. (Thank you, Tony La Russa.) Moneyballers imposed new winning strategies, ganging up on left-handed hitters with defensive shifts and demonstrating the stupidity of batting flappy bat-control guys second in the lineup. And, sacrilege of sacrilege, they called into question the existence of clutch hitting. Baseball was a lot more fun when you could believe in clutch hitting.


Analytics placed a premium on “working the count,” “taking your walks,” and “grinding out at bats,” “making the pitcher work,” exhausting him—and fans—to get rid of him early. That became moot once algorithms definitively demonstrated that no starting pitcher should face the lineup three times; max-heave pitching meant he wouldn’t last that long anyway.


Put it all together, and you had yourself an aesthetic problem. As Miami Marlins Vice President of Player Personnel Sam Mondry-Cohen put it, “The game’s smarter, stronger and uglier.”


“I hate modern baseball,” Roger Angell said the last time we spoke, before his death at age 101 in 2022. “They’ve taken away the power alleys. It’s all strikeouts and home runs. Half of offensive baseball is gone. Nobody’s moving up runners. The whole nature of the game has changed.”


Mystics and nihilists may aspire to nothingness, but it was hard to call that kind of baseball entertainment. Harder still to argue the game’s merits with my “never-baseball” pals whose long-standing complaint—nothing happens!—turned out to be not only true but also a goal of analytically driven play. Red Sox pitching coach Brian Bannister let the cat out of the bag in a 2018 interview with The Boston Globe explaining that the way to win in the analytic age is to prevent the chaos of the ball in play.


I think I broke Roger’s elegant baseball-loving heart for good when I told him about that. “The chaos of the ball in play is what baseball is all about!” came his anguished reply.


Out of that chaos comes choreography.
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When the doors to the Sue Bird Room opened, ESPN host Kevin Negandhi introduced the panel, which included Bill James and Raúl Ibañez, then working in the commissioner’s office. Morgan Sword got right to the point. “We’ve played ninety-five games so far. Spring training games are down about twenty-four minutes relative to spring training last year. Run scoring’s up a little bit; batting averages up; stolen base activity is up and we’re starting to see the number of [pitch clock] violations tail off a little bit as players, coaches, and umpires get adjusted.”


Faster is better. Nobody misses guys consulting their inner life coaches between pitches. But the game that promises you might see something that’s never happened before devolved into one lacking variety, nuance, subtlety, and strategy. “It’s so fucking boring,” the great Bill “Spaceman” Lee said. “You know why it’s so fucking boring? Because everyone knows what’s going to happen. Somebody is gonna hit a home run and the closer is going to strike out the side in the ninth.”


In a game subsumed by numbers, it’s sometimes hard to know which matter. These matter: In each of the last seven seasons, including 2024, strikeouts outnumbered hits. In each of those seasons, more balls were fouled off than put in play.


More than a third of at bats resulted in one of the dreaded Three True Outcomes: a walk, a K, or a home run. Just shy of 5 percent of all pitches hit in 2024 were home runs.


“Bill, your thoughts,” the moderator said, turning to Bill James.


“On the way over here, a gentleman said to me, ‘They’re moving too fast,’” Bill said. “I said, ‘Well, yes, we’re rushing to get stuff done that should have been done thirty years ago.’ I know a lot of people don’t know that there was a rule in the books, when I first became a baseball fan, that restricted the amount of time between pitches. You were supposed to deliver the ball within twenty-five seconds. No one ever enforced the rule so I guess it eventually went away, but there always should have been some sort of manner to keep the game moving along and it’s great that they finally have it.”


Letters Sword had sent to players pleading “please play faster” were ignored, as were the fines attached to follow-up correspondence. And so, they introduced an element of time into a game that reveled in its timelessness, in the poetry of timelessness, an analog game trying to be cool in an AI world.


The boys at MLB batted around plenty of other ideas, Sword said: “Any rule that we have, we’ve talked about changing: change the bats, change the balls, change the bases, change the geometry of the field, change the number of players on the field, change the batting order, change the number of innings, the number of balls and strikes. We talked about regulating the height of grass on the infield to speed up ground balls and create more hits. I personally like the drop-third-strike rule where if it gets away from the catcher you can just bolt to first base and see if you can get there. Nobody likes that except for me.” And the Savannah Bananas.


Bill James suggested a constellation of small changes that could “return baseball to a more normal form.” Move the batter’s box back one inch. Do it again in three years to counteract the effect of increased velo.


“An inch does make a difference,” Ibañez said. “Charlie Manuel, our manager in Philly, used to say a little means a lot when it comes to hitting and I totally agree with that.”


James predicted (correctly) an increased batting average of four to six points in 2023. It went up from .243 to .248.


It didn’t take long for Morgan to invoke MLB’s “aesthetics of the game” trope, which I first heard from Theo when explaining why defensive shifts had to go. “Silly as it sounds, there is something to having infielders play where they’ve played for 150 years and move them back to where they used to be,” Morgan said.


It didn’t sound silly to me.


It wasn’t silly to Morgan’s father either. “It would make my dad legitimately angry to see a line drive to right field that was a ground out all of a sudden, angry to the point where he would stop watching the game,” he told me later.


What’s more, early returns from the players were encouraging. “Putting them at their traditional positions, they feel, allows them to range to make great defensive plays and puts the game back in the players’ hands and allows them to dictate outcomes rather than who has the best algorithm for positioning the infield.”


Sword wears so many crowns it’s hard to imagine how he puts his head down at night. As executive vice president of baseball operations, he oversees MLB’s competitive system, including free agency, salary arbitration, the minor leagues, the draft, and international player acquisitions, as well as on-field issues such as umpiring, rule changes, and the balls home plate umpires stuff in their pockets.


He’s also the guy who disenfranchised forty-three affiliated minor-league teams, severing baseball from a large swath of grassroots America while depriving small-market teams of the larger pool of talent they need to compete with the big boys.


“They’re cutting off their supply chain of new fans who are ten years old now,” said former Oakland A’s President Roy Eisenhardt. “But when they are twenty-five, they’re going to want them to be part of their demographic. Learning to appreciate baseball is like learning a language. You can do it well when you’re young. Later on, it gets harder.”


The first time we met I asked Morgan to define his job in one sentence. He did not mention any of the above. “My job is to make the major-league game entertaining, fair, emotional—”


“Exciting?”


“Exciting as in the years when I fell in love in the late ’90s and early 2000s with the New York Mets. I was completely invested in the game and its outcome.”


He began to enumerate the “emotional notes” of baseball’s many versions—college, the Cape Cod League, softball in Central Park, the Dominican League where there’s a dance party throughout the game—that together “hint at what the major-league game should be.”


He sounded more like a sommelier than a baseball executive with an MBA. “A summer softball game in Central Park, there’s a visceral serenity to that and it’s paced appropriately to what you’re doing.”


I’m not sure I ever experienced visceral serenity in Central Park’s Sheep Meadow—I hope he has—but I still have my blue T-shirt with the name “Chicken Wing” on the back from my days playing for G. P. Putnam’s Sons in a publishing-house league.


Sword’s playing days ended with high school in Lawrenceville, New Jersey, where he was a catcher and an outfielder with an unruly shank of red hair. Upon admission to the University of Virginia, he emailed the new baseball coach to offer his help and was named team manager. He did the laundry, fetched takeout, and hatched analytics projects, a fascination spurred by reading Moneyball in high school.


His lowest moment in baseball and the strongest emotion it elicited was watching “Carlos Beltran striking out on a Wainwright curveball.”


That’s when Beltran faced St. Louis rookie reliever Adam Wainwright and looked at strike three with two outs and the bases loaded in the bottom of the ninth inning of Game Seven of the 2006 National League Championship Series.


“I remember being physically sick,” he said.


I was happy to hear him declare his heart. Many in and around the game believe the people running it don’t love it as they should. Not the way Yalie Commissioner Bart Giamatti did. True, I saw Commissioner Rob Manfred consult his watch after two innings of a Cactus League game. True, he was booed after every selection in the 2023 MLB draft. True, he felt compelled to declare, “I don’t hate baseball.”


One major-league manager, who wisely withheld his name lest he get shitcanned, said, “The people that run the game are not fans of the sport. Yes, they like baseball. I mean of course they’re fans now, but I’m talking about, ‘I will go right now and watch a high school game and just sit there at 3:15 p.m. and watch kids play baseball.’”


That’s a tough standard. I wouldn’t qualify for commissioner on that basis either.


“It’s like they don’t care about the fan,” my manager friend said. “Like all they’re thinking about is gaming systems and finding loopholes and not what’s best for the game. They’re gaming the game.”


I got an intimation of where Sword’s heart lies when he was asked during the Q&A about the specter of the robo-ump. Norman Rockwell’s square-jawed arbiters at Ebbets Field—Larry Goetz, Beans Reardon, and Lou Jorda—trying to decide about a rain delay with the Bums behind 1–0 are some of the last vestiges of unassailed American authority. (Even they couldn’t have stopped Saturday Evening Post editors from brightening the dark skies over Brooklyn, much to Rockwell’s dismay.)


Former ump Jim Joyce knows better than most everyone in baseball the power of being wrong. He’s the guy who made the wrong call on the last out of Armando Galarraga’s otherwise perfect game. Much as he rues the day, much as he appreciates Galarraga’s gracious acceptance of the outcome, he laments the passing of improvisational foot-stomping, plate-tossing, dirt-kicking theatrics killed by replay. “That was the fun part of the game,” he said.


You can’t even have a good bar fight anymore. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather risk getting my ass kicked in said bar than know all the answers.


Sword attested to the wonders of the tracking system, which, he told the conference attendees, could reliably put the ball or strike call in the umpire’s ear. “Then he or she would make the call,” he said, which was nice, though my sports orthopedist immediately put the kibosh on the idea of umpire school.


“Interestingly, we got a really loud negative reaction from players and coaches about that system,” he said.


What followed gave me hope. “As we’ve made the game more clinical, we’re no longer presenting a game like it was originally presented,” Morgan said. “It was a human game of failures and successes. We live in the era of the glorification of ‘we can explain everything.’”


Just because you can—or think you can—doesn’t mean you should. Don’t they know control is an illusion?
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The conversation about baseball’s future continued through the weekend in hallways, at dinners, and on subsequent panels: Has baseball changed enough to keep up in a universe of hyperspeed entertainment delivery systems feeding constant stimulation and updates to doomscrolling sports fans? Should it even try?


“It would take putting a lion on the field to get baseball moving again,” Michael Lewis told me. “A hungry lion. I’m gonna have to make a special trip to Africa because there’s no lion in the country that’s sufficiently ferocious. I need one that is used to the taste of fresh meat and that really wants to hunt.”


Nate Silver, creator of the foundational metric PECOTA that projects player performance based on historical comparisons, and Daryl Morey, who brought analytics to the NBA, piled on Bill James during the last panel discussion. “Is baseball’s structure in trouble no matter what they do?” Morey demanded. “If baseball was invented five years ago, would it have any chance of breaking through?”


Fair question because no matter how much quicker baseball gets, no matter how many seconds they shave off the pitch clock, baseball is still a nineteenth-century construct, born at a time when pocket watches were in vogue.


“Yes,” Bill said cheerfully, “because if it had been invented five years ago, it would not yet have developed all these bad habits.”


“But it has all these structural things that you said are bad,” Morey said. “Like the right fielder stands there forever and doesn’t touch anything.”


“Hah,” said aging techno wunderkind Nate. “Like if you simulated the world a thousand times, I don’t think you’d end up with a sport like baseball.”


“Yep,” Daryl agreed. “That’s exactly what I mean. ‘Whaddya trying to do? Throw it? Hit it with a stick?’ It would be like no.”


My beloved Red Smith, late bard of the press box, woulda told ’em what’s what: “Ninety feet between home plate and first base may be the closest man has ever come to perfection.”


Red would have dropped dead had he lived long enough to see the sacred geometry compromised by these newer, bigger bases.















CHAPTER 2


ROOM 311


The reporter asks: Is all this really necessary?


Windowless, airless, coffeeless Room 311, where the seven students left standing in the smarty-pants research competition were about to make their presentations, was at the far end of the 268-foot-long Boylston Hallway. In other words, a schlep.
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