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To Milo, who watches baseball with me, even though he roots for the wrong team.
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I would like to thank my wife and sidekick, Burrito Girl, who puts up with me when I write about sports.













Introduction


I have loved baseball all my life. Some of my earliest memories are of rooting for the Los Angeles Dodgers against the New York Yankees in the 1977 World Series. I can still remember that great Dodgers infield of Steve Garvey at first base, Davey Lopes at second base, Bill Russell at shortstop, and “The Penguin” Ron Cey at third base.


Of this set of my then-favorite players, none made the Hall of Fame. None was the best ever at his position. In fact, I used to get into shouting matches about whether any of these folks was even the best player in 1977.


But even if these players weren’t special to anyone else, they were special to me, because I rooted for them when I was a kid. Now, with an extra 30 years or so of perspective, I don’t get upset when someone makes fun of Steve Garvey. Instead, I get upset when people don’t recognize Johnny Bench as the greatest catcher in history.


The point is, I care about baseball. Other adults I know also take the game far more seriously than grown folks probably should. We watch major-league games, we talk about the games, we complain about the players, we stay up past 1 a.m. to see the Red Sox beat the Yankees (or vice versa). Why? Because we fell in love with the game when we were your age.


Since your parents were young, major-league baseball has evolved into new stadiums, new league rules, new teams, and certainly different players. But the links to the past are always present. Maybe your mom’s favorite player from when she was a girl is now managing somewhere. Perhaps you could go to a game at Wrigley Field in Chicago, where the Cubs have played since 1914—maybe your great-great-grandfather once attended a game there! Or you could listen to a Brewers radio broadcast to hear Bob Uecker, who has been the voice of the Brewers for more than 45 years.
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The Everything® Kids’ Baseball Book, 11th Edition can be your guide to baseball past and baseball present. It’s certainly fun to read straight through, but it can also be a useful reference. Are your grandparents always talking about the 1954 World Series? Read about what they saw in this book. Is your brother always staring at the box scores in the newspaper or online? Use this book to find out what those columns of numbers mean. Do you want to become a better player? This book gives you some ideas for developing your playing skills. Having trouble understanding your dad’s fantasy baseball team? This book explains fantasy baseball, so you’ll be able to give him pointers.


    There’s undoubtedly more to baseball than merely what is contained in this book. Appendix B, or your parents or a librarian, can suggest where to go to find more detail than what is included here. My simple hope is that by reading this book you can start to fall in love with baseball, just like I did years ago.
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Baseball is a great game, one that is played and enjoyed by tens of millions of people. Many of those who appreciate the game grew up playing and watching baseball. Few get good enough to be major leaguers, but everyone can learn how to play, and everyone can, with practice, become a better player. This chapter covers the fundamentals of baseball: the rules, the necessary skills, the positions of the players, and some ways to play baseball even if you don’t have two teams of nine players available.




WORDS to KNOW


inning: A turn at bat for each team is called an inning. A professional or college baseball game lasts for nine innings. High school and Little League games are usually shorter—five, six, or seven innings.






Rules of the Game


Baseball, at its heart, is a very simple game. A batter hits the ball, then tries to make it to first base (or farther!) without getting called out. Someone who gets all the way around the bases scores a run; whichever team scores the most runs during the game wins.


Teams take turns at bat. A team keeps batting until they make three outs; then they pitch to the other team until they make three outs. After each team has had nine turns, the game is over.


Here are the most common ways for the batter to make an out:




	
Strikeout. A batter gets a strike if he swings and misses, or if he doesn’t swing at a good pitch. Three strikes and the batter is out.


	
Flyout. If a fielder catches a batted ball before it hits the ground, the batter is out.


	
Groundout. If a fielder throws the ball to first base before the batter gets there, the batter is out.


	
Tagged out. If a runner is not touching a base and is tagged with the ball, the runner is out.





There’s much, much more to the rules of baseball, but you learn by playing and watching the game. Even professional players are still learning about the game. That’s part of what makes baseball such a wonderful sport!



Developing Your Baseball Skills


How can you develop your baseball skills? The answer is simple: play. Play a lot. Play with your friends, play in a league or two, play in the backyard with your family. The more you play, the more you’ll learn about the game. You’ll develop baseball instincts—you’ll know what to do on the bases or in the field without even thinking about it. Your skills will get better and better. And whether or not you become a great player, you will likely develop a deep appreciation for the game of baseball that you can share with your friends and family. Many adults’ most profound memories are of playing and watching baseball when they were kids your age.


For professional baseball, you need two teams of nine players, each with uniforms and gloves, several brand-new baseballs, and some umpires…but all you really need to play a game is a few friends, an old tennis ball, and a stick for a bat.
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Hitting


To become a good hitter, you have to hit—a lot. Of course you’ll get to hit in games, but if you want to get more hitting practice, try these ideas:




	
Take a bucket of balls out to an empty field. Have a friend pitch them all to you. Pick up all the balls and then you pitch them all to your friend.


	
Get some Wiffle balls. Wiffle balls are plastic balls with holes in them. Since they won’t go far, they are less likely to hurt someone or something. Wiffle balls are good for playing on a small field or in the backyard.


	
Hit balls off of a tee. You can practice hitting the ball in different directions: Try hitting 10 balls to left field, 10 to center field, then 10 to right field.


	
Go to a batting cage. A machine will pitch a ball to you, and you can decide how fast you want the ball to come toward you.







WORDS to KNOW


umpire: Umpires referee baseball games. They decide all close calls. Is the pitch a ball or a strike? Is the runner safe or out? Is the ball fair or foul? The umpire’s decision is final. A good umpire can make a game much more fun: Since the ump makes all the close decisions, instead of arguing with the other team, you can spend your time playing the game.





Hitting Practice Is the Time to Experiment


Try out different kinds of bats—heavy bats, light bats, long bats, short bats, wooden bats, and metal bats. You don’t necessarily have to buy yourself a brand-new bat to try it out. Ask to borrow a bat from a friend, or buy a cheap used bat at a secondhand store.


Then try different ways to stand. Mimic your favorite player’s stance. Try out some of the advice a coach or a friend gave you. Find out what feels the most comfortable. As long as you can see the ball well, as long as you can keep your eye on the ball when you make contact, then your stance is fine. You may fine-tune it someday, but for now, go with what feels the best.


Most importantly, work on making contact with the ball. Don’t worry about how hard you hit it—don’t swing hard to hit home runs—just practice hitting the ball with every swing. After all this hitting practice, you’ll find your hitting in games to be more consistent. Your body will know exactly what to do. You’ll end up getting on base a lot. Eventually, without even trying, you’ll start hitting the ball harder.




FUN FACT


What Is a Slump?


A slump is when a hitter stops getting hits for a while. Slumps happen to all hitters, even the best. Usually a slump lasts for only a few games, but sometimes it will go on for weeks. Hitters will try everything from extra batting practice to good luck charms to get out of a slump. When you get in a slump, just relax and try not to get too frustrated—all slumps have to end sometime.


[image: Image]






Defense


The team that isn’t batting is called the defense. Their job is to field the ball and put the batters out. The nine players on defense play the different positions described in the following list. Each position requires slightly different skills, though all defensive players must be able to throw well.




	
Infielders. Those who play first base, second base, third base, and shortstop are called infielders. Infielders play close to the batter and to the bases. They field ground balls and try to throw the batter out. When a ball is hit into the outfield, the infielders receive the ball from the outfielders and try to tag out runners.


	
Outfielders. The right fielder, left fielder, and center fielder are the outfielders. They play far away from the batter and the bases. Their main job is to catch fly balls and to throw the ball back to the infielders.


	
Catcher. The catcher crouches behind home plate to catch any pitches that the batter doesn’t hit. If a runner tries to steal a base, the catcher tries to throw the runner out.


	
Pitcher. The pitcher starts all the action on the field by throwing every pitch to the batter. Pitchers also have to field ground balls and help out the infielders.





The best way to improve your baseball skills is to play in lots of games. A fielder needs to develop a “baseball sense” in addition to physical skills. This means not just being able to field and throw the ball but also knowing where to throw the ball and where to be on the field. When you’re in the field, think to yourself before every pitch: If the ball comes to me, what do I do with it? If the ball doesn’t come to me, where am I supposed to go? By answering these questions before every pitch in every game you play, you will build up good baseball instincts that you may not even be aware of. You’ll find yourself making great plays simply because you knew what to do before the batter even hit the ball.
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WORDS to KNOW


choking up: Sometimes a coach will suggest that you choke up on the bat. This means to hold your hands higher above the end of the bat, as you can see in the picture. Choking up makes it easier to contact the ball, but more difficult to hit the ball hard.
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Throwing


The most important defensive skill, regardless of position, is throwing. Everyone on the field needs to be able to throw accurately over short and long distances.


How do you get good at throwing? Practice. Find a friend, grab your gloves, and play catch. Don’t throw as hard or as fast as you can; just stand at a comfortable distance and practice throwing the ball right to your friend. For example, see how many throws you can make to each other without dropping the ball. Once you can make 30 or 40 throws in a row, each of you take a big step back and try again.


If you want to practice throwing by yourself, find a heavy, solid wall, like the backboard at a tennis or handball court. Use chalk to lightly mark a square about chest high. Using a tennis ball, try to hit the wall inside the square. You can design a game—call a “strike” if the ball hits inside the square, call a “ball” if the ball hits on the line or outside the square. Try to earn a strikeout by throwing three strikes before you throw four balls. Once strikeouts become easy, take a step back and try again, or redraw a smaller square.




WORDS to KNOW


ghost runner: You can play baseball with as few as two or three players per team. But what do you do if a three-player team loads the bases so that the next batter is standing on third base? You put a “ghost runner” on third. The other runners run the bases as normal, but everyone pretends that the ghost runner is running too. You should make rules ahead of time about how to put a ghost runner out!







Pitchers: Work Quickly


The best pitchers take their position on the pitching rubber without wasting time between pitches. The mechanics of a pitch itself should never be rushed—the windup and delivery should be the same every time. But walking around the mound, thinking for a long time, or paying too much attention to a base runner hurts a pitcher’s performance. You don’t want to give the batter time to think about your next pitch; you want your fielders alert and ready, not kicking dirt out of boredom while waiting for action.





Fielding Ground Balls


When the batter hits a ground ball, the infielders try to pick up the ball, then throw to first base quickly to put the batter out. When you are developing your skill at fielding ground balls, don’t worry about making the throw to first base. Start by making sure you can catch the ball every time. Shuffle your feet to get your body in front of the ball; watch the ball all the way until it is inside your glove. Try to be in such a good position that anytime the ball takes a funny hop it hits you in the leg or in the chest and stops nearby. That way you’ll still be able to pick the ball up quickly.


The way to get good at fielding grounders is (surprise!) to practice. Set up some bases with a couple of friends. Put one person at bat, one person at first base, and one person at shortstop. Have the batter hit ground balls toward the shortstop, who should field them and throw to first base. Keep this up until the shortstop successfully fields five or 10 balls in a row, then rotate who gets to play shortstop. Two friends can also roll grounders to each other. You can even practice grounders by throwing a tennis ball against a wall and fielding the rebound.




FUN FACT


Even Major Leaguers Practice


One time, the great San Diego hitter Tony Gwynn didn’t get a hit in a game that lasted almost until midnight. According to baseball lore, on his way home, Gwynn stopped by his old high school, where he had a key to the batting cage. He practiced hitting in the cage for about an hour before he went to bed.
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Catching Fly Balls


Outfielders especially have to practice fielding fly balls. The hardest part of catching flies is figuring out where the ball is headed. Once you know where the ball is going to land, run to that spot, turn toward the ball with your glove above your head, and catch the ball in front of you.


Try not to have to catch a ball while you’re still running—this makes it harder to judge where the ball is, so it’s more likely you’ll drop it. Also, if you’re running, it will be harder to make the throw back to the infield. Of course, sometimes a ball is hit so far away from you that the only way to catch it is to keep running as hard as you can the whole way. But if you can manage to stop before you catch the ball, do it.


Fly ball practice is best done with a real batter, not just with someone throwing the ball in the air. Try to get friends to hit fly balls to you, especially if you have some friends who are good batters. High school kids or adults can give the best fly ball practice, because they might have better bat control to hit a lot of good fly balls.




WORDS to KNOW


pull hitter: A right-handed pull hitter tends to hit the ball to left field every time. (Of course, a left-handed pull hitter tends to hit to right field.) Pull hitters usually generate a lot of power, but they are easy to defend against. The best hitters can also hit to the opposite field—in other words, a right-handed hitter will be able to hit toward right field.







FUN FACT


Little League Facts


Little League baseball began in 1939 in Williamsport, Pennsylvania, where the Little League World Series is still played today. Little League baseball is popular with boys and girls of all ages, from all over the world. Teams usually have between 12 and 20 players on them, and everyone on a team should get a chance to play.
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Pitching


In the major leagues, pitchers are specialists—that is, their job is only to pitch, and they rarely work on any other skills or play any other positions. Major-league pitchers spend their practice time building arm and leg strength, practicing different types of pitches, and resting their arms.


When younger people play baseball, however, the pitcher is just a good player who can throw the ball accurately. Pitchers who aren’t pitching usually play elsewhere in the field. It is far, far more important for a pitcher to be able to hit a target than for a pitcher to throw hard or to throw different pitches.


Professional pitchers throw 80, 90, or even 100 miles per hour; they throw curve balls, knuckle balls, sliders, and fork balls. But they are professionals. They are pitching to the best hitters in the world, so they must take every advantage they can find.


The best youth league and even high school pitchers don’t necessarily throw hard or curvy stuff. They throw a fastball consistently to the catcher’s glove every time whether the catcher asks for a pitch inside or outside, high or low.


What kind of pitch can you throw besides a fastball? Try a changeup. You normally grip a fastball with your thumb and your first two fingers. Instead, try holding the ball all the way back in your palm, but use the same motion as you do for a fastball. You should find that this pitch goes just a bit slower; that’s a changeup. Changeups are hard to hit because they throw off the batter’s timing—the batter will be starting to swing just before the ball gets to the plate. If you can throw just a fastball and changeup, and if you can throw them right to the catcher’s glove on every pitch, then you will be an outstanding young pitcher.




Cobb on Hitting


Ty Cobb was one of the best hitters ever. He recommended that hitters not hold the bat all the way at the bottom. He suggested holding the hands an inch from the knob and keeping the hands an inch apart from each other for better balance and bat control. Not everyone should hit this way, but Ty Cobb had a career .366 batting average and made the Hall of Fame, so his advice might work!






Baseball Fun Without a Full Team


If you’re short on players or equipment but you really want to play a game of baseball, don’t panic! There are a few alternatives that are similar to baseball that you can play when you only have a few friends available or you can’t get your hands on a bat, ball, or glove.


Punchball


This game uses the same basic idea of baseball, but if you don’t have gloves, bats, or a field handy, you can use a tennis ball, or even a heavy wad of taped-up paper. Throw the ball up above your head, then swing your extended arm like a bat and “punch” the ball. Position as many fielders as you have at bases and in the outfield. You don’t need a pitcher or a catcher, and if you don’t have enough people to fill the other positions, you can shrink the field and only play with three bases and two outfielders (it’s hard to punch a ball into the outfield, anyway). Punchball is a good alternative to baseball or softball if you’re looking for a baseball-like game to play with friends.




Batting Cage Game


When you go to a batting cage, you usually get 10 swings for a certain amount of money. You and a friend can have a friendly game of batting cage baseball. Here’s how it works: Every time you make contact, you get one point, even if you hit a foul ball. Every time you hit the ball beyond the pitching machine, you get two points. Every time you miss the ball, you lose one point. This game helps you concentrate on making contact with the ball. As you make contact more and more, you’ll feel comfortable taking bigger swings to get more two-pointers, but you may also miss and lose some points.





Two-Ball


This is a good baseball game for six to eight players. Divide the players into teams of two. Each pair takes a turn at bat while everyone else plays in the field. A pitcher pitches to a batter as in normal baseball. The batter hits the ball and runs to first, but the batter is out if any fielder can touch the ball before the batter reaches first base. Then the batter’s partner bats.


    The batting pair doesn’t run the bases: Base runners are ghost runners who advance whenever the batter gets a hit. After the batters make three outs, they go into the field, and the next pair comes in to bat. This is a fun but exhausting game. On offense, it will help you develop your ability to hit the ball where you want it to go; defenders will develop their range. Oh, and playing this game will help make sure you’re in shape!




FUN FACT


Other “Little” Leagues


Even if you’re not ready for official Little League ball, you might have other options. In tee-ball, there’s no pitcher—the batter just hits the ball off of a tee. Other leagues allow coaches to pitch to the players or limit each inning to nine batters. Ask around to find out what kinds of leagues for young players are available in your community.
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Off the Wall


This is a fun game you can play with two people, a ball, a glove, and a wall. You don’t even need a glove if you’re using a softer ball like a tennis ball.


Find a wall without windows where it’s appropriate to throw a ball. You can use a vacant racquetball court, one wall of a gymnasium, or even the side of a barn. Next to the wall, mark off a territory to designate what is fair and what is foul. Use an area big enough that you can run from one end to the other in not too many steps. (Experiment to get the size right.)




Catching with Style?


You might have seen a major leaguer make what looks like a cool catch on an easy play. For example, outfielder Dave Parker of the Pirates and Reds used to flip his glove down for a “snap catch.” Although he was a Hall of Fame leadoff hitter and base stealer, Rickey Henderson yanked his glove sideways when he caught fly balls. Any coach will tell you that making a fancy catch in a game is a bad idea—you could drop the ball!





To play, one player throws the ball high off the wall and the other person has to catch it. If the catcher catches the ball without it bouncing on the ground, he or she gets an “out.” If the catcher drops it, the person throwing the ball has a runner on first base. If the ball bounces once before being caught, it’s a single; twice, it’s a double; three times, it’s a triple; and four times, it’s a home run. Always remember where your runners are, and keep track of how many runs you each score. Don’t choose a space too big, or you’ll never be able to cover the ground. Also, make a rule against throwing the ball so close to the wall that the only way to catch it is by crashing into the wall. Off the Wall is a good way to practice covering ground in the outfield and catching fly balls.
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There are 30 major-league teams today, and many more minor-league teams with players hoping to make it to the big leagues. There are thousands of college teams, high school teams, and Little League teams all playing baseball. But where did it all begin? How did the major leagues get started? This chapter will answer all your questions!




FUN FACT


Vintage Base Ball


You can still watch Base Ball (as it was called in the mid-1800s) in its vintage form. The Elizabeth Resolutes, based in Elizabeth, New Jersey, play about 13 games a year in which they dress in authentic 1800s uniforms and play by 1800s rules.
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The Earliest Games


Baseball has been played for well over 150 years. The game became well known around the United States during and after the Civil War, in the 1860s. Before then, pitchers threw underhand, no one had gloves, the ball was softer than what we know as a baseball today, and the bases were 42 paces (probably about 120 feet) from each other—but it was baseball. The idea was to hit the ball, get from base to base safely, and score runs before getting three outs in your team’s turn at bat.


Amateur teams were formed, and they played until the first team scored 21 runs, which at that time only took a few innings. In 1857, the idea of playing a nine-inning game was introduced, the bases were placed 90 feet apart, and more rules were changed.
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The First Professional Teams


As far back as the 1860s there were barnstorming teams, which were teams that went from city to city playing each other. The first of these teams to be made up entirely of paid players was the Cincinnati Red Stockings of 1869. That first professional team’s record was 57-0.


In 1871, the National Association of Professional Base Ball Players was formed with nine teams. The Philadelphia Athletics were the first champions, winning 21 games and losing only seven. By 1875, too much gambling caused people to lose interest in this league, but not in baseball. In 1876, the National League was formed. Many players from the original association became part of this new league, including Cap Anson, who was considered one of the game’s first star players.


Through the 1880s and 1890s, several other leagues, including the American Association, the Players League, and a minor league called the Western League, began. All except the Western League failed.




WORDS to KNOW


box score: A box score is a grid containing a summary of each player’s game statistics. Take a look at Chapter 7 to learn how to read a box score.






Baseball Through the Decades


The modern era of baseball is said to have begun in 1900. Here is a look at what happened in baseball history in each of the decades of the 1900s and in the current century.


1900–1909


World Championships: Cubs (2), Boston Americans, New York Giants, White Sox, Pirates


Most Famous Players: Honus Wagner, Nap Lajoie, Ty Cobb, Cy Young, Christy Mathewson


In 1901, the Western League turned into the American League and started taking players from the National League. National League team owners were none too happy about this. The unfriendliness between the two leagues lasted for two years, until they finally united in 1903 and came up with the idea of a World Series between the two leagues.




FUN FACT


The Curse of the Bambino


Between 1903 and 1918, the Boston Red Sox won the World Series five times. Following the 1919 season, the Red Sox traded Babe Ruth (“the Bambino”) to the New York Yankees. After the trade, the Red Sox didn’t win another World Series for 86 years. They lost in the deciding game of the playoffs or World Series on six occasions. This misfortune is called the Curse of the Bambino.
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