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 FOREWORD

W. P. Kinsella

I’ve seen many baseball superstars in whom I have no interest at all; I don’t get excited about their performance, no matter how spectacular. Some I’m simply indifferent to; some I actively dislike. But why? There have been marginal players I’ve admired, journeymen I looked forward to seeing, sometimes driving a few hundred miles out of my way to attend a game of theirs. But why?

I can’t imagine being able to expound on one player’s merits for a whole essay. If I did, that player would be Curt Flood. He had to be one of the bravest men who ever lived. At the end of a marvelous career, the three-time All-Star took on the stodgy and often mean-spirited baseball establishment, challenging the reserve clause that tied a player to one team for life. In a most iffy decision the Supreme Court found in favor of Major League Baseball, but Flood had put the wheels of change in motion, and the clause was struck down in 1975, opening the doors of free agency and allowing baseball players to earn whatever the market would bear.

It seems that being a fan or nonfan of a player is completely subjective. For instance, I’ve always considered that Willie McGee and Mickey Rivers were two sides of the same coin. Both were All-Star  players, both had a shambling gait that could be elevated to blinding speed. Rivers spoke in malapropisms, some of them intentional; McGee was more articulate and probably the better of the two players. However, while I loved McGee, I never cared for Rivers. It probably had to do with McGee playing for my National League favorites, the Cardinals, while Rivers spent time with the hated Yankees and the uninteresting Texas Rangers.

My introduction to baseball was odd to say the least. My dad had played some minor-league baseball in Florida and California, probably only in commercial leagues in the 1920s. He was never terribly forthcoming about where he actually played, though his friends confirmed that he was a very good third baseman and a strong left-handed hitter. My dad was near forty when I was born, and I never saw him play ball. Through a series of somewhat strange events, too complicated to get into, he had ended up in Alberta, Canada, where I was born, settled on a stony and worthless quarter-section of farmland to wait out the Great Depression. On the rare occasions when he got to the nearest city, Edmonton, he would return with a copy of the St. Louis Sporting News, which I believe cost 5¢, and I remember him reading me articles about big-league ballplayers and explaining box scores to me, long before I started school.

The first players who interested me came from the black-and-white pages of the Sporting News. I had to provide my own color. And I did, for I became a fan of two colorful teams: the Cincinnati Reds and the St. Louis Cardinals. I have always loved bright colors; in fact, I’m wearing a cardinal-red corduroy shirt as I sit typing this essay. I imagined the Cincinnati players in red socks, red caps, and with red lettering on their shirts. I loved the perky cardinal perched on a bat on the St. Louis uniforms.

It was names that captured my imagination: the exotic and mysterious Cincinnati, their pitchers Bucky Walters and Johnny Vander  Meer. I had only the vaguest idea of what a no-hit game was, but my father assured me that Vander Meer’s back-to-back no-hitters was a record that would never be equaled or surpassed. Then there was Ewell “The Whip” Blackwell, what an awe-inspiring name, and a story about him was accompanied in the Sporting News by a very bad black-and-white photo, showing his unique sidearm delivery. The first position player I admired was Grady Hatton, an average third baseman with a .254 lifetime average over a twelve-year major-league career. I became a fan because I loved his name, which my dad assured me made him as Irish as we were.

By the time I was ten we had moved to Edmonton, and I rushed to the box scores every day in the Edmonton Journal to see how my pitching and hitting heroes had fared. The first World Series I remember clearly was 1946. Here were the Red Birds against the Red Sox; I chose the Cardinals. There was no TV, and the World Series games were the only baseball broadcasts we received on our battery radio in back-country Alberta. I chose pitcher Harry “The Cat” Brecheen as my favorite, mainly because of his name and my fondness for cats. I also loved the unusualness of the name Enos “Country” Slaughter, especially after he scored from first base on a single with the winning run in Game Seven. I was never a fan of Ted Williams, though he was a great player.

In 1948 I became an instant fan of Lou Boudreau the day he got four hits, including two home runs, as Cleveland beat Williams and the Red Sox 8-3 in a one-game playoff for the American League pennant. We didn’t get a radio broadcast, but got a radio summary at the end of each inning as the information came in over the wires.

It would be twenty years before I saw a major-league game in person, so to that point all my favorites were chosen from newspapers, magazines, World Series radio broadcasts, and, after the mid-’50s, World Series TV (though until the mid-’60s TV quality was quite inferior).

I remember Don Larsen’s no-hitter in 1956. We didn’t yet have a TV, so I rode a streetcar far across the city to the University of Alberta student union, where there was a grainy black-and-white TV that reran the game late in the evening. The reception was so bad that the radio broadcast I’d listened to earlier in the day was superior, except for the jubilation of the players after the no-hitter was accomplished.

Except for that brief moment, I was never a Yankees fan. Their uniforms weren’t colorful; they bought their pennants. One of the hardest adjustments I had to make was when Charlie Finley dismantled the Oakland A’s: Ungrateful fans had failed to fill the stadium after Finley brought them world championships, and he shipped my favorite Reggie Jackson off to the Yankees, where I could never cheer for him again.

A player can go from hero to pariah in an instant. I remember writing of Robbie Alomar that he “floated like an angel above second base” while making an astonishing catch in the World Series against Philadelphia. I lost complete respect for Alomar the day he spit in the face of the fine umpire John Hirschbeck. That one action cost Alomar thousands of fans and killed any chance he ever had of being a Hall of Famer.

Gene Tenace was another favorite of mine because he was a clutch hitter and an intelligent and gritty catcher, even though he had only a .241 lifetime average. I was thrilled in 2008 to see Cito Gaston (one of my favorite managers, along with Dick Williams) bring Tenace in as hitting coach with Toronto, where I’m sure he doesn’t put up with many .241 hitters.

I admired Finley’s willingness to take chances; he brought a rather stodgy game kicking and screaming into modern times. He is responsible for the designated-hitter rule, which I think is the best thing ever and should be adopted by the National League. He dressed his players in glorious color, which had been so lacking in baseball and which has since been adopted by many teams in both leagues. Even though he  was known as “Cheap Charlie” and many of his innovations failed, he paid his players to grow mustaches. (Remember Rollie Fingers? I think that mustache made his career.) As an owner Finley left a lasting legacy and someday that legacy will be recognized and he’ll be in the Hall of Fame.

I saw my first live major-league game in San Francisco in 1966, an early-season game at a bitterly cold Candlestick Park, where two of the greatest pitchers of the era, Don Drysdale and Juan Marichal, faced off. Drysdale won.

I liked the Dodgers, but I was a careerlong fan of right fielder Ron Fairly, the reason being one of proximity. During college hiatus Ron spent a summer playing minor-league baseball for the Edmonton Eskimos in my hometown. I watched him play many times in tiny Renfrew Park, where the players were close enough for the fans to touch and talk to and get autographs. I followed his career with the Dodgers with interest, and to a lesser extent when he was with Montreal, one of my least favorite teams.

I saw my first live no-hitter in 1955. A pitcher named Kirby Pain pitched it for the Eskimos in what would probably be a Class C league, though I believe it was unaffiliated. He made me a fan for life, and I’m sad to report that he didn’t go on to a major-league career, but fifty-five years later I still recall the thrill of that first no-hitter. I saw Bob Forsch pitch one in St. Louis many years later, missing a perfect game against Montreal when he intentionally plunked Gary Carter in his first at bat for some offense Carter had allegedly committed in a previous game.

Speaking of Montreal, I had never been a fan of Pete Rose; always considered him too brash and competitive to a fault. I will never forget how he ruined Ray Fosse’s career by crashing into him, not in any crucial situation but in a meaningless All-Star Game. Then, I believe in the same series as Forsch’s no-hitter, I watched as Rose laid down the  perfect bunt, about twenty-five feet down the third-base line, landing soft and dying as if the ball was made of sponge cake. Rose was across first base without a throw, and my appreciation of him was elevated 1,000 percent, and because of that one play I was a fan the rest of his career. I was sorry to see the trouble that followed him, and I think he should be forgiven and allowed into the Hall of Fame.

When times are tough, one takes a hero anywhere one can find one. And Bombo Rivera was an unlikely hero. He was a platoon outfielder with Minnesota in the late ’70s, an all-round average player except for his name. Minnesota had a pitiful team in those years, and I lived in Iowa and traveled frequently to Minnesota for whole home stands. The fans loved Bombo (a great trivia question would be: What was Bombo Rivera’s given name? A: Jesus) and chanted his name every time he came to bat or made a play in the outfield. Chanting “Bombo! Bombo! Bombo!” (which, incidentally, means “fly ball”) was a wonderful distraction from watching Minnesota lose game after game, and earned Bombo the respect and admiration of many fans. His major-league career was short, a brief stint with Kansas City after Minnesota, then he returned to Puerto Rico and later became a star in Japan for a couple of years. I mentioned Bombo in my novel Shoeless Joe, and Garrison Keillor wrote a song called “The Ballad of Bombo Rivera.”

What to do when you are a fan of a particularly wretched team? In the ’80s I lived in proximity to Seattle and for a couple of seasons attended almost all home games. I likened being a Seattle fan to loving a sick pet. You don’t kick your cat because it hurls hairballs onto your favorite rug. I often attended mainly to see the opposition and to hope for an occasional miracle, like the night when, with the Mariners down two runs in the last of the ninth, Phil Bradley hit a three-run homer for the win. In those years you could count the miracles on the thumbs of both hands. However, if you watch a team long enough you develop favorites, no matter how inept the team as a whole may be.

My favorite Mariner, probably of all time, was second baseman Jack Perconte; he was a gritty little left-handed hitter, and a fair fielder who always made that extra effort, even if it ended in failure. I was almost attacked once when I suggested that Perconte was a better second baseman than his eventual successor Harold Reynolds. I admit in my heart that my attacker was probably right, but I’ll stick with Perconte; that’s what having a favorite player is all about. I never jumped on the Ken Griffey Jr. bandwagon. Certainly he was a great player, but my feeling has always been, right or wrong, that he too often failed to produce in the clutch, sometimes looking to me as if he wasn’t trying very hard.

On that pitiful Seattle squad I also liked shortstop Spike Owen, but for an entirely different reason. Owen was an average player in all respects, but almost every game, sometimes several times a game, he fouled pitches straight back into the third deck behind home plate, where I sat. Crowds were sparse, and I soon collected more baseballs than I knew what to do with. It got so at the beginning of each game I picked a child nearby and would give him or her the ball if I collected one.

Who have I missed? I loved Bob Gibson, the growly superstar pitcher of the Cardinals. (An even better trivia question would be: What was Bob Gibson’s given name? A: Pack.) He didn’t care who was at bat; as far as he was concerned he owned the plate and brushed back everyone without discrimination. It is said that once when All-Star catcher Tim McCarver went to the mound, Gibson told him to get back behind the plate. “The only thing you know about pitching,” he said, “is that you can’t hit it.” I’m afraid that at that point I would have pulled a Crash Davis (the veteran catcher from Bull Durham) and informed the next few hitters of exactly what pitch was coming their way. However, the crotchety Gibson was the best Cardinal pitcher ever. He holds records in almost every field of pitching and was a shoo-in for the Hall of Fame.

Of active players, Cy Young Award winner Roy Halladay is my favorite. He is tough and works quickly, and, while in Toronto, he managed to win despite the team’s generally lackadaisical hitting.

What if I could meet one of my favorite players, just to say thank you for giving me many hours of pleasure at the ballpark? I’ve met a few in my day, but the talent of baseball players lies in their on-field exploits, just as mine consists of what I type onto manuscript pages. My life is not interesting; most ballplayers, when off the field, are not very colorful. I like the ones who were colorful both on and off the field.

I was once invited by a sports magazine to travel for a week with the Montreal Expos and write a profile of the team. I knew there were writers who would kill for such an opportunity, but I declined. What in the world would I have said to them? Most of them would have had no idea who I was: Baseball players are not the great readers of America. Another time I was asked by a Japanese magazine to interview Hideo Nomo, the herky-jerky Japanese star pitcher. They flew me to Los Angeles, where I was to catch up with him. I tried frantically to think of questions I could ask him. The only ones I could come up with were about sumo (I am a knowledgeable fan). If he wasn’t a sumo fan, there would be a terribly long pause in the interview. Happily, while I was in the air, Nomo changed agents and all interviews were canceled. I have seldom felt such relief.

I’m fond of nonconformists, have always considered myself one, but in baseball, still a bastion of conservative thought, nonconformists are rare. My wife is not a baseball fan at all, but she remembers Luis Tiant because of his peculiar pitching motion, and so do I. He spent as much time looking at second base as he did his catcher.

The old-time players from my era—I’m talking 1940s to the ’60s—were always tough and often mean. We’d have nothing to say to each other. Today’s players listen to ear-splitting music by many “artists” I  think should be in jail. (I guess I’m showing my age.) We’d have nothing to say to each other.

I have often told audiences that stamina accounts for about 85 percent of writing success. Therefore, I’ve always admired “The Old Gringo” George Brunet, who had some thirty major- and minor-league connections before he landed with the Angels for a few years. Hitters always seemed to forget they had bats when Brunet pitched. He twice led the American League in losses, despite a very respectable ERA each year. After the majors, Brunet pitched for years, well into his fifties in the Mexican leagues, and holds the minor-league strikeout record with 3,175 Ks. Now that’s stamina.

I guess the person I’d like to spend a few hours with is the ever entertaining, completely unpredictable Bill “Spaceman” Lee. He was a great player who did things in his unconventional way. He threw the occasional eephus ball (probably learned from Tiant), a high-arching softball-like pitch that paralyzed many a hitter, but not Tony Perez, who hammered one out of the park in the 1975 World Series. I’ve heard Lee speak; he is articulate, literate, and side-splittingly funny, as talented as any stand-up comedian alive.

Favorites, it seems, come in all shapes, sizes, and degrees of talent. Years ago, when my twenty-something daughter traveled with me to a lot of games, she chose her favorite by how well his buns filled out his uniform pants. A totally acceptable way of choosing a favorite player, and I don’t doubt that there are many fans of both sexes who still do the same.

Incidentally, her favorite was Kansas City catcher Jamie Quirk.






 INTRODUCTION

Sean Manning

The congressional hearings. The Mitchell Report. Roger Clemens and Brian McNamee on Capitol Hill. A-Rod’s contract negotiations. A-Rod’s steroid revelations. Manny’s contract negotiations. Manny’s steroid revelations. The steady decline in African American players. (In 2008, barely a tenth of Major League Baseball was black—and that was the highest percentage since 1995.) Add to that the fact that even amid the worst economic downturn this country has experienced since the Great Depression, nearly half the league’s teams opted to increase ticket prices for 2009—most egregiously the Yankees, who despite being baseball’s richest club in 2008 by a mile (Forbes valued the team at $1.5 billion, making it the only organization to crack ten figures) and receiving in excess of a billion dollars in public financing for the construction of a new stadium, had the stones to jack up the cost of “nonpremium” seats a collective 76 percent over 2008 rates and initially charge as much as $2,650 for “premium” ones. (After a month of scarce turnout and vilification by local media and politicians, Yankee ownership came down on the latter price tag: As of this writing, sitting behind home plate now only runs you a measly $1,250.)

No, it hasn’t been easy being a baseball fan these last few years—not even for those, as Christopher Sorrentino describes himself in his essay on Dave Kingman, “patently uninterested in journalists’ concepts of the moral schema of the game as transgressed against by players.” And yet the sport’s popularity has hardly waned. In March 2008, the all-time record for single-game attendance was shattered when nearly 116,000 fans turned out to the Los Angeles Coliseum for an exhibition between the Dodgers and the Red Sox. In July of that year, the All-Star Game at the old Yankee Stadium scored the highest ratings ever for its Home Run Derby telecast—which, shown on ESPN, was also cable TV’s highest-rated program for the entire year. The Midsummer Classic itself attracted more viewers than in the previous five years, earning it the top spot in that week’s Nielsen ratings. And despite the recession, through the first month and a half of the 2009 season, attendance was down from 2008 by only about 5 percent overall, while ten of the thirty teams saw their gates rise.

I’ve heard it argued that the recession is, in fact, to be credited for this resiliency—that in tough, uncertain times such as these, people crave entertainment and diversion more than ever. But what’s more responsible, I think, is the fans’ relationship with the players. Counting spring training, the regular season, All-Star festivities, and the playoffs (should our team be fortunate enough), we spend nearly two hundred days out of the year with these guys. That’s more time than a lot of us spend with our loved ones. And although Darin Strauss is doubtless right when he contends in his essay on Mariano Rivera that the bulk of today’s players “would probably not like you if you [knew] them, and vice versa, because they’re mostly egomaniacal multimillionaires who’ve had no education or socializing influence in their lives,” that’s precisely what they seem—friends, family even. In fact, I’d argue their astronomical salaries and exorbitant self-regard and boneheaded attempts to beat the system only heighten this impression. I mean, who  doesn’t have that one big-shot uncle or cousin who lords it over everyone that he drives a Benz and lives in a McMansion of the sort Whitney Pastorek depicts in her essay on Clemens, or that scamming hustler buddy from childhood who’s always concocting one ultimately ill-fated scheme or another? Granted, it usually doesn’t involve injecting themselves with a women’s fertility drug or committing perjury before a federal grand jury, but you get the idea.

And of course, just as with loved ones, when it comes to ballplayers, we may hold many of them dear to our hearts but can’t help having one favorite. For a few of the contributors, theirs really were or still are friends . . . friends and teammates and mentors. (And business partners, as in the case of Roger Kahn, whose account of Jackie Robinson’s rarely acknowledged foray into magazine publishing is evidence of how Robinson even now remains grossly underappreciated.) For the rest, however—it’s no coincidence that there are twenty-five in total, the same number of players as on an active roster, nor that Rickey Henderson leads things off and Rivera closes—the bases for their biases, like most lay fans’, is by and large more complicated. For some, it centers on class; for others, race. For some, it has to do with being of a similar age and the accompanying, as Strauss puts it, “intimations of mortality”; for others, it lies in the definitions of rebellion and conformity and the prospect of the two ever coexisting. A few contributors picked players they despised at first only to develop an affinity for in time, and a couple chose those they revered initially yet have grown to loathe—or at least to wonder at the discrepancy between their on-field personas and off-field realities. And then there are those whose fondness springs in part from afro circumference, model citizenry, imagined vengeance exacted on prepubescent tormentors, and, yes, absolutely, facial hair. Whatever the reason, each contributor sheds a little light on what it means to be beset by this strange torment of ours, this bizarre compulsion, this incurable malady known as baseball fandom.

The next few years aren’t bound to be any easier for those of us afflicted. As long as the economy stays in the toilet and owners remain avaricious—both a pretty safe bet for some time to come—ticket prices will only keep climbing. (The discount on Yankees premium seats was for the 2009 season alone, and by late April the team had already announced an additional 4 percent hike in 2010.) The current labor agreement expires after the 2011 season, and those negotiations are likely to be contentious, since they’ll be the first run by Michael Weiner, the newly appointed successor to Donald Fehr as executive director of the Players Association. Human nature being what it is, it’s hard to envision the owners not looking to take advantage of Weiner’s inexperience, and likewise to imagine he won’t be overeager to prove he can’t be pushed around. Plus, after A-Rod and Manny, there are still 102 names on the list of players who failed the 2003 “confidential” drug testing—now in possession of federal investigators. Go ahead and make that 100 names, following leaks about Sammy Sosa and David Ortiz. Who knows who else will have been exposed by the time this book hits the shelves?

Which just makes essays such as these all the more necessary, meant as they are to restore some of the faith in and love for the game you may have lately lost, to serve as a reminder that there’s a hell of a lot more about it to cherish than to deplore, and most of all to celebrate those players who won us over and made us fans in the first place. The ones in whom we maybe see a little of ourselves, or perhaps the selves we’d like to be. The ones we pull for despite the ups and downs, with whom we win and lose, who may not be the best but who are, as Craig Finn states in his essay on Kirby Puckett, our guys.

And anyway, if you really think about it, when has following baseball ever failed to grate the conscience? Not in those years immediately following the Black Sox scandal, I guarantee you. Nor for a while there  after the Rose ban. Not during the five strike seasons or the three lock-outs. And especially not during all those years of segregation. I, for one, am glad being a fan isn’t easy—after all, as those players included in the Mitchell Report and that ’03 list would’ve done well to remember, nothing worthwhile ever is.






Rickey Henderson

STEVE ALMOND


We have to begin with the batting stance, because the stance is the ballplayer’s signature, and because there has never been, in the history of the game, a stance as strange and devastating as that assumed—no fewer than 13,346 times over twenty-five seasons—by Rickey Henley Henderson.

To the uninitiated it looked utterly implausible, because Rickey was not standing. He was reclining. Or, more precisely, he was leaning back, a bit rakishly, on what at first appeared to be a massive bar stool, which (upon further inspection) revealed itself as a human leg—to wit, Rickey’s own right leg, canted sharply at the knee.

The overall effect was deeply disconcerting to opposing pitchers. Although Rickey was listed at five foot ten in the programs, he barely topped four feet at the plate. He compressed the y-axis of the traditional strike zone—measured from knees to chest—to approximately a thumb’s length.1


If this makes Rickey sound like a ludicrous figure, a Quasimodo in cleats, I have done him wrong. Even in his contorted state, Rickey managed to look intimidating. His arms and legs were massive and richly braided with muscle. His trunk appeared carved from pig iron. As he waited for a pitch, he often waved his bat over the plate like a child’s wand. He was not crouched so much as coiled.

This became clear the moment he initiated his swing. That swing! What furious ballet! What elegant violence! Rickey rising up from his bar stool and rocking forward in a controlled lunge, the bat zinging like a whipcord, all that torque and sprung rhythm inflicted upon the ball by means of a delectable crack, a frozen rope over the left field wall, say, which meant Rickey had occasion to pause at the plate and admire his handiwork, to tap his chest with the heels of his palms and crow, “That’s what Rickey just did,” before trotting toward first, where, taking a wide leisurely turn, he would execute a dainty hop step, as if to engage the base in a sultry South American dance of love.

Or maybe the ball had a bit less pepper on it and went merely screaming into the gap, in which case Rickey would set off in genuine haste, the very serious business of acceleration being his desired specialty.

This, too, was something opposing players did not want to see, particularly if you had the poor fortune to be stationed at third base: Rickey’s body—the body of an NFL running back—circling wide around second, happily neglecting the stop sign being frantically flashed by the coach in the box behind you and hurtling helmet-first toward your fragile ankles at the approximate speed of sound.

He was probably safe; you were not.

 



 



But this is making certain assumptions, chiefly that Rickey would decide to swing at all. Often, he simply waited for the pitcher to misplace  his composure and issue the walk. At which point (as Rickey might put it) Rickey showed what Rickey was truly about.

And you can rest assured, gentle reader, that you will find no one within the pantheon of belles lettres or beyond more devoted to Rickey’s larcenous activities than your humble correspondent. I was there, after all, from the very beginning, a scrawny Little League burnout living an hour south of the Oakland Coliseum, where the Athletics made camp.

This would have been the summer of 1979. The epic teams of the early decade, winners of three straight World Series, were ancient history. The current roster was on its way to another sort of epic season, one in which they would win precisely a third of their games. They had announced their futility with gusto by going 5-24 in the month of June.

But I was and am one of those fans for whom the miseries of loyalty are impossible to resist. No matter how low the A’s sunk, I found reasons to root for them. And thus, by that strange karmic covenant to which all devout fans (in their misshapen hearts) subscribe, at the franchise’s absolute nadir, fate delivered me Rickey.

He went two for four in his debut, with a stolen base. I listened to that game on my trusty Panasonic radio. I saw him for the first time a few days later, during one of Oakland’s rare televised contests. I was instantly and violently transfixed. It wasn’t just the crazy stance or the preening manner or the freakish marriage of bulk and speed, but the powerful sense that you had to watch Rickey, because if you didn’t you were going to miss something unprecedented.

This is the first and final signifier of stardom: that your presence on the field suggests possibility. Because possibility—some new miracle carved from air, some abrupt confrontation between grace and peril—is the reason we watch sports. Michael Jordan had it. Wayne Gretzky.  Barry Sanders. The British footballer Paul Gascoigne. And Rickey—the stuff came off him like sparks.

It went without saying that he was going to get on base at least once every game, either via hit or walk, fielder’s choice, hit by pitch—whatever it took. And once he had one base, hey, you might as well have handed him second, heavily braised in gall. That first half-season he amassed thirty-three thefts. The following year Billy Martin took over as manager, and Rickey qua Rickey was born.

 



 



Martin was a believer in the art of disruption, a hothead who functioned best amid improvised tumult. Rickey stole one hundred bases in 1980.

It was a satisfying ritual to witness. There was, to begin with, the Rickey Lead, never less than five generous paces. Most base stealers will lean or even hope to be swaying as they break toward second. Rickey remained motionless, locked in a predatory squat, his fingers twitching above the infield dirt, his gaze fixed on the pitcher’s elbows.

He radiated not just menace, but immense patience. The pitcher might throw to first half a dozen times. On each occasion, Rickey would dive back and dust himself off, then take the exact same lead. Eventually, the pitcher would have to deliver the ball home—the game’s progress required him to do so.

Rickey was generally three steps into his steal by the time this happened. He ran like a sprinter, low and wide, his thighs rippling beneath his trousers.2 It took him less than three seconds to travel those seventyfive  feet, a smooth churning that culminated with the Rickey Crash Landing. The problem of deceleration was solved, rather ingeniously, by means of friction: his body sliding across the bag slowed him down; the toes of his cleats hooked on the front edge of the base kept him from proceeding into left field.

As a manager, Billy Martin was many things. Irascible. Drunken. Mercurial. But he was not stupid. His strategy with the A’s was simple: Give Rickey the green light and let fly. The results bore him out. In two seasons, the A’s vaulted from the cellar to the pennant. The following year, Rickey blew past every known record by stealing 130 bases. He had 84 by the All-Star break. (To put this in historical perspective—no player has stolen that many bases in an entire season since 1993, when Rickey tallied 93.)

He would go on to lead the league in steals for the next seven seasons, and eleven of the next twelve. In 1998, at the age of thirty-nine, he led the league a final time. Over the course of his career—which stretched into 2004—he was thrown out in less than one-fifth of his attempts.

It’s impossible to convey how sick this figure is. After all, everyone in the stadium knew Rickey was going to steal. The pitchers and catchers and bemused shortstops were doing everything in their power to stop him. He wound up with 1,406 steals, shattering Lou Brock’s mark of 938.3


Even more astonishing is the fact that 796 of the 2,190 walks Rickey collected in his career came when he was leading off an inning. You really need to think about what this means. Because if you were an   opposing pitcher facing Rickey Henderson, and he was the first man up in the inning, what’s the one thing, above all else, you would not do? You wouldn’t walk him. You wouldn’t issue him a free pass to harass you, to humiliate your catcher, to tie your infield into knots.

Which just goes to show that among his more flagrant gifts was a preternatural sense of his own strike zone as interpreted by particular umpires, the capacity to stay his bat as a fastball strayed an inch or two outside, and to protect the plate. Rickey the Heathen was, in fact, religiously disciplined as a hitter.

 



 



I’m not a great believer in stat porn, and so you will excuse me if I skip the rest of the assorted Rickey Records. You can look those up. I’d prefer to speak briefly about his legacy and specifically the reputation he has acquired over the years as a figure of comic self-regard.

Cue the Rickey Lore . . .
•  Rickey falls asleep on an ice pack and gets frostbite. 

•  Rickey receives a $1 million bonus from the A’s and hangs the check on his wall without depositing it. 

•  Rickey hits a dinger and slides into home.4 





There are dozens of such tales floating around, some of them actually true. They cast Rickey as a narcissistic nincompoop, a dumb jock, the ultimate hot dog. As such, they represent a deeply condescending and vaguely racist perspective that draws a thick line between physical prowess (i.e., “That boy sure can run!”) and presumably genuine forms of intelligence.

I will tender no argument, however, in the matter of temperament. Rickey was a cocky bastard. He boasted incessantly and referred to himself in the third person, often while gazing at himself nude in the mirror. He flicked his mitt at fly balls. And so on.

But if we’re going to record this, we should also acknowledge the curious truth that greatness requires a certain insolence. This has been true since the days of Achilles. The spoils of historical regard go to those willing to step out in front of the battle lines and challenge the gods directly.

That Rickey did so, and that he talked about his ability to do so, only makes him a more honest version of every other professional athlete on earth. They are all raging egomaniacs, regardless of whatever aw-shucks team-first nonsense they spew for the microphones. You don’t get to The Show by hiding your light under a bushel.

But Rickey’s persona has too often obscured the shocking and subtle acumen of his play. Baseball, after all, is a game of small efficiencies, and no one has ever exploited these as assiduously as Rickey. Long before chemically aided homers became the league’s star attraction and sabermetrics its church doctrine, Rickey was converting 1-2 counts into walks, which became de facto doubles. He acted like a clown, but the joke was on you if you missed what was actually happening. He was paying closer attention to the game than anybody else.

Rickey also suffered, as most athletes do, by staying at the party too long. He became a figure of unintended pathos, grumbling for a contract at age forty-five, unwilling to wander quietly out to pasture. Even as he entered the Hall of Fame in the summer of 2009, he sounded itchy for a comeback. Well, why the hell not? I’d take an arthritic Rickey over half the palookas on the A’s current roster.

But I am happiest to remember Rickey in those first few years with Oakland, before he began pinballing around the league as a hired gun,  before he returned to an A’s squad plumped on steroids, before his audacious feats came to feel routine.

Sometimes at night, when my wife and babies are sleeping and I’m lying in a dark house knotted up with the anxieties of domestication, I close my eyes and Rickey comes to me. He is absently patrolling left field with his gap-toothed grin. Or scrunched impossibly over home plate. But most of the time he is sliding himself into position off first base.

He sets his elbows atop those massive thighs; his gloved fingers twitch just above the red dirt. He stares hard at the pitcher, that poor sod, and I can feel it: the electrical impulse that joins all fans to their favorite players, that makes the chest buzz with the strange, resounding love we offer those who enact our bodily dreams. And all I can think is this: Rickey’s gonna go, Rickey’s gonna go. It’s like a chant, soothing and childish, something that pleads to be uttered out loud.
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