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INTRODUCTION

Late in 1950, my parents hosted a party in our New York apartment for Ethel Barrymore, the stage and screen star who was a huge baseball fan. Around midnight, I awoke to the hubbub in the living room, so I went to investigate. I was six. Scanning the room, I recognized one guest standing shyly alone in a corner.

He was the son of an immigrant Italian fisherman who’d never learned English. The sixth of seven children, he was born in Martinez, California, 35 miles from San Francisco. He became an American icon named Joseph Paul DiMaggio. “The Yankee Clipper” was one season away from retirement. I’d only seen him on our primitive black and white TV, and as I dashed over to him, ignoring everyone else there, a hush came over the room. He seemed 10 feet tall. Tugging at his jacket, looking up, I said: “Mr. DiMaggio, you’re the best guest here!”

Fast forward to 1975 at Yankee Old Timers’ Day ceremonies, held that year at Shea Stadium during the Yankee Stadium renovation. Dressed in his old Yankee uniform with its familiar number 5 on the back, DiMaggio spotted me, called me over, and recalled that long-ago party. “Would you still say that about me?” he wondered.

I later learned that the guests I’d so casually brushed past that long-ago night included Ernest Hemingway, Marlene Dietrich, Adlai Stevenson, and Edward G. Robinson: none of whom could hit a curveball.

My father, Leonard Lyons, wrote “The Lyons Den,” New York’s “must read” daily syndicated column in the New York Post:a thousand words a day, six days a week for 40 years. He knew all the newsworthy people of his day, many as close friends. DiMaggio, for example, attended my bar mitzvah in 1957 and my oldest brother George’s wedding in 1961. “You know, George,” he said to the nervous groom, “I’m missing a doubleheader today to come to your wedding.” “So am I, Mr. DiMaggio,” replied George. “So am I.”

Then in 1991, I took my 10-year-old son Ben to a card show where Joe was signing autographs. We sent word to the stage that we were there and wanted to greet him. He summoned us, stopped the line, then gently pushed me out of earshot and chatted with Ben for about 10 minutes. Later, Ben said: “Dad, he told me about that night and what you were like at my age.”

You’d assume with memories like these, I’d be a fervent Yankee fan. But for reasons I’ll never fully understand, my baseball loyalties instead lie 187 miles due north of Times Square at 4 Jersey Street, Boston, Massachusetts, site of Fenway Park. I’ve worn my Red Sox cap in the most unlikely places: running with the bulls in Pamplona, on a boat up the Nile in Egypt, at the Hemingway home in Cuba, at the Churchill War Rooms under London, and to the two games in the London series against the Yankees—the first regular-season games ever played in Europe. I even wore a Red Sox lapel pin on my tuxedo on the red carpet at three Academy Award ceremonies. The team is always with me.

In the summer of 1978, the Red Sox were 14 games ahead of the Yankees. I was the film and theater critic for WPIXTV, the Yankees’ longtime flagship station. Dulio Constable, their colorful Cuban home plate cameraman, invited me to the broadcast booth to sit with Yankee announcers Phil Rizzuto, Bill White, and Frank Messer. I’d just visited the Red Sox locker room and met my hero, Carl Yastrzemski.

During a rain delay, to fill the time, Rizzuto began asking me questions about my love for the Red Sox. “Phil,” I said, “When I was a child, we were the Trumans’ guests at the White House, Hemingway’s guest in Cuba, and Stevenson’s guest in Illinois. But being in the Red Sox locker room was a bigger thrill!” George Steinbrenner was watching and immediately dispatched Yankee president Al Rosen (the former great Cleveland Indian and the 1953 AL MVP) to the booth to put a stop to it. “Get that Red Sox fan off my air!” he roared.

Five years later, I met my brother-from-another-mother, Red Sox announcer Joe Castiglione, who is surely bound for Cooperstown, now in his 39th year at the mic on Red Sox Radio. We traveled with our wives to Cuba early in 2017 where he gave out Red Sox souvenirs and we visited the Hemingway farm where I’d come as a child.

When the Players’ Tribune media platform was launched in 2014, Ben, working as a correspondent, was interviewing its co-owner, Derek Jeter, on the radio. I walked in, festooned with my Red Sox hat, scarf, and gloves. Jeter took one look and yelled: “Somebody call security!”

I was the center fielder on my high school team, but I never wore the Fieldston School cap. My “gamer” had a big B on it!

It wasn’t always easy to love “The Olde Towne Team” unconditionally. Their second manager, Chick Stahl, for instance, committed suicide during spring training in 1907 for reasons which remain a mystery. He left a widow and two mistresses, one of whom was pregnant. There were dreary teams for too many years, especially in the 1950s. Station-to-station baseball and 25 players in 25 cabs was a mantra. They were the last team to field a Black player. Shamefully, it came 12 seasons after Jackie Robinson arrived, thanks to a racist owner and general manager. One of their managers, an avowed racist named Michael “Pinky” Higgins, was later sent to prison for a fatal DUI. They also passed up signing several of the greatest players of all time who happened to be Black or Latino. Imagine Willie Mays, Jackie Robinson, and Roberto Clemente in Red Sox uniforms!

More recently, visiting Black stars like Torii Hunter and Adam Jones have been subjected to racist catcalls from the bleachers. And as if all that baggage weren’t enough, how many last-minute, heartbreaking crucial losses can one franchise suffer? Ray Goulding, half of the beloved radio team of native Bostonians Bob and Ray put it best: “On my tombstone, all it will say is: ‘Cause of death: Boston Red Sox.’”

In the movie On Golden Pond, the aging grandfather was played by Henry Fonda, who won his only Oscar for the role. Early on, he’s seen reading the paper in his cabin in New Hampshire. Suddenly he exclaims: “Goddamn Red Sox!”

Despite all that, the first Red Sox fan may have been the 17th-century French theologian Blaise Pascal who wrote: “The heart has reasons that Reason itself knows nothing about.”
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I’ve perused every player who ever appeared in a Red Sox uniform to cull my choices for the best Red Sox players at every position. Each had a major impact. Some set records, others had one moment of glory, and still others like Ken Harrelson in 1968, arrived from other teams and suddenly lit up Fenway with a great season. But each in his own way, is a Red Sox immortal.






NOTE FROM JOE CASTIGLIONE


Jeffrey Lyons is New York’s most passionate Red Sox Fan and radio loyalist, listening between movie screenings in Manhattan, poolside or in his batting cage on Long Island, or internationally from Seville or Havana. He regularly visits spring training in Fort Myers and the broadcast booth at Yankee Stadium and at Fenway, and is emotionally and historically qualified to pick an all-time Red Sox team, which he has done with much research and love.

—Joe Castiglione
 Red Sox broadcaster






STARTING PITCHERS


Outstanding pitching has rarely been a Red Sox strength. But along the way, there have been several pitchers who were among the best baseball has ever seen. The choice of the greatest Red Sox starting pitcher came down to five men, spanning 1901 with the arrival of Denton True “Cy” (for “Cyclone”) Young to 2004, when Pedro Jaime Martínez pitched his last dominant season before leaving the team right after the 86-year-old “curse” was finally broken. But it is the charismatic Martínez, “Petey” as he was affectionately called, who deserves the honor of being named the ace of the all-time squad, the top starter ever to wear the sacred threads of The Olde Towne Team.
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The April 20, 1998, edition of Sports Illustrated featured a scowling Martínez. The caption below the photo reads: “He’s so good, it’s scary.” He would get even better in 1999, when he won the pitchers’ Triple Crown: wins (23), strikeouts (313), and the lowest ERA (2.07), also becoming the first Red Sox pitcher to achieve that feat and win the Cy Young Award in the same year. Eventually Martínez led the American League four times in ERA, and three times in strikeouts and winning percentage.

No other Red Sox pitcher has topped his.760 winning percentage. He was robbed of the MVP award in 1999 due to a bewildering vote by a New York sportswriter and won the Cy Young Award for the second time with Boston in 2000.

Yes, there was the “Who’s your daddy?” chant by derisive Yankee fans after a crucial loss in 2004 when he called the Yankees “my daddy,” and a few other moments Sox fans would just as soon forget. But every time he took to the mound, it was an event. In his book Red Sox Heroes, former Red Sox player turned beloved TV analyst Jerry Remy described a Martínez start as “a heavyweight fight.”

Dominican flags were unfurled and waved at his Fenway starts, and even at Yankee Stadium. His arrival led to the launching of the Red Sox “Beisbol” Spanish radio with former Jimmy Fund patient Uri Berenguer as its lead announcer.

Raised in abject poverty in Manoguayabo, Dominican Republic, Martínez signed with the Dodgers as a nondrafted 135-pound, 16-year-old free agent. While still only 20 years old, he pitched a few innings for the Dodgers in 1992, who also featured his older brother Ramon. After going 10–5 with an excellent 2.61 ERA in 1993, primarily as a reliever, he was traded to Montreal on November 19, 1993, for Delino DeShields, an above-average infielder. The Expos made Martínez a full-time starter, and he played for Montreal from 1994 to 1997 with a respectable record of 55–33. His best season there was in 1997, as he went 17–8, led the league with an astonishing 1.90 ERA, and won the National League Cy Young Award. Between 1997 and 2000 he was the best pitcher in the game.


Dan Duquette—a recent inductee into the Red Sox Hall of Fame (largely due to acquiring Martínez)—was the Red Sox general manager at the time and recalled for me the circumstances of the historic trade that sent pitchers Carl Pavano and Tony Armas Jr. (son of the former Red Sox slugger of the same name) to the Expos: “Pedro had only one year left on his contract with Montreal, and the Expos knew they couldn’t afford him after that,” he said.

Pedro won the NL Cy Young Award with 305 strikeouts the year Duquette acquired him for the Sox. “Getting a 26-year-old pitcher like that is the kind of trade you dream about when you go to bed at night,” Duquette added. Martínez would only play seven seasons with the Red Sox, but for most of those seasons, there were few if any pitchers who so dominated opponents.

Although Martínez stands 5'11", undersized for a power pitcher, he is blessed with unusually long fingers, which allowed him to create an incredible spin rate on his pitches, especially his fastball. He often hit 98 miles per hour with his heater, which when combined with his ability to pitch inside, allowed him to own most of the batters he faced. His move from a small market team like the Expos to Boston, one of baseball’s premier franchises, put him in the national spotlight.

Martínez quickly established himself as an all-time great. His first game of 1998 was a nifty two-hitter against Seattle. Between 1998 and 2004, he posted a superb 117–37 record which included just 18 starts in an injury-plagued 2001 season. In 2000, he turned in an astonishing 0.737 combination of walks and hits per inning, beating Walter Johnson’s 87-year-old record of 0.780 during baseball’s Dead Ball Era.

One of his most dazzling feats came during the 1999 American League Division Series against Cleveland. Nursing an injury, he didn’t start but was brought in for long relief of Derek Lowe, who’d relieved starter Bret Saberhagen, who’d surrendered five runs.

With the score tied at 8 in the top of the fourth inning, Pedro began warming up. Cleveland fans who spotted him shuddered. He tossed six innings of no-hit ball, relying not on his fastball but on offspeed stuff. The Sox won 12–8 and advanced to the ALCS against the Yankees. That gave him the chance to face Boston’s previous ace, Roger Clemens, by then a Yankee.

Game 3 was billed as “Cy Young vs. Cy Old.” I sat next to former Red Sox pitcher Dennis Eckersley at Fenway Park, and I remember the Hall of Famer being amazed at what we were witnessing. Pedro fanned 12 Yankees in an easy 13–1 victory, their only win in that series.

Beyond those achievements, including an astonishing 313 Ks (or as Red Sox radio voice Joe Castiglione called them punchazos, Spanish for punch-outs), in 1999 it was also the way he went about his business which made him so special. He pitched with a smile, a joy, a fan-friendly attitude few other players ever displayed.

Like Sal “The Barber” Maglie before him, Martínez had a reputation as a headhunter, but a pitcher trying to “own” the inside corner of the strike zone was nothing new. Fellow Hall of Famer Early Wynn called the strike zone “my office where I conduct my business” and said he’d drill his own mother if she got too close to the plate. Pedro, tired of the Yankees-Red Sox rivalry, said if he could face Babe Ruth, he’d “drill him in the ass. If you pardon that word.”

There were some memorable moments aside from the usual baseball statistics. I was seated in the right field visiting press section at Fenway during the 2003 playoffs when Yankee bench coach Don Zimmer, then a robust 72, charged Martínez after a beanball incident. Pedro, in a gesture any matador might envy, grabbed the beloved baseball lifer by the head and tossed him to the ground.

Perhaps Pedro’s greatest night came at Fenway on July 10, 1999, at the All-Star Game. Prior to Martínez’s first pitch, Ted Williams made his final public appearance, joining members of the All-Century Team by emerging in a golf cart and being introduced as “The Greatest Hitter of All Time.”

For Martínez, the American League starter, it would seem like an impossible moment to top. But he opened the game by fanning Barry Larkin, Larry Walker (both since inducted into the Hall of Fame), and Sammy Sosa. Then in the second, he fanned Mark McGwire, and after an error allowed Matt Williams to reach first, he blew away yet a third future Hall of Famer, Jeff Bagwell. Williams was caught stealing. Inning over. Five Ks of All-Stars, three of whom would join Pedro in Cooperstown! That echoed Carl Hubbell’s feat 65 years earlier. On July 10, 1934, in the second All-Star Game, Hubbell struck out future Hall of Famers Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Jimmie Foxx, Al Simmons, and Joe Cronin consecutively. For Martínez, it was history repeating itself.

Who can ever forget the gem he pitched at Yankee Stadium on September 10 of that same year? He sent 17 Yankee batters back to the dugout, bats in hand, in a thrilling 3–1 victory over Andy Pettitte. For good measure, Martínez issued no walks.

In 2000, opposing batters hit a paltry.167 off Martínez, topping former Red Sox great Luis Tiant’s mark by one point while Tiant was with Cleveland in 1968. His.213 on-base percentage against was the lowest in 116 years, and in a season when the league ERA was 4.91, his was a microscopic 1.74. No one has beaten that since. He struck out an astonishing 38 percent of batters he faced that season.

His final game in a Red Sox uniform was typical: seven shutout innings to win Game 3 of the 2004 World Series on October 26th over the Cardinals.

Pedro Martínez’s number 45 was retired in 2015, the first pitcher and foreign-born member of the Red Sox to be so honored. This allowed Luis Aponte, Don Aase, Joel Johnston, the late Walt McKeel, Dick Pole, Greg Pirkl, Jerry Reed, Paul Schreiber, Mike Trujillo, Jim Wright, and Scott Cooper (the best of the group) some reflected glory since they all wore number 45 before Pedro.

He struck out 200+ batters six times in his years with the Red Sox, including the 313 punchazos in 1999, the most by any Red Sox pitcher. That year he also had 19 10+ strikeout games in his 29 starts, and in his career struck out 15 in a game 10 times.

A Pedro Martínez stat that isn’t often quoted gives you one more example of his greatness. He’s the first player to win 20 games in a season while pitching fewer than 200 innings. He did it in 2002 when he threw 199.1 innings, going 20–4 and leading the league in Ks with 239. Brilliance personified.

Martínez pitched for four other teams and beat 29 of the 30 major-league clubs. The only team he never beat was the Boston Red Sox. In 2015, he was inducted into the Hall of Fame, the first player born in the 1970s to receive sport’s highest honor.

Whenever I hear Elton John’s “Rocket Man,” I picture William Roger Clemens (1984–1996) coming out of the Red Sox bullpen alongside his pitching coach prior to a start at Fenway as organist John Kiley played Clemens’s signature song. He pitched there for 13 seasons. It was an awesome sight seeing him on the mound.
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Clemens, my second all-time starter, could not be more different from Pedro Martínez. Whereas Martínez was slim and looked like anything but a power pitcher, Clemens fit the role perfectly. He stood 6'4" and weighed 220 pounds, with enormously powerful legs. He intimidated opponents by just walking to the mound. He had a maximum-effort, perfect windup with every pitch he threw.

Though you probably think of Clemens as a Texan, he was born in Dayton, Ohio, but his family moved to Houston when he was a child. He became a star pitcher at San Jacinto College, a community college near Houston. He was drafted by the New York Mets in 1981 but elected to go to the University of Texas. Then he signed with Boston after the Sox picked him 19th in the first round of 1983. Of the 18 players ahead of him, only pitcher Tim Belcher and infielder Jeff Kunkel had major-league careers.

Clemens debuted inauspiciously on May 15, 1984, against Cleveland, giving up 11 hits in 5⅔ innings. It was the beginning of a 24-year career, during which he became the most overpowering pitcher of his era. He won 192 games with the Red Sox, tying him with Cy Young for the franchise record, and his 2,590 strikeouts is a team record likely to stand forever.

He won three of his seven Cy Young Awards in Boston and in 1986, he also won the AL MVP thanks to his 24–4 record. Between that year and 1991, he was the best pitcher in the league.

Like Martínez, the strikeout was his calling card. He fanned 20 batters twice: first at Fenway Park against Seattle on a cool night on April 29, 1986, before a paltry crowd of just 13,414. But he nearly missed getting to Fenway Park on time. A Celtics-Hawks playoff game caused a huge traffic jam and Clemens decided to abandon his car and jog to the ballpark. Luckily, a policeman recognized him and helped him get to Fenway in time to start.

Before the game, Sox first baseman Bill Buckner had a feeling, and predicted Clemens, who looked good warming up, would strike out 18. Buckner was two strikeouts short in his guess. Clemens’s 20 Ks set the record for strikeouts in a nine-inning game, and he tied another record by striking out eight consecutive batters! Ironically, two of the Mariners, Spike Owen and Dave Henderson, would join the Red Sox later that season and help lead them to the World Series. Teammate Dwight Evans’s three-run homer sealed the victory.

Clemens threw 138 pitches that historic night. All but 20 were fastballs. Ninety-seven were strikes and only 10 were put in play! It was a performance for the ages.

Tom Seaver, who joined the Red Sox briefly late in 1986, helped Clemens with his delivery, giving him a picture-perfect windup using his powerful lower body to propel his pitches. His buzzsaw-like fastball was now even harder to hit.


Later that year in a game against Kansas City, at Fenway, he fanned 15 Royals, walked none, and tossed just 31 balls to the 33 batters he faced.

That season, Clemens started the All-Star Game in Houston, tossed three perfect innings, fanned two, and like Martínez 13 years later, was named the game’s MVP. He finished with a stellar 2.48 ERA, and 238 strikeouts in 1986. When Hank Aaron, perhaps baseball’s most revered elder statesman, said that pitchers should not be eligible for the MVP, Clemens responded: “I wish he were still playing. I’d probably crack his head open to show him how valuable I was.” Like Martínez after him, Clemens made the cover of Sports Illustrated in May of 1986, with the caption “Lord of the K’s.”

Two years later he pitched a one-hitter against Cleveland. When he duplicated the feat a decade later, he told his catcher, Bill Haselman, “We tied the big guy,” meaning Cy Young for career Red Sox wins.

Injuries began to plague him during his later years with the Red Sox, but he defied those who thought he was aging when on September 18, 1996, he did it again, fanning 20 batters at Tiger Stadium.

Durability was another Clemens trademark. He “gave you innings,” as they say, hurling at least 200 innings eight times for Boston and leading the American League in complete games three times and innings pitched twice. Nowadays complete games are about as rare as inside-the-park grand slams. But Clemens recorded 18 complete games in 1987, more than any pitcher has thrown since. He led the AL in Ks five times and strikeouts per nine innings three times. For the Red Sox, he was a five-time All-Star, tied Cy Young for career wins at 192, tossed 250 innings five times, and had 10 or more complete games five times.

In August 1991, my son Ben and I were in the nearly empty Fenway Park, watching early hitting. That’s usually held in the morning when players can work on specific parts of their swings and react to certain pitches. Every crack of the bat reverberated throughout the park. I was behind the cage, chatting with Red Sox manager Joe Morgan. Then Ben, out in the left field stands collecting balls, was hit in the stomach by a line drive. As I raced out to left field, Clemens was already there, comforting the boy. Despite a pronounced black-and-blue mark on his stomach which showed the stitches on the baseball, he was somehow just shaken but uninjured. Clemens stayed with us comforting Ben until a gurney arrived along with Dr. Mike Foley, the team physician.

Ben then explained why he didn’t duck at the crack of the bat: “Dad, it was Tom Brunansky batting. He’s in a slump. I never thought he could reach me.”

Ten years later, Ben, by then 6'3", met Clemens at a bar in New York and reminded him of the incident. “Let’s see the mark,” Clemens joked.

In 2014, Clemens was inducted into the Red Sox Hall of Fame, and only his controversial alleged connection to PEDs has cost him an induction to Cooperstown.


Roger Clemens Trivia

Clemens’s future wife, Debbie, was an infant in her mother’s arms in Dealey Plaza when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated.



The third starter on my all-time list is Denton True Young (1901–1908), better known as “Cy” for “Cyclone.” His 511 wins is a record which will never be broken. So why would he only be my number three starter? Because, through no fault of his, Young pitched in baseball’s Stone Age, when all sorts of pitches—spitballs, shine balls, and emery balls, all illegal today—were in many pitchers’ repertoire. Indeed, a spitball was part of his arsenal.
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Furthermore, in the 19th century when Young broke in, teams tried to save money by using only a few balls each game, no matter how scuffed. Young never played at night, never had to cross the country by air, and never faced African-American or Latino stars. It was a different game back in baseball’s Dead Ball Era. No one alive ever saw him pitch and no footage of him pitching seems to exist.

In addition, his first 72 wins were tossed when the mound was just 50 feet from home plate! It wasn’t until 1893 that the current 60'6" distance was established. (Also, the distance from the deck of the Titanic to the water level!) And speaking of numbers, at 6'2", Young towered over most of the players of his era.

Sill, Young remains baseball’s most celebrated pitcher. The award which bears his name was created in 1956, the year after his death. One award was given each year until 1967, when it began to be given to the outstanding pitcher in each league.
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More than a century before the high-tech exercise machines we take for granted today, Young attributed his baseball longevity to his offseason regimen of chopping wood and plowing fields on his Ohio farm, to which he retired in 1911. He won at least 30 games five times, 25 or more 12 times and 20+ 16 times. Having a photographic memory which allowed him to recall the weaknesses of most of the batters he faced didn’t hurt, nor did the four types of windups he used, always starting with his back to the plate, according to the Sporting News. He had a devasting fastball, a changeup, two curves, and a “swerve,” delivered sidearm. And remember, back then there were only eight teams in each league, and inter-league games were decades away. Young thus faced the same teams more often than today.

By 1901 when he jumped from the National to the upstart American League, Young was already a 33-year-old 11-year veteran with 286 wins, enough to call it a noble career. Lured to Boston in the new league from the St. Louis Cardinals, for the then-considerable sum of $3,500, he brought along his personal catcher, Lou Criger, who would catch most of Young’s winning games.

Using constantly changing arm angles, Young reeled off 33 wins in his first year with the Boston Americans (as they were called then) and 32 the next. He also won the pitchers’ Triple Crown. The next year, 1902, he tossed an incredible 41 complete games and two years later pitched 40 more. And Young never missed a start due to injury!

The following year, Young threw the first pitch in World Series history. After losing the first game, Young won two of the eight games, as Boston came back from a 1–3 deficit to win the series 5–3 over the Pittsburgh Pirates.

Fifty years later, Young, then 86, threw the first ceremonial pitch of the World Series to Yankee catcher Yogi Berra. It was a perfect strike.

These sorts of otherworld statistics seem impossible in today’s game with setup and relief specialists, mega contracts, pitch counts, and matchups ruled by analytics, but even in Young’s time they must have been astonishing.

As he aged, his fastball was augmented by several curve-balls and for five years with Boston, he led the league in fewest walks allowed. Between 1901 and 1907, he pitched over 300 innings six times, including a Herculean 384 in 1902, something no manager today would ever dare allow. That’s a modern (post 1900, when records were more carefully kept) record to this day.


On May 5, 1904, at the Huntington Avenue Grounds, the Red Sox’ home before Fenway Park, Young threw the first perfect game in American League history. It took only 83 minutes as he beat his archrival, the A’s star pitcher Rube Waddell.

Philadelphia’s part-owner and manager Connie Mack wore a suit and thus was never allowed to walk to the mound in his 50 seasons as their skipper. Known as “The Tall Tactician,” he wasn’t so great that day, leaving Waddell, a.122 batter that season, in to hit with two outs in the home ninth. Waddell flied out and the perfect game—still the only one tossed by a Boston pitcher—was history.

At the end of that season, Young tossed three consecutive shutouts to edge the New York Highlanders for the pennant. He threw seven other shutouts that season.

Besides his unreachable total of 511 wins, Young’s many records include 7,356 innings pitched, 815 games started, and 41 complete games in 1902. Of his 749 career complete games, 275 were thrown for the Red Sox. These totals were incredible for an athlete who rarely threw many warmup pitches and could pitch in consecutive games if needed.

Cy Young is a member of the second class of the Hall of Fame, inducted in 1937. Why he wasn’t an original member the year before remains a mystery. But he richly deserves a place in the Red Sox’ all-time starting rotation. He once told a young reporter: “Son, I’ve won more games than you’ve seen.”

On August 13, 1908, the Boston Post sponsored Cy Young Day with an all-star team playing an exhibition game against the Red Sox. Afterward, he was presented with a leather bag from the umpires, a silver cup from his teammates, and $6,000 from the team. He was too overwhelmed to speak.


In a 1960 episode of The Twilight Zone called “The Mighty Casey,” a mysterious pitcher turns up with super-human abilities on the mound. That could’ve been based on Cy Young.


Cy Young Trivia

He is perhaps the only player in baseball history to double as a ticket taker. It was during the 1903 World Series against the Pirates when Boston’s overflow fans swamped the gates.

In 1907, the year the team began using the name “Red Sox,” manager Chick Stahl committed suicide during spring training. Young was named interim manager, going 3–3 until he was succeeded by George Huff, who in turn was followed by two others



There are two “what if?” questions about all-time Red Sox pitching: What if Roger Clemens had stayed a few years to join Pedro Martínez in the rotation, and what if George Herman “Babe” Ruth (1914–1919), our fourth all-time starter, hit like most pitchers instead of becoming the most prodigious power hitter of them all?

George Herman Ruth was one of eight children of a Baltimore bar owner, but only one of his siblings lived to adulthood. His parents didn’t want him, and he drifted into a life of petty crimes as a boy. At the age of seven, he was sent to St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys where, as a left-handed catcher, he met his surrogate father who would change the direction of his life. He was coached and mentored by Brother Matthias, a giant of a man who must have spotted his unusual ability very early on. That school fielded dozens of teams, and young George thus got to play every position on the diamond, including a left-handed catcher with a right-handed mitt. Eschewing a career as a shirt maker, young George found immediate success on the school’s baseball diamonds.

Then in 1914, after he’d become a local legend starring on semipro teams, Ruth was signed by the local minor-league team, the Orioles. A teammate noticed Ruth was manager Jack Dunn’s “baby,” a nickname which soon evolved into “Babe.” Called up by the Red Sox in 1914, it didn’t take him long to establish himself as the best southpaw in the American League. He debuted July 11th and beat the Cleveland Naps, 4–3. Ruth held their star second baseman, future Hall of Famer Napoleon Lajoie, hitless. The game was played in just one hour, 33 minutes. Even more amazing, given what we now know about Ruth, he was lifted for a pinch-hitter!Duffy Lewis, another Red Sox great, hit a single which led to the winning run.
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On May 6, 1915, he hit a monster home run off the New York Yankees’ Jack Warhop, beginning his eventual transition to the outfield and baseball immortality. It came in a 4–3 loss at the Polo Grounds, which the Yankees shared with the Giants until 1923. He came of age, really, on August 15, 1916, in a historic pitchers’ duel with Walter Johnson, the Washington Senators’ fireballer known as “The Big Train.” The two matched 12 scoreless innings until Johnson allowed one run, giving Boston the victory. That established Ruth as baseball’s top left-handed pitcher en route to his first 20-win season.
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On June 23, 1917, Ruth started a game against the Senators. When he walked Washington’s leadoff batter, Eddie Foster, Ruth was so incensed at the call, he punched home plate umpire Brick Owens. After he was tossed from the game, Ernie Shore came in to relieve. Foster was caught trying to steal second, and then Shore retired the next 26 batters, thus becoming the only pitcher to toss a perfect game he didn’t start!

His first year leading the league in home runs was 1918, when he hit 11 dead balls out of the park for Boston. His hitting ability earned him starts in the outfield in 59 games that season, and the following year he started in the outfield 111 times. He responded with a never-before-seen 29 home runs. Ruth spent six years in Boston with an 89–46 record, 17 shutouts, and in the style of the day, 105 complete games with a masterful 2.19 ERA. He also had 12 triples in 1919, an amazing feat for a slugger.

What makes Ruth such a towering figure in Red Sox history is how quickly and easily he attained stardom and how he took to it so well. Had he stayed there, his pitching alone would have sent him to Cooperstown. Consider his 1918 season in which he set a major-league record by tossing 29⅔ innings in the World Series. His 29 home runs were 88 percent of his team’s round-trippers.

After leading the Red Sox to three world championships in four years, repeated salary disputes led to Armageddon. Boston owner Harry Frazee, whose New York office was two doors down from Yankee owner Jacob Ruppert’s, refused Ruth’s demand to double his salary to $20,000 a year. Instead, to help finance his Broadway musical No, No, Nanette, to the everlasting shame of New England, he sold Ruth to the Yankees on December 26, 1919.

Ruth said his greatest game for Boston wasn’t in the World Series but in a regular-season game on July 11, 1917. Oddly batting ninth, he beat Detroit 1–0, with a one-hitter, fanning the side in the home ninth with Ty Cobb the final victim. Just 3,153 fans witnessed that gem at Navin Field in Detroit.

In addition to setting the major-league record of 29 home runs in a season, Ruth’s stay in Boston included winning 20+ games twice with seasons of 40 and 38 complete games. These are figures not even approachable in today’s game of pitch counts and relief specialists. Ruth also holds a record sure to last forever: 14 innings pitched in one World Series game. It was a 2–1 win in Game 2 of the 1916 Series against the Brooklyn Robins (later the Dodgers).

There is a story, perhaps apocryphal, that the day after the sale, Frazee was with a woman in a Boston taxi, bragging about owning the team. When the driver realized who his passenger was, he stopped the cab, ordered Frazee out and punched him in the nose. If it wasn’t true, it should’ve been.


Babe Ruth Trivia

Ruth smacked the first pinch-hit home run by a Red Sox pitcher. It happened on June 12, 1916, a three-run seventh inning blast off the St. Louis Browns’ Jim Park at Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis. It came in a 4–3 Red Sox loss.

While pitching and occasionally playing in the outfield in 1918 and 1919, Ruth became the first Red Sox player to lead the league in home runs, with 11 and 29, respectively. The next season, 1920, he hit 54 for the Yankees.

On June 28, 1918, the New York Times referred to him as “The Babe Ruth Menace.” On September 12th, the paper referred to Fenway Park, where Ruth became a star, as “the high-brow domicile of the baked bean.”

Ruth went 3–0 in World Series play, posting an otherworldly ERA of 0.87.

Before he was nicknamed “The Bambino” and “The Sultan of Swat,” his nickname in Boston was “The Mauler.”

On Opening Day, 1919, in what would be his last season with the Red Sox, Ruth blasted a home run. He set his first home run record that season with 29 round-trippers. He hit his 17th on August 14th, beating the league high of 16 set in 1902 by “Socks” Seybold of the Philadelphia Athletics.

Ruth celebrated Labor Day, 1919, by breaking the Philadelphia Phillies’ Gavvy Cravath’s record of 24, and a week later he hit his 26th home run. That broke the pre-1900 record set in 1899 by Buck Freeman of the Washington Senators, back then in the National League.

The last home run record Ruth broke in 1919 was previously held by Ned Williamson of the Chicago White Stockings in 1884. He’d hit 27 but the fences in his home park were believed to be no more than 200 feet away. (That’s one of the reasons why pre-1900 records are not official.)

When Ruth hit his 29th home run on September 27, 1919, he also became the first player to blast a home run out of every stadium in a single season.

When construction of Oriole Park at Camden Yards was underway beginning in 1988, workers discovered plates and silverware buried beneath what is now second base at the stadium. It’s believed they came from Babe Ruth’s father’s bar and restaurant called “Ruth’s Café.



On January 6, 1920, in announcing the sale of him to the Yankees, the New York Times called Ruth “the noted batsman.”

Ruth said of the trade, which shocked the baseball world: “When I made my demand on the Red Sox for $20,000 a year, I had an idea they would choose to sell me rather than pay the increase, and I knew the Yankees were the most probable purchasers in that event.”
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Rounding out my fiveman all-time rotation wasn’t easy, but the team would not be complete without one of the most beloved pitchers in Red Sox history:

He learned his unique corkscrew pirouette windup from his father, Luis Eleuterio Tiant, a left-handed pitcher and a big star in Cuban and Negro League baseball. When the younger Tiant left Cuba for baseball in America, he never knew if he’d see his family again.

I remember listening to his first game when he was pitching for Cleveland on July 19, 1964. I was touring with a group of bullfighters in Spain in an old DeSoto limousine. Late one night, on a deserted Spanish road headed to Seville, I picked up Armed Forces Radio and heard the familiar voice of Phil Rizzuto doing play-by-play. “El Tiante” was pitching against the Yankees. He tossed a four-hit, 11-strikeout, 3–0 shutout of the eventual AL pennant winners.

Years later at the Red Sox spring training complex in Fort Myers, Florida, I recalled that debut for him and he proceeded to tell me every detail of that game, including how he pitched to each batter!

Like Martínez, Tiant was 5'11", but his burly physique and 190-pound frame were more in keeping with a power pitcher. His trademark cigar, unique whirling dervish–like windup, his high-pitched voice, and slurring his words both in English and his Cuban dialect of Spanish, made him a folk hero when he played for the Red Sox. Winning big games didn’t hurt either.

He’d been signed by former Cleveland second baseman and 1954 American League batting champion Bobby Avila out of the Mexican League. After six seasons with the Indians and one with the Twins, he came to the Sox from the Braves’ system in 1971. But Tiant’s first season at Fenway didn’t augur well. He went 1–7 with an alarming 4.85 ERA. But he made the club in 1972, first as a reliever, and after a spot start, began to pitch like his old self. He tossed four consecutive shutouts—unheard of today—winning 15 games and leading the league with a marvelous 1.91 ERA. The Sporting News named him Comeback Player of the Year. The following two seasons saw him win 20 games in 1973 and then 22 in 1974.
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“A great read for Red Sox fans and all who love the history of the game!”
—Jim Kaat, MLB-TV, winner of 283 games over 25 seasons
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