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INTRODUCTION


THE BRAVES LEGACY

The oldest continuously operating professional sports team in America, the franchise now known as the Atlanta Braves has its roots in the Boston Red Stockings, who came into being in 1871, one year after baseball’s first openly all-professional team, the Cincinnati Red Stockings, disbanded. Founded by Boston businessman Ivers Whitney Adams, who owned and operated the American Net and Twine Company, and former Cincinnati player-manager Harry Wright, the Boston Red Stockings entered the world of pro baseball as one of the nine charter members of the National Association of Professional Baseball Players (NAPBBP) that served as the forerunner of the National League from 1871 to 1875.

Led by player-manager Wright, star second baseman Ross Barnes, and pitcher Albert Spalding, who compiled a remarkable overall record of 204-53 during his five seasons in Boston, the Red Stockings dominated the National Association, winning four of that league’s five championships, before joining the newly formed National League when the NAPBBP dissolved following the conclusion of the 1875 campaign. Remaining a formidable squad under Wright during the new league’s formative years after being purchased by wealthy businessman Arthur H. Soden in 1877, the Red Stockings, who played their home games at the Union Base Ball Grounds in Boston’s South End from 1871 to 1914, won consecutive pennants in 1877 and 1878. However, they failed to perform at the same lofty level in any of the next four seasons under managers John Morrill and Jack Burdock, finishing no higher than second in any of those campaigns. Experiencing something of a resurgence in 1883, the newly named Beaneaters captured their third NL championship by compiling a record of 63-35, finishing in the process four games ahead of the runner-up Chicago White Stockings. However, the Beaneaters contended for the title in just two of the next seven seasons, placing fifth in the eight-team circuit on four separate occasions, as Morrill, Mike “King” Kelly, Jim Hart, and Frank Selee all took turns managing the team.

Re-establishing themselves as the class of the National League under Selee during the 1890s, the Beaneaters won five more pennants, capturing three straight titles from 1891 to 1893, and another two in 1897 and 1898. Particularly outstanding in 1892, 1897, and 1898, the Beaneaters ran away with the NL flag in the first of those campaigns by posting a regular-season mark of 102-48, before defeating the second-place Cleveland Spiders 5–0–1 in an early incarnation of the World Series. Five years later, the Beaneaters edged out the Baltimore Orioles for the NL title by compiling a record of 93-39-3 that gave them a franchise-best .705 winning percentage. They followed that up by capturing their fifth pennant of the decade with a mark of 102-47-3 that enabled them to finish six games ahead of the runner-up Orioles in the standings.

Piloted by Selee throughout this period of excellence, the Beaneaters benefited greatly from their manager’s ability to assess and hire talented players. A rare 19th-century major-league manager who did not double as a player or rise from the ranks of former players, Selee evaluated talent as well as anyone in the game, bringing into the fold during his time in Boston standout performers such as first baseman Fred Tenney, second baseman Bobby Lowe, third baseman Jimmy Collins, shortstop Herman Long, outfielder Hugh Duffy, whose .440 batting average in 1894 represents the highest single-season mark in baseball history, and staff ace Kid Nichols, who won 330 games and surpassed 30 victories seven times as a member of the Beaneaters.

Unfortunately, the establishment of the rival American League at the turn of the century contributed greatly to a precipitous fall from grace by the Beaneaters, who ended up losing many of their best players to the Boston Americans (Red Sox). Their roster decimated by the departures of Hall of Fame third sacker Jimmy Collins and star outfielders Buck Freeman and Chick Stahl, the Beaneaters entered into an extended period of mediocrity, posting just one winning record from 1900 to 1913, with the team finishing either last or next-to-last in the eight-team senior circuit in eight of those 14 seasons.

In addition to an overall lack of talent, the Beaneaters found themselves being hampered during the first part of the 20th century by several changes in ownership and management that prevented them from establishing any sort of continuity. With his team struggling terribly on the playing field and at the gate, longtime Beaneaters owner Arthur Soden elected to sell the ballclub to railroad magnates George and John Dovey prior to the start of the 1907 campaign. The renamed “Doves” remained under the control of the Dovey brothers for just four years, before being purchased late in 1910 by a group of investors headed by New York lawyer William Hepburn Russell. However, after spending one season playing under the sobriquet “Rustlers,” the team went up for sale once again when Russell died of a heart attack on November 21, 1911. Purchased shortly thereafter by millionaire New York attorney and politician James E. Gaffney, who had strong connections to Tammany Hall, which used an Indian chief as its symbol, the franchise adopted its now-famous “Braves” moniker. Meanwhile, after Frank Selee surrendered his managerial post at the end of 1901, seven different men served as skipper in Boston over the course of the next 11 seasons, before Gaffney finally settled on former Phillies, Tigers, and New York Highlanders manager George Stallings in 1913.

After helping the Braves improve their record by 19 games the previous year, Stallings guided them on an improbable run to the NL pennant in 1914 that saw them become the only team ever to capture a league championship after being in last place on the Fourth of July. Led by star shortstop Rabbit Maranville, NL MVP Johnny Evers, and co–staff aces Dick Rudolph and Bill James, the “Miracle Braves” culminated their amazing season by sweeping Connie Mack’s heavily favored Philadelphia Athletics in the World Series.

Inspired by the success his team experienced in 1914, Braves owner James Gaffney decided to build a larger, more modern ballpark at the end of the year. After spending the first few months of the 1915 campaign playing their home games at Fenway Park, the Braves christened Braves Field on August 18, 1915. Located one mile west of Fenway, the 40,000-seat stadium proved to be the largest park in the majors at the time. Easily accessible by public transportation, the fan-friendly ballpark served as home to the Braves for the next 38 years, during which time it also hosted the 1915 and 1916 World Series (for the Red Sox), the 1936 MLB All-Star Game, the 1948 World Series, and multiple football games.

Remaining contenders under Stallings for two more years, the Braves finished second in the NL in 1915 and third in 1916, before beginning a dark period in franchise history that lasted nearly three decades. With ownership of the team passing from Gaffney to former Harvard football coach Percy D. Haughton (1916–1918), motion picture mogul George Washington Grant (1919–1922), Judge Emil Fuchs (1923–1935), and, finally, to former Red Sox owner Bob Quinn (1936–1944), the Braves compiled a winning record just five times from 1917 to 1945, never finishing any higher than fourth in the NL standings. Losing at least 100 games on five separate occasions, the Braves proved to be particularly awful in 1935, posting an embarrassing mark of 38-115 that gave them the second-lowest single-season winning percentage (.248) of the 20th century. Meanwhile, as the Braves, who became more commonly known as the “Bees” from 1936 to 1940, underwent frequent changes in ownership, they also suffered from a lack of stability in the dugout, with 10 different men managing them over that 29-year stretch, including shortstop Dave Bancroft (1924–1927), former Pirates and Cardinals skipper Bill McKechnie (1930–1937), and Casey Stengel (1938–1943). Nevertheless, several outstanding players graced the Braves’ roster during these lean years, with Hall of Fame second baseman Rogers Hornsby leading the league with a .387 batting average in his only year with the team in 1928, center fielder Wally Berger establishing himself as one of the NL’s top sluggers during the 1930s, and popular right fielder Tommy Holmes earning multiple All-Star selections and one runner-up finish in the league MVP voting during the 1940s.

With construction magnates Lou Perini, Guido Rugo, and C. Joseph Maney purchasing the shares of other stockholders early in 1944, they assumed majority control of the Braves and quickly set about righting the ship. After paying off the team’s creditors, shortening the outfield dimensions at spacious Braves Field, and going through three managers their first two years in charge, Perini, Rugo, and Maney decided to entrust their team to former Braves outfielder Billy Southworth, who had guided the Cardinals to two pennants and one world championship the previous four years in St. Louis. Aided by the return from the military of star pitchers Johnny Sain and Warren Spahn, 1947 NL MVP Bob Elliott, and Tommy Holmes, who continued to perform at an elite level, Southworth helped turn the Braves into contenders before long, leading them to their first winning record in eight seasons in 1946, a third-place finish the following year, and the NL pennant in 1948. Although the Braves lost the 1948 World Series to the Cleveland Indians in six games, they remained a solid team under Southworth for two more years, before a slow start in 1951 prompted ownership to name Holmes player-manager. But, with the Braves faring no better under Holmes, former Chicago Cubs skipper Charlie Grimm assumed managerial duties early in 1952, which turned out to be the Braves’ last year in the city of Boston.

With attendance at Braves Field steadily dwindling due to the growing popularity of the Ted Williams–led Red Sox, majority owner Lou Perini announced on March 13, 1953, that he planned to move the Braves to Milwaukee. Welcomed with open arms by the state of Wisconsin, the Braves set a then-NL record by drawing 1.8 million fans to newly constructed Milwaukee County Stadium in 1953. Responding well to their new fanbase, the Braves posted a record of 92-62 their first year in Milwaukee that represented their best mark since the championship campaign of 1914, earning in the process a second-place finish in the NL standings.

Yet, even though Grimm led the Braves to strong showings in each of the next two seasons as well, ownership replaced him at the helm with former St. Louis Browns and Pittsburgh Pirates manager Fred Haney during the early stages of the 1956 campaign. Inheriting a talented squad that included an eclectic mix of veterans and emerging superstars, Haney guided the Braves to two pennants, one world championship, and a pair of close second-place finishes over the course of the next four seasons, before eventually being relieved of his duties.

After finishing just one game behind the pennant-winning Dodgers in 1956, the Braves laid claim to the NL flag the following year by compiling a record of 95-59 that left them eight games ahead of the runner-up St. Louis Cardinals in the final NL standings. They subsequently defeated the Yankees in seven games in the World Series behind the stellar pitching of Lew Burdette, who earned three complete-game victories over the AL champions. Continuing their dominance of the senior circuit in 1958, the Braves repeated as league champions, this time finishing eight games ahead of the second-place Pittsburgh Pirates, with a record of 92-62. However, after taking a three-games-to-one lead over New York in the Fall Classic, the Braves failed to repeat as world champions when the Yankees stormed back to win the final three contests. The Braves nearly earned their third straight trip to the World Series in 1959, concluding the regular season with a record of 86-68 that left them tied with the Dodgers for first place. But consecutive losses to Los Angeles in a best-of-three playoff to determine the league champion left them on the outside looking in when the Series began.

Certainly, the steady hand of manager Fred Haney contributed greatly to the success the Braves experienced during the late 1950s. But Milwaukee also had as much talent as any team in the league, from top to bottom. In addition to a deep starting rotation anchored by Lew Burdette and the ageless Warren Spahn, the Braves featured a potent lineup that included slugging first baseman Joe Adcock, perennial All-Star catcher Del Crandall, speedy center fielder Bill Bruton, and one of the most dynamic hitting tandems of all time in Eddie Mathews and Hank Aaron, who combined to hit more homers than any other pair of teammates in baseball history. In fact, Mathews is generally regarded as one of the greatest third basemen ever to play the game, while Aaron’s name invariably comes up in any conversations involving the greatest player in the history of the sport.

The duo of Aaron and Mathews continued to serve as the focal point of the Braves’ offense well into the 1960s, even after slugging catcher Joe Torre and hard-hitting left fielder Rico Carty joined them in the Milwaukee lineup during the early part of the decade. But even though the Braves remained one of the league’s top scoring teams, their mediocre pitching allowed them to finish as high as second just once from 1960 to 1965 under managers Charlie Dressen (1960–1961), Birdie Tebbetts (1961–1962), and Bobby Bragan (1963–1965). Nevertheless, the Braves proved to be extremely competitive, compiling a winning record in each of those six seasons.

Despite the success the Braves experienced in Milwaukee, Chicago business executive William Bartholomay seemed intent on moving them to a larger television market almost as soon as he purchased the team from Lou Perini in November 1962. Attracted to the fast-growing city of Atlanta and its brand-new 52,000-seat ballpark, Bartholomay announced his plans to relocate the Braves to Georgia for the 1965 season. Forced to remain in Milwaukee for one more year by an injunction filed in Wisconsin, the Braves completed their move to Atlanta in 1966, playing their first game at Atlanta Stadium (later renamed Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium) on April 12.

Not faring particularly well their first three seasons in Atlanta under managers Bobby Bragan, Billy Hitchcock, and Lum Harris, the Braves posted just one winning record from 1966 to 1968, finishing fifth in the 10-team NL twice. But after each league expanded to 12 teams and adopted a new two-division format in 1969, the Braves advanced to the playoffs by compiling a regular-season record of 93-69 that left them three games ahead of the second-place San Francisco Giants and four games in front of the third-place Cincinnati Reds in the NL West, which they also shared with the Los Angeles Dodgers, Houston Astros, and newly formed San Diego Padres. However, the Braves failed to make it to the World Series, losing to the “Miracle Mets” in three straight games in the first-ever National League Championship Series (NLCS).

Experiencing very little success the next 12 seasons under managers Lum Harris (1968–1972), Eddie Mathews (1972–1974), Clyde King (1974–1975), Dave Bristol (1976–1977), and Bobby Cox (1978–1981), the Braves finished over .500 just three times, never seriously contending for the division title. Nevertheless, Braves fans found consolation in the achievements of Hank Aaron, who, after spending much of his career playing in virtual anonymity, finally began to receive the recognition he deserved as he moved inexorably toward breaking Babe Ruth’s all-time home-run record. Pitcher Phil Niekro and outfielders Rico Carty and Ralph Garr also excelled for the team during this time, with Carty and Garr each winning a batting title. Meanwhile, after Ted Turner purchased the Braves in 1976, the team experienced an increase in popularity, with the media magnate using them as a major programming draw for his fledgling cable network, WTBS. The first franchise to have a nationwide audience and fanbase, the Braves soon found themselves being marketed as “America’s Team.”

Finally emerging as contenders once again under new manager Joe Torre in 1982, the Braves captured the NL West title by compiling a regular-season record of 89-73 that enabled them to edge out the second-place Dodgers by one game and the third-place Giants by two. However, just as they had done 13 years earlier, the Braves exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing to the eventual world champion St. Louis Cardinals in the NLCS in three straight games.

Performing well under Torre once again in 1983, the Braves finished second in the division, three games behind the first-place Dodgers, with a record of 88-74. But, despite the presence of two-time NL MVP Dale Murphy, the Braves subsequently entered into another period of mediocrity, failing to post a winning record in any of the next seven seasons, as Torre (1984), Eddie Haas (1985), Bobby Wine (1985), Chuck Tanner (1986–1988), and Russ Nixon (1988–1990) all took turns managing the team.

With Bobby Cox, who had spent the previous four seasons serving the Braves as general manager, returning to the dugout midway through the 1990 campaign, things began to turn around in Atlanta the following year. A shrewd judge of talent and an excellent tactician, Cox, who, in addition to managing the Braves from 1978 to 1981, had previously played third base for the Yankees for two seasons, managed in the minors for several years, and piloted the Toronto Blue Jays from 1982 to 1985, brought a newfound stability to the Braves, serving as the team’s manager for the next two decades. And with newly hired GM John Schuerholz doing an expert job of running the organization, pitching coach Leo Mazzone developing the mound skills of young hurlers Tom Glavine, John Smoltz, and Steve Avery, multiple-time Cy Young Award winner Greg Maddux being acquired via free agency, third baseman Terry Pendleton providing veteran leadership, and talented players such as David Justice, Ron Gant, and Chipper Jones being promoted from the minor leagues, the Braves soon emerged as the class of the National League, winning 14 division titles, five pennants, and one World Series from 1991 to 2005.

Led by NL MVP Terry Pendleton, the Braves compiled a regular-season record of 94-68 in 1991 that enabled them to edge out the Dodgers for the NL West title by just one game. But, after laying claim to their first pennant in more than three decades by defeating the Pittsburgh Pirates in seven games in the NLCS, the Braves came up just short in the World Series, losing to the Minnesota Twins in seven games. The ensuing campaign followed a similar script, with the Braves capturing their second straight division title and winning a hard-fought seven-game NLCS over the Pirates, before once again losing the World Series, this time to the Toronto Blue Jays in six games. Their pitching staff bolstered by the offseason acquisition of Greg Maddux, the Braves posted a record of 104-58 in 1993 that placed them one game ahead of the runner-up Giants in the final NL West standings. Performing particularly well down the stretch, the Braves overcame a nine-game deficit to San Francisco on August 11 by winning 55 of their final 74 contests. However, they subsequently suffered a six-game defeat at the hands of the Philadelphia Phillies in the NLCS that prevented them from advancing to the Fall Classic for the third straight time.

With further expansion causing each league to adopt a new three-division setup in 1994, the Braves moved to the NL East, which they have spent close to 30 years sharing with the New York Mets, Philadelphia Phillies, Montreal Expos/Washington Nationals, and Florida/Miami Marlins. Although a players’ strike brought the 1994 campaign to a premature end, the Braves resumed their divisional dominance the following year, capturing the first of their nine consecutive NL East titles behind the stellar pitching of Greg Maddux, who earned Cy Young honors for the fourth straight time by going 19-2 with a 1.63 ERA. This time, though, the Braves reached their ultimate goal, first disposing of the Colorado Rockies in the NLDS in four games, then sweeping the Cincinnati Reds in four straight games in the NLCS, and finally defeating the Cleveland Indians in six games in the World Series, becoming in the process the first team to win a world championship in three different cities.

Heavily favored to win the Fall Classic once again in 1996 after sweeping the Dodgers in the NLDS and overcoming a three-games-to-one deficit to the Cardinals in the NLCS by outscoring their overmatched opponents by a combined margin of 32–1 in the final three contests, the Braves grabbed a quick 2–0 lead over the Yankees in the World Series. But New York turned the tables on the Braves, denying them their second straight world championship by winning the final four games.

After spending 31 seasons playing their home games at Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium, the Braves moved into Turner Field in 1997, ironically the same year that Time Warner inherited the team after purchasing the Turner Broadcasting System from Ted Turner. Located at 755 Hank Aaron Drive, less than one block from the Braves’ previous home, Turner Field had originally been built as Centennial Olympic Stadium in 1996 to serve as the centerpiece of that year’s Summer Olympics. Converted into a baseball park following the conclusion of the Olympic Games, Turner Field, which had a seating capacity of just over 52,000 for baseball, ended up serving as home to the Braves for the next 20 years, during which time it hosted the NLDS 11 times, the NLCS four times, the 1999 World Series, and the 2000 MLB All-Star Game.

Completely unaffected by the changes surrounding them, the Braves won the division title again in 1997 by amassing more than 100 victories for the first of three straight times. However, after sweeping the Houston Astros in the NLDS, they suffered a six-game defeat at the hands of the eventual world champion Florida Marlins in the NLCS. The Braves came up short in each of the next two postseasons as well, losing to the San Diego Padres in six games in the 1998 NLCS after posting a franchise-record 106 victories during the regular season, before being swept by the Yankees in four straight games in the 1999 World Series.

Although the Braves claimed the NL East title in each of the next six seasons as well, they failed to make it back to the World Series, being swept by the Cardinals in the 2000 NLDS, losing to the Arizona Diamondbacks in five games in the 2001 NLCS, suffering five-game defeats at the hands of the Giants, Cubs, and Houston Astros in the 2002, 2003, and 2004 NLDS, and losing to the Astros again in the 2005 NLDS, this time in four games.

Despite winning just one World Series from 1991 to 2005, the Braves established a standard of long-term excellence unmatched by any other team since the beginning of divisional play in 1969 by posting at least 90 victories 13 times and capturing 14 division titles. Featuring one of the NL’s better offenses throughout the period, the Braves presented to the opposition a lineup that included at different times outstanding performers such as hard-hitting first baseman Fred McGriff, Hall of Fame third baseman Chipper Jones, swift shortstop Rafael Furcal, and standout outfielders David Justice, Ron Gant, and Andruw Jones. But the Braves’ greatest strength proved to be their exceptional pitching, with Greg Maddux, Tom Glavine, and John Smoltz combining for nearly a decade to give them arguably the finest trio of starters ever assembled by one team. Meanwhile, under the expert tutelage of Leo Mazzone, fellow hurlers Steve Avery, Denny Neagle, and Kevin Millwood all had the finest seasons of their respective careers.

Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end, as the Braves discovered shortly after Mazzone left Atlanta to serve as pitching coach in Baltimore at the end of 2005. With both Greg Maddux and Tom Glavine having departed via free agency a few seasons earlier, Time Warner putting the team up for sale in December 2005, and John Schuerholz stepping down as general manager to assume the role of team president following the conclusion of the 2007 campaign, the Braves posted just two winning records and failed to make the playoffs four straight times from 2006 to 2009.

Purchased by Liberty Media on May 16, 2007, the Braves continued to struggle under manager Bobby Cox and new GM Frank Wren the next few seasons, before finally returning to the playoffs as a wild card in 2010. However, they exited the postseason tournament quickly, losing to the Giants in the NLDS in four games.

With Bobby Cox announcing his retirement at the end of 2010, the Braves replaced him in the dugout with former Florida Marlins skipper Fredi González, who led his new team to a record of 89-73 in 2011. Buoyed by the rapid development of first baseman Freddie Freeman and closer Craig Kimbrel into two of the game’s best young players, the Braves posted more than 90 victories in each of the next two seasons, making the playoffs as a wild card in 2012, before laying claim to their 17th division title the following year. But they failed to advance beyond the first round of the postseason tournament both times, losing to the Cardinals 1–0 in the 2012 NL Wild Card Game, and falling to the Dodgers in four games in the 2013 NLDS.

After the Braves finished well out of contention in 2014, they fired general manager Frank Wren, replacing him on an interim basis with former Cleveland Indians and Texas Rangers GM John Hart, before promoting assistant general manager John Coppolella to GM on October 1, 2015. But, after an investigation conducted by Major League Baseball revealed that Coppolella had committed what the Braves termed “a breach of MLB rules regarding the international player market,” he resigned his post on October 2, 2017. A little over one month later, the Braves replaced Coppolella with longtime baseball executive Alex Anthopoulos, who has continued to serve the organization as GM and executive vice president ever since. Meanwhile, with the Braves finishing with fewer than 70 victories in both 2015 and 2016, they relieved Fredi González of his managerial duties during the early stages of the 2016 campaign, replacing him at the helm with Brian Snitker, who had spent more than three decades coaching and managing at different levels of the organization.

Saying goodbye to Turner Field at the end of 2016, the Braves moved into their new home, SunTrust Park, the following year. Located in Cobb County, Georgia, some 10 miles northwest of downtown Atlanta, SunTrust Park, which has since been renamed Truist Park, has received positive reviews, with Woody Studenmund of the Hardball Times calling the 41,000-seat ballpark a “gem” and saying that “the compact beauty of the stadium and its exciting approach to combining baseball, business, and social activities” made a strong impression on him.

Faring only slightly better in their new home in 2017, the Braves finished a distant third in the NL East, with a record of 72-90. However, they have since turned things around under Snitker, capturing the division title in each of the last five seasons, advancing to the NLCS twice, and winning their fourth World Series in 2021, despite entering the postseason tournament as heavy underdogs after posting only 88 victories during the regular season. After needing just four games to dispose of the 95-win Milwaukee Brewers in the NLDS, Atlanta upset the defending world champion Los Angeles Dodgers in six games in the NLCS. The Braves subsequently laid claim to their first world championship in 26 years by defeating the Houston Astros in six games in the Fall Classic.

With team leader and Braves icon Freddie Freeman leaving Atlanta via free agency prior to the start of the 2022 campaign, the Braves got off to a slow start this past season, losing more games than they won through the end of May. However, they eventually righted themselves, overcoming a 10½-game deficit to the Mets in early June by compiling a record of 77-34 the rest of the way, earning in the process their fifth straight NL East title. But the Braves subsequently came up short in the playoffs, losing to the Phillies in four games in the NLDS.

Nevertheless, with outstanding players such as Matt Olson, Ozzie Albies, Ronald Acuña Jr., Max Fried, and Austin Riley currently gracing their roster, the Braves figure to be perennial contenders for the division title and NL flag in the years ahead. Their next division championship will be their 23rd. The Braves have also won 18 pennants and four World Series.

In addition to the level of success the Braves have reached as a team over the years, a significant number of players have attained notable individual honors during their time in Boston, Milwaukee, or Atlanta. The Braves boast seven MVP winners and seven winners of the Cy Young Award. Dating back to the 19th century, they have also featured 21 home-run champions and 11 batting champions. The Braves have retired the numbers of nine players. Meanwhile, 40 members of the Baseball Hall of Fame spent at least one full season playing for the Braves, 25 of whom had several of their peak seasons in either Boston, Milwaukee, or Atlanta.

FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Braves presented a difficult and daunting task. Even after I narrowed the field down to a mere 50 men, I found myself faced with the challenge of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Hank Aaron, Warren Spahn, Eddie Mathews, Chipper Jones, Greg Maddux, Tom Glavine, and Freddie Freeman would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Braves uniform, with Dale Murphy, Phil Niekro, John Smoltz, and Andruw Jones heading the list of other Braves icons. But how does one differentiate between the all-around brilliance of Hank Aaron and the offensive excellence of Chipper Jones; or the pitching greatness of Warren Spahn and the extraordinary hitting ability of Eddie Mathews? After initially deciding who to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.

The first thing I decided to examine was the level of dominance a player attained during his time in Boston, Milwaukee, or Atlanta. How often did he lead the National League in some major offensive or pitching statistical category? How did he fare in the annual MVP and/or Cy Young voting? How many times did he make the All-Star team?

I also needed to weigh the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Braves uniform. Where does a batter rank in team annals in the major offensive categories? How high on the all-time list of Braves hurlers does a pitcher rank in wins, ERA, complete games, innings pitched, shutouts, and saves? Of course, I also needed to consider the era in which the player performed when evaluating his overall numbers. For example, modern-day starting pitchers such as Greg Maddux and Tom Glavine were not likely to throw nearly as many complete games or shutouts as Warren Spahn, who anchored the Braves’ starting rotation throughout the 1950s. And Brian McCann was likely to post better overall offensive numbers than Joe Torre, who played for the Braves during the pitching-dominated 1960s.

Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the ballclub while wearing a Braves uniform, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of pennants and division titles the Braves won during a particular player’s years with the ballclub certainly entered into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in Boston, Milwaukee, or Atlanta happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the team. As a result, the names of players such as Wally Berger, Ralph Garr, and Darrell Evans will appear in these rankings.

There are two other things I wish to mention. Firstly, I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Braves when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of exceptional players such as Felipe Alou and Fred McGriff, both of whom had many of their best years for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. In addition, since several of the rules that governed 19th-century baseball (including permitting batters to dictate the location of pitches until 1887, situating the pitcher’s mound only 50 feet from home plate until 1893, and crediting a stolen base to a runner any time he advanced from first to third base on a hit) differed dramatically from those to which we have become accustomed, I elected to include only those players who competed after 1900, which is generally considered to be the beginning of baseball’s “modern era.” Doing so eliminated from consideration 19th-century standouts such as Kid Nichols, Jimmy Collins, Herman Long, Hugh Duffy, and “Sliding” Billy Hamilton.

Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, we are ready to take a look at the 50 greatest players in Braves history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.






1


HANK AARON

Despite the pitching brilliance of Warren Spahn and Greg Maddux and the tremendous slugging of Eddie Mathews and Chipper Jones, Hank Aaron represented the only possible choice for the top spot in these rankings. Among the handful of greatest players in the history of the game, Hammerin’ Hank, as he came to be known, retired as MLB’s all-time leader in home runs, RBIs, and total bases, compiling the vast majority of his numbers during his 21 seasons with the Braves. The NL leader in a major statistical category an astounding 39 times, Aaron hit at least 40 homers eight times, knocked in more than 100 runs 11 times, scored more than 100 runs 15 times, and batted over .300 on 14 separate occasions, en route to setting franchise records in 10 different offensive categories. Excelling in the field and on the basepaths as well, Aaron won three Gold Gloves and stole more than 20 bases six times, with his superb all-around play earning him 21 All-Star selections, nine Sporting News All-Star nominations, one NL MVP award, and seven other top-five finishes in the balloting. A member of Braves teams that won two pennants and one world championship, Aaron later received the additional honors of having his #44 retired by the organization, being named to MLB’s All-Century Team, being accorded a number five ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players, and gaining induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame the first time his name appeared on the ballot.

 Born in Mobile, Alabama, on February 5, 1934, Henry Louis Aaron grew up with his seven siblings on the edge of poverty in the district of Toulminville, where he worked several odd jobs as a youngster to help support his family. With his parents unable to provide him with proper baseball equipment, Aaron learned how to play the game in a quite informal manner, recalling, “When I was growing up in Mobile, Alabama, I taught myself how to hit by swinging at bottle caps with a broomstick. When you don’t have a lot, you take it upon yourself to learn how to do things, to discover what you are capable of. . . . My friend Cornelius Giles, who is no longer with us, would pitch the bottle caps to me. Or I would toss them up myself. We would do this all day long.”

 A gifted athlete, Aaron eventually established himself as a star in multiple sports at Central High School, excelling in both football and baseball for two years, before transferring to the private Josephine Allen Institute for the final two years of his education. Particularly outstanding on the diamond even though he employed a cross-handed batting style that he retained until his early days as a professional, Aaron played shortstop, third base, and some outfield for teams that won consecutive Mobile Negro High School Championships.

 Following an unsuccessful tryout with the Dodgers at the age of 15, Aaron received permission from his mother to sign with the semipro Mobile Black Bears, on the condition that he not travel with the team and compete only in local games. After two years with the Black Bears, Aaron inked a deal with the Negro American League champion Indianapolis Clowns that paid him the then-exorbitant sum of $200 a month. Performing extremely well for the Clowns in 1952, Aaron helped lead them to the Negro League championship, prompting both the New York Giants and Boston Braves to extend him contract offers via telegram. Choosing the Braves over the Giants, Aaron later said, “I thought my chances to make the Braves were better and that they were being fairer to me, paying me more money to play in a lower classification. . . . Besides, the Giants spelled my name ‘Arron’ on their telegram.”

 After officially signing with the Braves on June 14, 1952, the 18-year-old Aaron reported to the Class C Eau Claire (Wisconsin) Bears, with whom he earned Northern League Rookie of the Year honors by batting .336, hitting nine homers, and collecting 19 doubles in only 87 games. Promoted to Jacksonville the following year, Aaron, along with Black teammates Horace Garner and Félix Mantilla, helped integrate the Sally League, earning the respect of the hometown fans and gaining recognition as the league’s most valuable player by topping the circuit with a .362 batting average, 125 RBIs, 115 runs scored, 208 hits, 36 doubles, and 338 total bases.

 Aaron, who played mostly second base at Jacksonville, spent the ensuing winter in Puerto Rico learning to play the outfield and working with coach Mickey Owen on his batting stance, before laying claim to the Braves’ starting left field job during the early stages of the 1954 campaign. Although Aaron suffered a fractured ankle in early September that brought his season to a premature end, he had a solid rookie year, hitting 13 homers, driving in 69 runs, scoring 58 times, and batting .280, in 122 games and just over 500 total plate appearances. Moved to right field the following year, Aaron established himself as one of the best young players in the game by hitting 27 homers, knocking in 106 runs, scoring 105 times, batting .314, finishing second in the league with 189 hits, and topping the circuit with 37 doubles, with his strong play earning him a ninth-place finish in the NL MVP voting and the first of his 21 consecutive All-Star selections. Continuing his exceptional play in 1956, Aaron began an extraordinary 12-year run during which he posted the following numbers:
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Hank Aaron retired as MLB’s all-time leader in several statistical categories.

Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com









	
YEAR


	
HR


	
RBI


	
RUNS


	
HITS


	
AVG


	
OBP


	
SLG


	
OPS





	
1956


	
26


	
92


	
106


	
200


	
.328


	
.365


	
.558


	
.923





	
1957


	
44


	
132


	
118


	
198


	
.322


	
.378


	
.600


	
.978





	
1958


	
30


	
95


	
109


	
196


	
.326


	
.386


	
.546


	
.931





	
1959


	
39


	
123


	
116


	
223


	
.355


	
.401


	
.636


	
1.037





	
1960


	
40


	
126


	
102


	
172


	
.292


	
.352


	
.566


	
.919





	
1961


	
34


	
120


	
115


	
197


	
.327


	
.381


	
.594


	
.974





	
1962


	
45


	
128


	
127


	
191


	
.323


	
.390


	
.618


	
1.008





	
1963


	
44


	
130


	
121


	
201


	
.319


	
.391


	
.586


	
.977





	
1964


	
24


	
95


	
103


	
187


	
.328


	
.393


	
.514


	
.907





	
1965


	
32


	
89


	
109


	
181


	
.318


	
.379


	
.560


	
.938





	
1966


	
44


	
127


	
117


	
168


	
.279


	
.356


	
.539


	
.895





	
1967


	
39


	
109


	
113


	
184


	
.307


	
.369


	
.573


	
.943







* Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the league in that statistical category that year.

 Consistently ranking among the NL leaders in virtually every major statistical category throughout that 12-year period, Aaron earned six of his nine Sporting News All-Star nominations, 10 top-10 finishes in the NL MVP voting, and league MVP honors in 1957, when he led the Braves to their first pennant in nearly a decade and their first world championship in 43 years.

 Although the right-handed-hitting Aaron possessed a wiry 6-foot, 180-pound frame his first several years in the league, before gradually increasing his weight by some 10 or 15 pounds as his career progressed, his quick and powerful wrists enabled him to generate the kind of bat speed that made him a tremendous power threat at the plate. Also blessed with outstanding hand-eye coordination, Aaron possessed the unique ability to wait on the pitcher’s offering until the last possible second and literally pluck the ball from the catcher’s glove. Taking note of the inability of opposing hurlers to throw the ball by his teammate, Joe Adcock stated, “Trying to throw a fastball by Henry Aaron is like trying to sneak a sunrise past a rooster.”

 Aaron once said, “I looked for the same pitch my whole career, a breaking ball. All the time. I never worried about the fastball. They couldn’t throw it past me, none of them.”

 Despite the exceptional numbers Aaron posted year after year, the fact that he spent his first 12 seasons playing in Milwaukee often caused him to be overlooked by the media and the public, which typically accorded far more attention to the era’s other top two players, Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle. But, in truth, Aaron took a backseat to no one in terms of his all-around playing ability. Although he lacked Mantle’s awesome power and Mays’s charisma, the speedy, strong-armed Aaron played the outfield exceptionally well, excelled on the basepaths, and produced at the plate more consistently than either of his contemporaries, hitting for just as high a batting average, while typically driving in more runs.

 Identified by Sandy Koufax as the toughest batter he ever faced, Aaron, who the Hall of Fame southpaw nicknamed “Bad Henry,” also received lofty praise from Mantle, who said, “As far as I’m concerned, Aaron is the best ballplayer of my era. He is to baseball of the last 15 years what Joe DiMaggio was before him. He never received the credit he’s due.”

 Although Aaron posted slightly subpar numbers in 1968, concluding the campaign with 29 homers, 86 RBIs, 84 runs scored, a .287 batting average, and 28 stolen bases, he gained All-Star recognition for the 14th straight time, before earning a third-place finish in the MVP balloting the following year by hitting 44 homers, driving in 97 runs, scoring 100 times, and batting an even .300 for the NL Western Division champion Braves.

 With the Braves playing in hitter-friendly Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium after relocating to Georgia a few years earlier and Aaron having reached the 500-home-run plateau, the outfielder set his sights on baseball’s all-time home-run record that had been held by Babe Ruth for nearly half a century. Altering his approach at the plate somewhat in subsequent seasons, Aaron, who spent much of his career driving the ball with power to all fields, became more of a pull hitter, turning on the ball far more often than he ever did during his time in Milwaukee.

 Continuing to perform at an elite level as he entered his late-30s, Aaron hit 38 homers, knocked in 118 runs, scored 103 times, and batted .298 in 1970, before earning a third-place finish in the NL MVP voting the following year by ranking among the league leaders with 47 homers, 118 RBIs, and a .327 batting average, while also topping the circuit with a slugging percentage of .669 and an OPS of 1.079.

With Aaron closing in on Ruth’s record, he finally began to receive the recognition he deserved for being one of the greatest players ever. But fame has its price, as Aaron discovered when, after hitting 34 homers in 1972 and another 40 the following season, he stood just one home run shy of Ruth’s cherished mark of 714 round-trippers. Sadly, the thought of a Black man breaking the record of a white American hero brought out the worst in many people, preventing Aaron from enjoying what should have been a glorious time in his life. Although the reserved and dignified Aaron never let on how much the thousands of insulting letters and death threats he received heading into the 1974 campaign bothered him, they left a bitter taste in his mouth, causing him to later write in his 1991 autobiography, I Had a Hammer, “I thought I had earned the right to be treated like a human being in the city that was supposed to be too busy to hate. The way I saw it, the only thing Atlanta was too busy for was baseball. It didn’t seem to give a damn about the Braves, and it seemed like the only thing that mattered about the home run record was that a nigger was about to step out of line and break it.”

And when Aaron finally hit his record-setting home run on April 8, 1974, instead of experiencing exultation over his tremendous achievement, he felt relieved, afterward telling the assembled mass, “I’m glad it’s all over.”

Aaron remained in Atlanta until the end of the year, hitting another 18 homers, before being traded to the Milwaukee Brewers for veteran outfielder Dave May and minor-league pitcher Roger Alexander on November 2, 1974. Leaving the Braves with career totals of 733 home runs, 2,202 RBIs, 2,107 runs scored, 3,600 hits, and 600 doubles, Aaron continues to rank first in franchise history in each of those categories. He also holds franchise records for highest slugging percentage (.567) and OPS (.944), and most total bases (6,591), extra-base hits (1,429), sacrifice flies (113), games played (3,076), plate appearances (13,090), and at-bats (11,628). Meanwhile, Aaron ranks extremely high in team annals in batting average (.310), triples (96), walks (1,297), and stolen bases (240).

After leaving Atlanta, Aaron spent two seasons serving the Brewers almost exclusively as a designated hitter, before announcing his retirement following the conclusion of the 1976 campaign with career totals of 755 home runs, 2,297 RBIs, 2,174 runs scored, 3,771 hits, 624 doubles, 98 triples, and 240 stolen bases, a .305 batting average, a .374 on-base percentage, and a .555 slugging percentage. Still MLB’s all-time leader in RBIs, extra-base hits (1,477), and total bases (6,856), Aaron also continues to rank among the game’s all-time leaders in home runs, runs scored, hits, doubles, games played (3,298), plate appearances (13,941), at-bats (12,364), and putouts and assists by a right fielder.

After retiring as an active player, Aaron, who Muhammad Ali once called “The only man I idolize more than myself,” returned to Atlanta as vice president of player development for the Braves, a position he held for 13 years before settling into a largely ceremonial role as senior vice president and assistant to the president in 1989. Aaron also briefly worked for Turner Broadcasting, opened a chain of fast-food restaurants, and established an auto dealership in Atlanta he called Hank Aaron BMW.

Elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame by the members of the BBWAA in 1982, Aaron later received the additional honors of having an award named after him that each league presents annually to its top offensive performer, being named to MLB’s All-Century Team, receiving the Presidential Citizens Medal from President Clinton in 2001, and receiving the Presidential Medal of Freedom from President Bush one year later.

Although Aaron typically shunned the spotlight during and after his playing career, he made one notable public appearance in 2007, when a juiced-up Barry Bonds hit his 756th career home run, breaking in the process Aaron’s long-standing major-league record. Appearing on the JumboTron scoreboard in San Francisco, Aaron graciously offered his congratulations to Bonds, saying, “I would like to offer my congratulations to Barry Bonds on becoming baseball’s career home run leader. It is a great accomplishment which required skill, longevity, and determination. Throughout the past century, the home run has held a special place in baseball, and I have been privileged to hold this record for 33 of those years. I move over now and offer my best wishes to Barry and his family on this historical achievement. My hope today, as it was on that April evening in 1974, is that the achievement of this record will inspire others to chase their own dreams.”

Henry Aaron lived another 14 years, before dying in his sleep two weeks shy of his 87th birthday, on January 22, 2021. Upon learning of his passing, Chipper Jones issued a tweet that read: “I can’t imagine what Hank Aaron went through in his lifetime. He had every right to be angry or militant . . . but never was! He spread his grace on everything and everyone he came in contact with. Epitome of class and integrity. RIP Henry Aaron!”

Meanwhile, President Biden released a statement that read: “When I watched Henry Aaron play baseball, I knew I was watching someone special. It wasn’t just about watching a gifted athlete master his craft on the way to a Hall of Fame career as one of the greatest to ever play the game. It was that each time Henry Aaron rounded the bases, he wasn’t just chasing a record, he was helping us chase a better version of ourselves.”


BRAVES CAREER HIGHLIGHTS

Best Season

There are so many great seasons from which to choose, with the 1957, 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963, and 1971 campaigns all ranking among Aaron’s finest. But, even though Aaron somehow failed to earn NL MVP honors in 1959, finishing third in the balloting behind Ernie Banks and teammate Eddie Mathews, he turned in the finest all-around performance of his career, leading the league with a batting average of .355, 223 hits, 400 total bases, a slugging percentage of .636, and an OPS of 1.037, finishing second in the circuit with 46 doubles and an on-base percentage of .401, placing third with 39 homers and 123 RBIs, and ranking fourth with 116 runs scored, while also winning the second of his three Gold Gloves.



Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances


Aaron hit the first home run of his storied career off veteran right-hander Vic Raschi during a 7–5 win over the Cardinals on April 23, 1954.

Aaron clinched the pennant for the Braves when he hit a two-run homer off Billy Muffett in the bottom of the 11th inning that gave them a 4–2 win over the Cardinals on September 23, 1957.

Aaron subsequently performed brilliantly during the Braves’ seven-game win over the Yankees in the 1957 World Series, batting .393, with three homers, seven RBIs, and five runs scored.

Aaron helped lead the Braves to a 10–6 win over the Dodgers on June 29, 1958, by going 4-for-5, with a homer and five RBIs, with his sixth-inning grand slam off Don Drysdale breaking the game open.

Aaron led the Braves to a lopsided 13–3 victory over the Giants on June 21, 1959, by homering three times and knocking in six runs, with his homers coming off three different pitchers.

Aaron punctuated a 4-for-5 performance against the Cardinals on July 12, 1962, with a grand slam homer off ace reliever Lindy McDaniel in the bottom of the ninth inning that gave the Braves an 8–6 win.

Aaron helped lead the Braves to a 13–5 victory over the Astros on June 27, 1967, by homering twice and knocking in six runs, with one of his homers coming with the bases loaded.

Aaron became a member of the 500 Home Run Club on July 14, 1968, when he homered off Mike McCormick with two men on base in the top of the third inning of a 4–2 win over the Giants.

Aaron led the Braves to an 8–2 win over the Pirates on August 28, 1969, by knocking in six runs with a pair of homers, breaking the game open with a seventh-inning grand slam off Bruce Dal Canton.

Aaron homered and singled twice during a 15-inning, 7–6 loss to the Reds on May 17, 1970, with his first-inning RBI single off Wayne Simpson making him the first player ever to reach the dual milestones of 3,000 hits and 500 home runs.

Aaron reached another milestone when he hit his 600th career homer off Gaylord Perry during a 6–5 loss to the Giants on April 27, 1971.

Aaron led the Braves to an 8–5 win over the Cardinals on August 21, 1971, by homering twice off Steve Carlton and knocking in six runs.

Aaron gave the Braves a 7–5 victory over the Giants on September 10, 1971, when he homered with two men aboard in the bottom of the 11th inning.

Aaron gave the Braves a 6–5 win over the Mets on June 13, 1972, when he hit a solo home run off Danny Frisella with one man out in the bottom of the 10th inning.

Although the Braves suffered a 7–6 Opening Day loss to the Reds on April 4, 1974, Aaron tied Babe Ruth’s career home run record when he homered off Jack Billingham in the bottom of the first inning on his very first swing of the season.

Aaron experienced the most memorable moment of his career four days later, on April 8, 1974, when, in the fourth inning of a nationally televised game against the Dodgers in Atlanta, he hit his record-setting 715th home run off Al Downing. Describing the events as they transpired, Braves announcer Milo Hamilton told the radio audience, “Henry Aaron, in the second inning walked and scored. He’s sittin’ on 714. Here’s the pitch by Downing. Swinging. There’s a drive into left-center field. That ball is gonna be-eee . . . Outta here! It’s gone! It’s 715! There’s a new home run champion of all time, and it’s Henry Aaron!” Meanwhile, as Aaron circled the bases, accompanied part of the way by a pair of excited college students who had sprinted onto the field, legendary Dodgers radio announcer Vin Scully captured the moment thusly: “What a marvelous moment for baseball; what a marvelous moment for Atlanta and the state of Georgia; what a marvelous moment for the country and the world. A black man is getting a standing ovation in the Deep South for breaking a record of an all-time baseball idol. And it is a great moment for all of us, and particularly for Henry Aaron. . . . And for the first time in a long time, that poker face of Aaron shows the tremendous strain and relief of what it must have been like to live with for the past several months.”



Notable Achievements


	Hit at least 30 home runs 15 times, surpassing 40 homers on eight occasions.

	Knocked in more than 100 runs 11 times, topping 120 RBIs on seven occasions.

	Scored more than 100 runs 15 times, surpassing 120 runs scored twice.

	Batted over .300 14 times, topping the .320-mark on eight occasions.

	
Surpassed 200 hits three times.

	Finished in double digits in triples three times.

	Surpassed 30 doubles 10 times, topping 40 two-baggers twice.

	Stole more than 20 bases six times, topping 30 thefts once.

	Compiled on-base percentage over .400 three times.

	Posted slugging percentage over .500 18 times, topping .600-mark on six occasions.

	Compiled OPS over 1.000 five times.

	Hit three home runs in one game vs. San Francisco Giants on June 21, 1959.

	Led NL in home runs four times, RBIs four times, runs scored three times, batting average twice, hits twice, doubles four times, total bases eight times, extra-base hits five times, slugging percentage four times, and OPS three times.

	Led NL outfielders in double plays turned three times.

	Led NL right fielders in putouts five times, assists twice, double plays turned five times, and fielding percentage once.

	Holds MLB records for most RBIs (2,297) and most total bases (6,856).

	Ranks among MLB all-time leaders with 755 home runs (2nd), 2,174 runs scored (4th), 3,771 hits (3rd), 4,161 putouts by a right fielder (4th), 179 assists by a right fielder (10th), 3,298 games played (3rd), 13,941 plate appearances (3rd), and 12,364 at-bats (2nd).

	Holds Braves single-season records for most total bases (400) and most extra-base hits (92).

	Holds Braves career records for most home runs (733), RBIs (2,202), runs scored (2,107), hits (3,600), doubles (600), total bases (6,591), extra-base hits (1,429), sacrifice flies (113), games played (3,076), plate appearances (13,090), and at-bats (11,628), and highest slugging percentage (.567), and OPS (.944).

	Ranks among Braves career leaders with .310 batting average (10th), 96 triples (2nd), 1,297 walks (3rd), and 240 stolen bases (6th).

	Two-time NL champion (1957 and 1958).

	1957 world champion.

	Two-time NL Player of the Month.

	Three-time Gold Glove Award winner (1958, 1959, and 1960).

	1970 Lou Gehrig Memorial Award winner.

	1957 NL MVP.

	Finished in top five of NL MVP voting seven other times.

	20-time NL All-Star selection (1955–1974).

	
Nine-time Sporting News All-Star selection (1956, 1958, 1969, 1963, 1965, 1967, 1969, 1970, and 1971).

	Two-time Sporting News NL Player of the Year (1956 and 1963).

	#44 retired by Braves.

	Member of Braves Hall of Fame.

	Member of MLB All-Century Team.

	Number five on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 1982.
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WARREN SPAHN

Considered by many baseball historians to be the greatest left-handed pitcher to ever toe the rubber, Warren Spahn posted more victories over the course of his Hall of Fame career than any other southpaw. The winner of 20 or more games 13 times, Spahn, who helped lead the Braves to three pennants and one world championship during his 21 years in Boston and Milwaukee, also compiled an ERA under 3.00 nine times, threw more than 250 innings 16 times, and tossed more than 20 complete games on 12 separate occasions, earning in the process 14 All-Star selections, four top-five finishes in the NL MVP voting, four Sporting News NL Pitcher of the Year nominations, and one Cy Young Award. The holder of franchise records for most wins, shutouts, and innings pitched, Spahn ranks among MLB’s all-time leaders in each of those categories as well, with his magnificent pitching earning him a place on MLB’s All-Century Team and a number 21 ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players. Further honored by having his #21 retired by the Braves, Spahn amazingly accomplished all he did after spending three years serving his country during World War II and surviving the Battle of the Bulge.

Born in Buffalo, New York, on April 23, 1921, Warren Edward Spahn owed his name to President Warren G. Harding and his father, Edward, a former semipro baseball player who supported his family by earning $27 a week selling wallpaper. Growing up with very little, young Warren found a temporary escape from the worries brought on by the poverty that gripped him and his family through baseball, which he learned from his dad at an early age.

A lefty thrower and batter, Warren enjoyed playing first base and pitching, recalling that his father stressed to him the importance of having control while working with him from a makeshift mound he built in the backyard. Stating that he also developed his signature high leg kick while working with his dad, Spahn remembered, “He insisted that I throw with a fluid motion, and the high leg kick was part of the deception to the hitter. Hitters said the ball seemed to come out of my uniform.”

Spahn continued, “He taught me how to follow through with my shoulder and body, how to throw without any strain, how to get the most out of my pitch and out of my weight even when I was a skinny kid. He taught me how to roll a curveball, how to let it go off my fingers at the last moment. He taught me how to pass my knee by my right elbow. . . . I thought it was a lot of drudgery. It was lots more fun just to pick up the ball and throw, but Dad wouldn’t let me play catch unless I did it correctly.”

After getting his start in organized ball with the Lake City Social Club midgets at the age of nine, Spahn graduated to American Legion ball three years later, spending his first few years in the game playing first base almost exclusively. Moving to the mound after he enrolled at South Park High School, Spahn led his school to two city championships by going undefeated his final two seasons, prompting the Boston Braves to sign him for $80 a month early in 1940.

Experiencing bad luck the next two years, Spahn missed virtually all of 1940 with torn tendons in his left shoulder, before a teammate inadvertently broke his nose with an errant throw during spring training the following year. Prior to having his nose broken, though, Spahn made an extremely favorable impression on Braves manager Casey Stengel, who said, “He’s only 20 years old and needs work. But mark my word, if nothing happens to the kid, he can be a great one. Someday he’s going to be one of the best left-handers in the league.”

Returned to the minors for more seasoning after recovering from his injury, Spahn went on to have an excellent year for Evansville of the Three-I League, leading the circuit in wins (19), winning percentage (.760), ERA (1.83), and shutouts (7), with his strong performance earning him a promotion to the parent club in 1942. But after Spahn appeared in just four games with the Braves during the early stages of the campaign, Stengel demoted him to the minors for refusing to brush back Pee Wee Reese of the Dodgers, later calling the move the worst mistake he ever made. Spahn subsequently spent the rest of the year at Hartford, going 17-12 with a 1.96 ERA, before entering the military on December 3, 1942.

Away from baseball for much of the next three years, Spahn briefly pitched for the Army’s 1850th Service Unit baseball team while stationed at Camp Chaffee, Arkansas, before seeing active duty in Europe with the 1159th Engineer Combat Group’s 276th Engineer Combat Battalion. Recalling how he had to change his personality somewhat to fit in with the rest of the unit, Spahn said, “Let me tell you, that was a tough bunch of guys. We had people that were let out of prison to go into the service. So, those were the people I went overseas with, and they were tough and rough, and I had to fit that mold.”
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Warren Spahn won more games than any other left-handed pitcher in baseball history.

Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com





Thrust into the middle of the conflict, Spahn remembered, “We were surrounded in the Hurtgen Forest and had to fight our way out of there. Our feet were frozen when we went to sleep, and they were frozen when we woke up. We didn’t have a bath or change of clothes for weeks.”

In addition to surviving the Battle of the Bulge, Spahn fought in the battle for the Ludendorff Bridge at Remagen, Germany, where he was wounded in the foot by shrapnel. Ultimately awarded a Purple Heart and a battlefield commission as a second lieutenant, Spahn finally returned to the States after he received his discharge early in 1946.

Rejoining the Braves a few months later with a new attitude, Spahn recalled, “I think I was better equipped to handle major league hitters at 25 than I was at 22. . . . After what I went through overseas, I never thought of anything I was told to do in baseball as hard work. You get over feeling like that when you spend days on end sleeping in frozen tank tracks in enemy threatened territory. The Army taught me something about challenges and about what’s important and what isn’t.”

Spending his first full season in Boston assuming the role of a spot starter, Spahn compiled a record of 8-5 and an ERA of 2.94, telling the Associated Press in August 1946, “Before the war, I didn’t have anything that slightly resembled self-confidence. Then, I was tight as a drum and worrying about every pitch. But nowadays, I just throw them up without the slightest mental pressure.”

Establishing himself as one of the NL’s best pitchers in 1947, Spahn earned All-Star honors by going 21-10, throwing 22 complete games, and leading the league with a 2.33 ERA, seven shutouts, 289 2/3 innings pitched, and a WHIP of 1.136. Although somewhat less effective in 1948, Spahn contributed to the Braves’ successful run to the NL pennant by winning 15 games, compiling an ERA of 3.71, and ranking among the league leaders with 16 complete games and 257 innings pitched. Returning to top form in 1949, Spahn earned his second All-Star nomination and a seventh-place finish in the NL MVP voting by going 21-14, with a 3.07 ERA, four shutouts, and a league-leading 151 strikeouts, 25 complete games, and 302 1/3 innings pitched. Continuing to perform at an elite level the next two seasons, Spahn finished 21-17, with a 3.16 ERA, 25 complete games, 293 innings pitched, and a league-high 191 strikeouts in 1950, before compiling a record of 22-14 and an ERA of 2.98, throwing 310 2/3 innings, and leading all NL hurlers with 164 strikeouts, seven shutouts, and 26 complete games the following year.

After going just 14-19 with a 2.98 ERA for the seventh-place Braves in 1952, Spahn re-established himself as arguably the senior circuit’s finest pitcher when the Braves moved to Milwaukee in 1953, beginning an exceptional 11-year run during which he posted the following numbers:





	
YEAR


	
W-L


	
ERA


	
SO


	
SHO


	
CG


	
IP


	
WHIP





	
1953


	
23-7


	
2.10


	
148


	
5


	
24


	
265.2


	
1.058





	
1954


	
21-12


	
3.14


	
136


	
1


	
23


	
283.1


	
1.228





	
1955


	
17-14


	
3.26


	
110


	
1


	
16


	
245.2


	
1.278





	
1956


	
20-11


	
2.78


	
128


	
3


	
20


	
281.1


	
1.070





	
1957


	
21-11


	
2.69


	
111


	
4


	
18


	
271


	
1.177





	
1958


	
22-11


	
3.07


	
150


	
2


	
23


	
290


	
1.148





	
1959


	
21-15


	
2.96


	
143


	
4


	
21


	
292


	
1.205





	
1960


	
21-10


	
3.50


	
154


	
4


	
18


	
267.2


	
1.225





	
1961


	
21-13


	
3.02


	
115


	
4


	
21


	
262.2


	
1.142





	
1962


	
18-14


	
3.04


	
118


	
0


	
22


	
269.1


	
1.125





	
1963


	
23-7


	
2.60


	
102


	
7


	
22


	
259.2


	
1.117







In addition to leading all NL hurlers in wins six times and complete games seven times during that period, Spahn consistently ranked among the league leaders in ERA, WHIP, shutouts, and innings pitched, topping the circuit in each of those categories on multiple occasions as well. An NL All-Star in all but two of those seasons, Spahn also earned four Sporting News NL Pitcher of the Year nominations, four top-five finishes in the league MVP balloting, one Cy Young Award, and four other top-three finishes in the voting.

Employing a silky-smooth delivery that placed a minimum amount of stress on his left arm, the 6-foot, 180-pound Spahn managed to stay injury-free for virtually his entire career despite the heavy workload he assumed each year. Claiming that his high leg kick contributed greatly to his extraordinary durability, Spahn stated, “I wasn’t a big guy. My dad said to get all the momentum you could. So, I kept my weight back, transferred it from my back leg to my front leg, and I think that’s why I didn’t hurt my arm.”

Spahn added, “A sore arm is like a headache or a toothache. It can make you feel bad, but if you just forget about it and do what you have to do, it will go away. If you really like to pitch and you want to pitch, that’s what you’ll do.”

Prior to delivering the ball to home plate, Spahn leaned forward, almost bowing to the hitter, before rocking back and raising his right leg above his head in what Dave Kindred of the Sporting News called a “five-minutes-to-six” position. Since he threw his curveball, change of pace, and fastball with the same overhand motion, the batter had no idea what to expect.

Commenting on his longtime batterymate’s unusual pitching motion, Del Crandall said, “Nobody else could pitch like that, but his delivery was so much a part of his success. The higher he kicked, the better he pitched. Of course, if he had kicked any higher, he might have fallen over backwards.”

Meanwhile, Spahn’s biographer Al Silverman wrote, “He was all grace, kicking his right leg high in the air, his left elbow passing his right knee, just as his dad had taught him, then uncoiling and the ball snapping to the plate out of flapping sleeves and trousers, the ball streaking in and on the batter almost before he could measure it, blazing in like a freight train coming out of the darkness.”

An extremely hard worker, Spahn, who threw frequently between starts and reported to spring training in excellent condition each year after spending the winters working on his ranch, also proved to be a cerebral pitcher, studying the tendencies of opposing hitters and rarely giving them the same pitches from one year to the next. And as Spahn grew older, he compensated for the diminishing velocity on his fastball by adding a screwball and slider to his repertoire of pitches.

Praising the ace of his pitching staff for his wisdom and dedication to his profession, Braves manager Fred Haney stated, “The things he can remember about pitching just amaze me. Spahnie studies. He can pitch to a certain hitter in a certain way and get him out. Another pitcher can’t. The thing that impresses me most about him, though, is his spirit. He’s the oldest guy on the club, but he works the hardest.”

Casey Stengel also had kind words for the man he once demoted to the minor leagues, saying, “He’s beyond comparison with any modern left-hander. He has beaten every handicap— the live ball, second division teams. No one can ever say anything to deny his greatness.”

Yet, despite his greatness and the many accolades he received during his career, Spahn remained an insecure man who never forgot the poverty of his youth, once revealing to Dave Kindred that he didn’t inform anyone when he ripped cartilage in his knee during spring training in 1953, telling the Sporting News writer, “I was one of the senior men on the club, and they’d have let me go in a minute if I went on the disabled list.”

Spahn also chose not to be labeled a hero, stating, “The guys who died over there [in Europe during the war] were heroes.” And, as for the notion that he would have won many more games had he not served in the military, Spahn said, “I matured a lot in those years. If I had not had that maturity, I wouldn’t have pitched until I was 45.”

Finally beginning to show his age in 1964, Spahn compiled a record of just 6-13 and an ERA of 5.29. Sold to the Mets at the end of the year, Spahn split the 1965 campaign between the league’s worst team and the San Francisco Giants, going a combined 7-16, before announcing his retirement at season’s end, later saying, “I didn’t retire from baseball. Baseball retired me.”

Ending his career with a record of 363-245, an ERA of 3.09, a WHIP of 1.195, 2,583 strikeouts in 5,243 2/3 innings of work, 382 complete games, 63 shutouts, and 28 saves, Spahn won 356 games, threw 63 shutouts, and tossed 5,046 innings as a member of the Braves, with each of those marks representing the highest figure in franchise history. A good-hitting pitcher, Spahn also hit 35 homers and knocked in 189 runs in just under 2,000 total plate appearances.

Following his playing days, Spahn remained in the game for several more years, managing in the minor leagues and coaching pitchers at both the minor-and major-league levels, before retiring from baseball for good after the 1981 season. Settling with his half-Cherokee wife, LoRene, in Hartshorne, Oklahoma, Spahn subsequently grew rich running a 2,000-acre cattle ranch and leasing some of his land for gas wells.

Suffering from several physical maladies in his later years that included a punctured lung, internal bleeding, and fluid buildup in his lungs, Spahn remained confined to a wheelchair until he passed away at the age of 82 on November 24, 2003, some three months after the Braves unveiled a statue of him kicking high outside Turner Field in Atlanta.

Upon learning of his former teammate’s passing, Del Crandall said, “He’s the modern-day king. I really don’t think he gets the credit he deserves.”

Meanwhile, fellow Hall of Fame hurler and World War II vet Bob Feller stated, “In my mind, he was the greatest left-hander of all time. . . . He was a war hero. Who knows how many games he would have won if it wasn’t for World War II.”


BRAVES CAREER HIGHLIGHTS

Best Season

Although Spahn performed brilliantly in several other years as well, he had the greatest season of his career in 1953, when, despite pitching in pain all year after tearing cartilage in his knee during spring training, he earned one of his four top-five finishes in the NL MVP voting by going 23-7, leading the league with an ERA of 2.10 and a WHIP of 1.058, and finishing second in the circuit with five shutouts, 24 complete games, and 265 2/3 innings pitched.



Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances


Spahn yielded only a pair of harmless singles during a 7–0 shutout of the Phillies on April 28, 1948.

Spahn threw another two-hit shutout on September 21, 1950, allowing just a second-inning single by first baseman Ed Mickelson and a fifth-inning single by third baseman Eddie Kazak during a 5–0 win over the Cardinals.

In addition to allowing just five hits and recording eight strikeouts during a 9–0 shutout of the Cubs on June 20, 1951, Spahn went 3-for-4 at the plate, with a homer, double, three RBIs, and two runs scored.

Spahn allowed just two men to reach base during a 2–0 shutout of the Cardinals on September 13, 1951, surrendering only a walk and a sixth-inning single by opposing pitcher Al Brazle.

Although Spahn yielded 10 hits during a 15-inning, 3–1 loss to the Cubs on June 14, 1952, he recorded a career-high 18 strikeouts.

Spahn allowed just one baserunner during a 5–0 shutout of the Phillies on August 1, 1953, surrendering only a fourth-inning single to Hall of Fame center fielder Richie Ashburn.

Spahn gave the Braves a 3–1 lead over the Yankees in the 1958 World Series by tossing a two-hit shutout in Game 4, surrendering just a fourth-inning triple by Mickey Mantle and a seventh-inning single by Bill Skowron during a 3–0 victory.

Spahn threw two no-hitters during his career, the first of which came on September 16, 1960, when he yielded just two walks and recorded 15 strikeouts during a 4–0 win over the Phillies.

Spahn accomplished the feat again on April 28, 1961, when, just five days after celebrating his 40th birthday, he allowed just two walks during a 1–0 win over the Giants.

Spahn followed that up with another brilliant outing, recording nine strikeouts and surrendering just two hits and two walks during a 4–1 win over the Dodgers on May 3, 1961, while also going 3-for-4 at the plate, with a double and two runs scored.

Spahn became a member of the select 300 Win Club when he allowed just six hits during a complete-game 2–1 victory over the Cubs on August 11, 1961.

Spahn hooked up with San Francisco’s Juan Marichal in one of the most famous pitching duels in baseball history on July 2, 1963, eventually losing a 1–0 decision to the “Dominican Dandy” when Willie Mays homered with one man out in the bottom of the 16th inning.



Notable Achievements


	Won more than 20 games 13 times.

	Posted winning percentage over .600 12 times, topping .700-mark twice.

	Compiled ERA under 3.00 nine times, posting mark under 2.50 twice.

	Threw more than 300 innings twice, tossing more than 250 frames 14 other times.

	Threw more than 20 complete games 12 times.

	Threw 27.2 consecutive scoreless innings in 1963.

	Threw two no-hitters (one vs. Philadelphia Phillies on September 16, 1960, and one vs. San Francisco Giants on April 28, 1961).

	Led NL pitchers in wins eight times, winning percentage once, ERA three times, WHIP four times, strikeouts four times, shutouts four times, innings pitched four times, complete games nine times, assists three times, and starts twice.

	Ranks among MLB all-time leaders in wins (6th), shutouts (6th), and innings pitched (8th).

	Holds Braves career records for most wins (356), shutouts (63), innings pitched (5,046), and starts (635).

	Ranks among Braves career leaders in strikeouts (3rd), complete games (2nd), WHIP (12th), pitching appearances (2nd), and games started (6th).

	Three-time NL champion (1948, 1957, and 1958).

	1957 world champion.

	Two-time NL Player of the Month.

	1961 Lou Gehrig Memorial Award winner.

	1957 Cy Young Award winner.

	Finished second in Cy Young voting three times and third once.

	Finished in top five of NL MVP voting four times.

	14-time NL All-Star selection (1947, 1949–1954, 1956–1959, and 1961–1963).

	Five-time Sporting News All-Star selection (1953, 1957, 1958, 1960, and 1961).

	
Four-time Sporting News NL Pitcher of the Year (1953, 1957, 1958, and 1961).

	#21 retired by Braves.

	Member of Braves Hall of Fame.

	Member of MLB All-Century Team.

	Number 21 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players.

	Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 1973.
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