
[image: Intangiball: The Subtle Things That Win Baseball Games, by Lonnie Wheeler.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Intangiball: The Subtle Things That Win Baseball Games, by Lonnie Wheeler. Simon & Schuster.]



To Abby, Clark, and Emily


That which material sense calls intangible, is found to be substance.

—MARY BAKER EDDY 




INTRODUCTION




IT WAS DURING THE SUMMER of 2008 that I became a baseball fan again. The old newspaper I’d written for, the doomed Cincinnati Post, had bowed out on the final day of the year before, and while its demise put a crimp in my prospects, it did liberate my rooting interest, which was no longer muted by objectivity’s shushing index finger. At the same time, our twentysomething daughter was between jobs and hanging at home for a little while—long enough, anyway, to catch some ball games on the basic cable package. She was relatively new to that diversion, and while she was not caught up in the statistical subplots that captivate so many modern-age fans, her enchantment soon became keen enough to take her to the ballpark on a frequent basis. She would also, when necessary, receive automated updates by text messages. Mostly, she got a kick out of the characters—the good-natured grief that Jay Bruce took from the veterans, the eloquent facemaking of Johnny Cueto, the squatty switch-hitting of Javy Valentin, the Mountielike manhood of Joey Votto, Laynce Nix’s resemblance to a komodo dragon, and so on. My wife, whose interest in the games had traditionally taken her up to bedtime but never postponed it, began to linger longer in the late innings. Baseball became, for the first time, a family thing. Watching it in that light, unencumbered by twenty inches of editorial burden to follow, was downright pleasant.

The local team had something to do with that. For the better part of a decade, the Reds had slogged to the beat of their big-swinging sluggers, Adam Dunn and Ken Griffey, Jr., successful, likable fellows who had the misfortune of outranking the rest of the clubhouse. Dunn, a six-foot-six, self-deprecating country boy, wielded a humor so potent that less accomplished players didn’t want it hurled in their direction. Meanwhile, to many of the rank and file, Griffey had once been the poster on the wall next to the bed. The two of them, with no such intention, established the tone in Cincinnati’s clubhouse, and while it was not disagreeable, neither was it particularly inspiring. Griffey’s failing legs had filched his former sizzle, and Dunn’s passion, while not entirely absent, was concealed somewhere between the edge of his deadpan and the preponderance of his 285 pounds. Both players struck out a lot with men on base, of which there was a shortage to start with. The club had losing records for eight straight seasons. As theater, it wasn’t much.

When first Griffey and then Dunn were traded for younger players late in the 2008 season, the Reds began to morph. The floor recognized Votto and Bruce. The clearing of the shadows revealed the sparkle in Brandon Phillips’s smile. Pitchers prospered. And through it all there escaped a teamwide enthusiasm—even an efficiency—that was simply nice to see. The new crew made you look. All the while, the organization, for the first time in a generation, was raising highly regarded players on its farm clubs in substantial numbers, and there was a compelling constant among the prospects. Almost to a kid, they were diamond rats. They were backers-up of throws and runners-out of ground balls, hard-trying athletes whose want-its and work ethics were all a partisan could ask for. They had me.

Sensitized in such a way, I began to notice, as the 2009 season approached, short and lengthy articles about a subtle change in the way Major-League franchises were fashioning their rosters. One column, written by Buster Olney of espn.com, observed that “increasingly, it seems, makeup is regarded as a pivotal factor on whether a player is acquired or dumped—and this might be part of a broader evolution in Major League Baseball.” Olney quoted a manager and a club official about the benefits of removing smug, downbeat individuals from their teams and constructing teams, instead, out of players willing to pull hard in the same direction. Another story, posted on Insidethebook.com, went so far as to assign a dollar value to a player’s leadership qualities. It did so by noting that the San Diego Padres had signed weathered outfielder Cliff Floyd for $750,000, in spite of the fact that Floyd, diminished by his battle scars, was expected to play very little and offered nothing more, statistically, than would a minimum-salary rookie who could be had for $400,000. San Diego general manager Kevin Towers acknowledged that Floyd had been acquired mostly for his intangibles, and it required only a short reach to conclude that the Padres had paid an extra $350,000 for those.

The previous year, Floyd had been a valued member of the Tampa Bay Rays, who had soared to the American League championship by virtue of a remade roster emphasizing, in addition to defense, a team-first mentality. Under the progressive stewardship of manager Joe Maddon and general manager Andrew Friedman, the Rays set up their breakout season with gutsy personnel decisions, trading a pair of supremely talented young outfielders, Delmon Young and Elijah Dukes, in part for their exchange rates and in part because of their demeanors, which were perceived as detrimental to the esprit de clubhouse. When all was said and redone, the Rays, coming off three straight last-place finishes, and in spite of a payroll that left them financially dwarfed by such division rivals as the Red Sox and Yankees, had assembled a team that mussed the hair and reddened the faces of the redoubtable AL East.

Hardly coincidentally, they had, at the same time, become an outfit that Maddon could do his thing with. “We believed that we stayed pretty much status quo talentwise,” he observed in retrospect, “but there was a quantum leap in regard to personality, character, and interaction inside the clubhouse. I’d like to believe that teams are looking more at character these days in making their decisions.”

Of course, it wasn’t as simple or idealistic as all that. The Rays were required to flash some killer glove work. A skillful new starting pitcher, Matt Garza, needed a shove from his catcher, a long talk from Maddon, and a visit with the club psychologist. A gifted young outfielder, B. J. Upton, was handed a benching for lack of hustle. As it happened, Charlie Manuel, the manager of the Philadelphia Phillies—the team that ultimately would defeat the Rays in the World Series—made similar moves during the course of the season, twice sitting down Jimmy Rollins for conduct unbecoming an All-Star shortstop. Old school, it seemed, was back in session.

The development of the Phillies was not as sudden as Tampa Bay’s and, designwise, not as tangibly intangible, but forensics revealed the same chemical traces at the scenes. There was a heartening circumstance here: The game and some of its more traditional admirers had come together at a crossing of common interests. Pluck, soundness, and winning spirit had, at last, in this advanced and exhaustively quantified stage of the sport’s evolution, been acknowledged, even embraced, as strategically vital. The day—or the season, as it were—had been won by the respectful, enthusiastic observance of the so-called little things.

I can’t speak for every baseball watcher out there, but I can affirm that here in the hills and humidity of Cincinnati, where the professional game got its start and Pete Rose is still revered in spite of it all, the folks like players who like to play, who like to play right. Not entirely or deliberately but methodically, since the end-of-day sports shows became so tediously preoccupied with long flies arcing over pinched-in fences . . . since steroids stepped up to the plate . . . the sport had rendered increasingly rare the Roses, the Cobbs, the Jackie Robinsons (as if they’re plural), the Pepper Martins, the Phil Rizzutos, the Luis Aparicios, and the gritty grinders of lesser stripe but fundamental excellence and irreproachable heart. Maybe the steroid scandal was like a stock-market correction. Maybe baseball’s bloated muscles simply burst. Maybe the great game so indulged its excesses, so distorted the natural order, that it just had to crash.

One manager, in Olney’s column, remarked that we were witnessing a major change in the game, right before our eyes.

Might the national pastime have, perhaps unwittingly, but in its own interest, rediscovered its innate, endearing essence? Could this be a purification that we were witnessing, a renaissance of the noblest, winningest qualities that sports can bring to public attention?

As a captivated fan once again, I was compelled to look into that. 



ONE



THE FIRST ORDER OF BUSINESS



THE CINCINNATI REDS HAD REASON to believe that the twenty-first century would, at the outset, belong to them. Their brassy general manager, Jim Bowden, certainly felt that way, and never more justifiably than on the ceremonial winter night when, in testament to his talent for bodacious deal-making, it was announced that the Reds, for center fielder Mike Cameron, pitcher Brett Tomko, and two minor leaguers, had acquired the official Player of the Decade, the only man ever to receive six million All-Star votes, the youngest hitter to reach 350 home runs, the action figure in the backward ball cap, The Kid himself.

“February 10, 2000,” Bowden declared that evening in the crowded Crosley Room of Cinergy Field, “will go down in Reds history and baseball history as the night when one of the biggest trades in the history of our sport took place, when the Michael Jordan of baseball came home to Cincinnati. This is a GM’s dream.”

Not only was Ken Griffey, Jr., returning to the town where he grew up, where his swift, handsome father batted between Pete Rose and Joe Morgan on the epic team the city still clings to, where he drank red pop out of the same cooler as Johnny Bench and Tony Perez, but, having conquered most of the modern world in Seattle, he was now joining a conspicuously rising Cincinnati club that, out of nowhere, had won ninety-six games in 1999, an outfit so unforeseeably successful that it was described as “the first harbinger of change in the influence of cash on results.”1 What’s more, he was joining the only team he was willing to join, and doing it for the considerable but decidedly reasonable sum—generally referred to as discounted—of $112.5 million for nine years.

“This,” said Griffey, flanked by family, beaming Reds honchos, and a phalanx of local politicos, “is the moment I’ve been waiting for.”

The subsequent season, as it turned out, was only mildly successful—a winning one, but ten games short of the St. Louis Cardinals in the Central Division of the National League—in spite of Griffey’s forty home runs and 118 runs batted in. The Reds were still managed by Jack McKeon and their lineup carried over the likes of Barry Larkin and Sean Casey, but the pitching dropped off and the general atmosphere, it was widely believed, sorely missed the strong-armed, single-minded leadership of departed outfielder Greg Vaughn, to say nothing of his forty-five homers. “Best influence I ever saw,” said Marty Brennaman, the longtime Cincinnati broadcaster, of Vaughn. “He would chew guys out right in the dugout if they were loafing or didn’t use their head.” Vaughn was a free agent after the ’99 season, and the conservatively budgeted Reds couldn’t accommodate him and Griffey both.

It was in September 2000 that Griffey began to hear from his left hamstring, an injury that permitted him to come to the plate only three times over the season’s final three weeks. Late in spring training of 2001, the hamstring still tender, he went ahead and tore it rounding third base and was reduced to pinch-hitting for most of April, until he was finally placed on the disabled list near the end of the month. His first start of the season came in the Reds’ sixty-fifth game. All the while, the ballclub’s void in power was not being taken up. In only 364 at-bats that year, Griffey still led Cincinnati in home runs, with twenty-two. It should be noted, though, that when the final results were in, Junior, in fact, was not the Red most likely to whack the ball out of the premises. That distinction applied to rookie outfielder Adam Dunn, who stepped into the lineup even later in the season—July 20—than Griffey.

By then, Dunn, a jocular former quarterback from the University of Texas, had already hit twelve home runs in Chattanooga (AA ball) and another twenty in Louisville (AAA). He had also batted a combined .334 in those stops, and arrived in the Major Leagues as a dynamic presence at the plate. I recall, soon after Dunn’s promotion, looking on from the Cinergy press box and turning to Jamie Ramsey, a young media relations assistant for the Reds, to say something like, “You know, Dunn’s the only guy on the ballclub who makes me stop what I’m doing and watch when he comes to bat.” I also recall Ramsey agreeing readily. Dunn finished 2001 with nineteen home runs for Cincinnati, completing a total of fifty-one for the year.

Nevertheless, the Reds’ season—the first for manager Bob Boone, who had replaced McKeon—could, at 66–96, be safely described as a disaster. The other noted hometowner on the roster, thirty-seven-year-old Larkin, a shortstop whom thrifty owner Carl Lindner had sentimentally and unexpectedly signed for three more years and $27 million, was limited to forty-five games by a sports hernia. Between them, Griffey and Larkin, with their 602 plate appearances, occupied 44 percent of the franchise’s payroll.

For the Reds, the bad news was only picking up steam. The losing that began in 2001 persisted doggedly. It was unremitting and deeply dispiriting, considering that, for years, since long before Griffey’s arrival, the front office had touted 2003, the year that Great American Ball Park was due to open, as the target date for the club’s rebirth. Great American was constructed with friendly fences all around, most notably in right field, which so auspiciously matched up with the left-handed longballing of Griffey and Dunn.

The dreary failure (69–93) of 2003 precipitated bloodletting that started three days before the trading deadline, with the firings of Boone and Bowden. Jose Guillen, the team’s leading hitter at the time, was packed off to Oakland. Scott Williamson, a force in the bullpen, was traded to Boston. Aaron Boone, third baseman and son of the canned skipper, departed tearfully for the Yankees. In its showcase season, the ballclub was grotesquely depleted. Griffey didn’t play after he injured his ankle on July 17. Dunn didn’t play after injuring his thumb on August 15. Larkin, coming back from a calf problem, didn’t play after August 22 because of an injured ring finger. Over the three years of Larkin’s controversial contract, he and Griffey, combined, sat out 478 games.

And on it went. After some messy nonnegotiations, the Reds, at a substantially reduced rate, signed Larkin for one more time around in 2004, and he bounced back nicely in a downsized role. Dunn crushed forty-six home runs that year, one of them, in early August, coming to rest on a piece of driftwood in the Ohio River. The next day, Griffey, returning to the lineup after missing four weeks with a tear of the right hamstring, made a sliding catch and ripped the thing off the bone altogether. The ensuing surgery involved three screws.

The Reds’ new manager, Dave Miley, promoted from the Triple-A club at Louisville, never had a chance. Dan O’Brien, hired in ’04 as the general manager—since booting Bowden, the team had gotten by with a pair of interims—understood his role as a rebuilder and got to work on the organization’s player development system. It was a major project. As Dunn clubbed picturesque homers and Griffey, regaining his health if not his magic, had his years and moments, the losing seasons proceeded to pile up. In the middle of 2005, Miley was replaced by Jerry Narron. Early in 2006, O’Brien was replaced by Wayne Krivsky. In 2007, Narron was replaced for half a season by Pete Mackanin, who was replaced in October by Dusty Baker. And just over three weeks into the 2008 season, with the club sitting at 9-12, Krivsky was abruptly fired in favor of fifty-seven-year-old Walt Jocketty.

OWING TO THE GRASSROOTS EFFORTS of his two most recent predecessors, Jocketty took over a baseball operation that was in better shape than it appeared. There was, by that time, talent at both the major- and minor-league levels. But the sobering truth that the benefits hadn’t shown up in Cincinnati—hadn’t even stopped by—was problematic for Bob Castellini, the club’s relatively new owner.

To Castellini, a produce magnate and lifelong Cincinnatian, it was a matter not merely of impatience but also of integrity. Two years before, when addressing his proud city for the first time after acquiring the club from Lindner, Castellini had stated his agenda with characteristic earnestness. “We didn’t get involved with the Reds to wallow in mediocrity,” declared the soft-spoken businessman who had given up his luxury box at Great American for the simple reason that the ballclub stunk. “If that’s all we’ve got, we shouldn’t be hanging around. We’re buying the Reds to win. Anything else is unacceptable.

“I want to make a promise today to Reds fans, wherever you are; a promise from one fan to another. We will bring championship baseball to Cincinnati. From this moment forward, we will work toward that dream and will not rest until we exceed the expectations of our fans. We will bring championship baseball to Cincinnati.”

He was not foreign to the concept. For the previous ten years, following stints in the ownership groups of the Reds, Baltimore Orioles, and Texas Rangers, Castellini had held a financial stake in the Cardinals, who in 2004 had won the National League pennant before succumbing to Boston in the World Series. In St. Louis he became acquainted and impressed with Jocketty, whose thirteen years as the Cardinals’ general manager involved six division titles and culminated in the World Series championship of 2006. When Jocketty was surprisingly excused by St. Louis following the 2007 season, Castellini wasted little time in bringing him to Cincinnati as a special adviser and, three months later, in dismissing Krivsky in favor of the more tested, familiar alternative now in house. The hiring of a GM of Jocketty’s stripe seemed to signal that Castellini was, indeed, sincere about winning.

Yet the move made no initial difference in the National League standings. Under Jocketty’s close scrutiny, the Reds pulled within a game of .500 on the first day of June and were still in the vicinity as the trading deadline approached in late July, but embarked then on a dooming 2-14 stretch, by the end of which their metamorphosis would be well under way.

To begin with, Jocketty’s inherited ballclub had evolved a bit from the team Krivsky had fielded the year before. Krivsky, who, in 2006, had brought Brandon Phillips to Cincinnati in a fortuitous trade with Cleveland, had a year later pulled off the audacious acquisition of minor leaguer Josh Hamilton,2 the former number one overall draft pick who had missed more than three years of baseball while suspended for, and reeling from, a drug and alcohol habit. Hamilton produced immediately for the Reds, flashing the outrageous ability that three years later would make him the MVP of the American League. But his history of substance abuse necessitated that the Reds monitor him constantly and handle him carefully. It happened that Hamilton, a North Carolinian, was coached as a youth player by Johnny Narron, the brother of the Reds’ manager. Sensibly, it seemed, Johnny was placed on Jerry Narron’s staff with the responsibility of looking after the fragile phenom. However, as Hamilton’s dramatic story made him a media sensation, the rhythms of the Reds’ clubhouse were subtly disturbed. Jealousy may have been a factor. Players murmured about preferential treatment. Meanwhile, the organization, already mindful of the perils that challenge a recovering addict, took note of Hamilton’s tendency toward injury. The upshot was that the following winter, Krivsky, in pursuit of sorely needed pitching, swapped Hamilton to the Texas Rangers for Edinson Volquez, a gifted but unpredictable right-hander, and tiny reliever Daniel Ray Herrera.

As Hamilton took off in Texas, where he would immediately lead the American League in RBIs and total bases, Volquez swiftly emerged as the ace of a Cincinnati rotation that also included a rookie, twenty-two-year-old Johnny Cueto. At the same time, newcomers were making their marks in the Reds’ everyday lineup. Jay Bruce, a twenty-one-year-old outfielder rated by some as the top prospect in all the minor leagues, came up in late May and looked the part. Joey Votto, taking over at first base, would place second in the 2008 Rookie of the Year balloting, behind Geovany Soto of the Cubs. Not lacking power, the Reds ranked fourth in the league (out of sixteen teams) in homers; and yet, their run total lagged far behind at twelfth. Something was amiss.

There was no shortage of obvious problems to point to. The club got little out of the shortstop and catcher positions. In his first Cincinnati season, Baker—who was Krivsky’s appointment, with Castellini’s enthusiastic blessing—could never settle on a leadoff batter, rolling through ten of them, starting with center fielder Corey Patterson, who, in thirty-five starts at the top of the order, responded with a sickly .217 on-base percentage. An unholy collaboration of shallow pitching and second-rate fielding left the Reds’ overall defense thirteenth in the NL in runs allowed.

Jocketty, a team-culture advocate whose departure from the Cardinals was related to his reluctance to abandon traditional ideals for a more fashionable, predominantly numbers-based method of management, saw deeper issues. That was why, on July 31, with an eighth straight losing season all but assured, he traded the Player of the (previous) Decade, the future Hall of Famer who the night before had delivered the six-hundred-eighth home run of his magnificent career, to the Chicago White Sox. In exchange for Griffey, the Reds received relief pitcher Nick Masset and minor-league infielder Danny Richar. Less than two weeks later, Jocketty dealt a perennial forty-home-run hitter—2008 would be the fourth straight season Dunn hit exactly that many—to the Arizona Diamondbacks for pitcher Micah Owings, minor-league pitcher Dallas Buck, and minor-league utility man Wilkin Castillo.

“It’s a delicate thing,” Jocketty remarked in retrospect. “I don’t want to be quoted as saying those two were . . . they weren’t really a problem. They were terrific guys, and individually performed well. But, you know, their approach may have not been what we eventually wanted here.”

What he sought was the model he had worked with in Oakland—where he was director of minor-league operations, and where his baseball sensibilities were strongly influenced by general manager Sandy Alderson and managers Billy Martin and Tony La Russa—and carried to St. Louis. Jocketty wanted a ballclub built upon not only power, pitching, and physical wherewithal, but the ethic that would put it all into play. He sought a merging of body and spirit, of talent and purpose, held together by leaders who would beneficially imprint not just the lineup, but the collective consciousness.

“I mentioned in the press conference when I got hired that the first order of business was to change the culture,” the GM continued. “We’d gotten so used to losing. You’ve got to get people believing in themselves and the team and the organization, that you can be winners. If you don’t think that way, you’re not going to play that way. You’ve got to have a strong foundation in your organization.”

The efficacious teaming of personalities is an amorphous, inherently subjective exercise, following no particular formula from clubhouse to clubhouse. On a more established, less impressionable ballclub than the Reds—say, the Yankees of Derek Jeter, Andy Pettitte, Paul O’Neill, and so on, or the Red Sox with David Ortiz, Jason Varitek, and Kevin Millar—the manufacture of humor and home runs may have represented bountiful, winning contributions from Griffey and Dunn. In Cincinnati, however, the culture was in question. The general manager was on a mission to re-create it. And Griffey and Dunn, as the best-paid, best-known, most decorated players on the team, were the culture.

“Being with Adam and Ken, they’re two of my favorite people ever,” Bruce said to Jayson Stark of espn.com. “They’re unbelievable guys, and extraordinary at what they do on a baseball field. But they kind of ran the show, even without running the show. They didn’t really have to say anything. They still were like the leaders. They were kind of just—I don’t know—a little more, uhhh, veterany.”3

Of course, as far as the setting of a tone is concerned, not all veterans are created equal. In Major-League society, eminence matters. Big seasons accumulate cachet. Big reputations build up clout in the clubhouse. Stature engenders influence. Envy, perhaps. Even fear, if a guy’s rebuke is sharp enough.

“You know,” observed workhorse pitcher Bronson Arroyo, a member of the world champion Red Sox of 2004, “based on what you do in the game, regardless of your personality, if you are a big enough player you demand respect, no matter what. I saw it in Curt Schilling. Schilling could say something and somebody else could make the exact same statement, but more people would believe Curt because it was him. Griffey was kind of in the same boat. Griffey has done so well in his career, and done so many unbelievable things in the game, that people look to him as a leader. Regardless of what he did, whether he came into the locker room and was just quiet, didn’t put on his uniform until thirty minutes before the game, people were still going to look to him as their leader. Adam came up under his leadership and kind of followed along with that.”

For the Reds, this scenario was not without its benefits. Griffey played a highly intelligent brand of baseball, taking expert angles in the outfield and running the bases with nearly impeccable judgment of when his duct-taped legs could be coaxed to the next station. He risked his health in pursuit of fly balls. He persevered through debilitating injuries to a knee, an ankle, a shoulder, a hip, a quad, both hamstrings, and tendons up and down his chassis. He enjoyed the game. He oozed success. For the sake of the organization, he deferred a lot of money on his contract. And, in an age when home run hitters were routinely linked to artificial performance enhancement, Griffey, while rising to fifth all-time in that pantheon—fourth among the unaccused—remained above reproach. Dunn, for his part, brought to the sport a football mentality. He hit hard and played hurt; he played whole seasons hurt. Over a period of seven years, he played in more games than anyone else in the National League. At the plate, meanwhile, he demonstrated consistent, remarkable discipline; his vital annual numbers (home runs and walks) were practically givens. Dunn was also stone-faced hilarious, and his low-key comedy was turned on himself frequently enough to put ego in perspective.

However, theirs happened not to be an energizing, elevating, example-setting form of leadership. That’s neither an indictment nor a failing. It was simply their styles. Griffey, for instance, wasn’t one to school the youngsters on how to train for a season or prepare for a ballgame. Even when nursing another of his hamstring problems, he was often not to be seen among his teammates doing their late-afternoon stretching—an issue that he was compelled to address. “They say, ‘He doesn’t stretch.’ I stretch all the time,” Junior explained one day in the Cincinnati clubhouse. “I stretch when I get up. I stretch during the game in the outfield. I stretch on the rail when I’m in the on-deck circle. When the team stretches, I’ve already stretched. I stretch before you guys [the media] get in the locker room. I do a lot more than you guys know. I’ll go out and ride my bike fifteen or twenty miles at three in the morning. I try to keep what I do secretive.”

All of that, of course, was his prerogative. It was probably not, however, the best face to put on for struggling young teammates with wide eyes fixed upon the Michael Jordan of baseball. What was good for The Kid, they may well have figured, ought to be good for this kid.4

A thornier if not uncommon matter was Griffey’s tendency to run at significantly reduced speed on ground balls almost certain to result in outs. While the perfunctory trot was viscerally displeasing, was it a lack of hustle, or actually a prudent hedge against his fragile hamstrings?

“I didn’t read anything into the way he played,” said Bruce, perhaps the most ardent of Junior’s admirers in the Cincinnati camp. (As a nine-year-old, Bruce had picked up a telephone in east Texas and attempted to call Griffey in the Mariners’ clubhouse.) “His body only allowed him to play so hard. I think that mentally, Ken gave everything he had without becoming reinjured.”

The symbolic artifact of Griffey’s clubhouse presence was a leather massage chair parked next to his locker. Dunn had one, too. These were in addition to the couches where various Reds watched television and various others might indulge now and then in pregame catnaps. On the cue of Cincinnati Enquirer columnist Paul Daugherty, the recliners became a cause célèbre for the local message boards and media. Ultimately, the Reds (Dave Miley was the manager at the time) had them removed, at which point the story went national.

Reclinergate provoked from Dunn a spate of grousing about Miley and whatever else came to mind, followed by the announcement that his chair wished to be traded. Dunn’s country candor made him incapable of disingenuousness. At the trade deadline a year in advance of when he was actually swapped, he expected to be, and team sources said he responded with open irritation when he saw his name on the lineup card and had to pull on his uniform.

Dunn was a leading practitioner of laid-back, and his lumbering style of left-fielding (owing, at least in part, to an unpublicized meniscus tear in his right knee that went unrepaired for two years) contributed further to an image of a guy who ran on low batteries. Joe Posnanski, the estimable baseball writer, once posted a blog on Dunn that was entitled “The Least Exciting Player Ever.” More damning was the common assumption that the Big Donkey, as he was called, simply didn’t care all that much. That was largely untrue, but the perception was so prevailing that it circulated within the industry. To wit, there was the infamous Toronto radio interview of June 2008, two months before Dunn was traded, with Blue Jays general manager J. P. Ricciardi, who, in reply to the suggestion that he acquire Cincinnati’s imposing fly swatter, said, “Do you know the guy doesn’t really like baseball all that much . . . ? We’ve done our homework on guys like Adam Dunn and there’s a reason why we don’t want Adam Dunn.”5

Ricciardi’s remarks spoke dramatically to the value that at least some front offices place on a player’s vibe. And yet, even among the team builders who put great store in, for instance, an athlete’s character, there’s little consensus as to what traits most plainly and favorably constitute it. To wit, Baker, well known for his sensitivity in the interpersonal aspects of managing, held Dunn in high regard (he told Sports Illustrated6 that the large outfielder was “probably one of the best guys I’ve ever managed”), as he did Griffey. The feeling was similar among the Cincinnati players, who took it a step further. Observing the natural order, they ceded to Griffey and Dunn a role that the big guys weren’t particularly interested in.

Johnny Bench, the Hall of Fame catcher who was frequently around the team, saw that dynamic clearly. “See, they weren’t leaders,” Bench said. “They didn’t want to be. And that’s okay, you don’t have to be. But everybody made them leaders.”

The Reds’ pitching staff, however, was not lacking veteran and willing role models. Arroyo’s perspective was broadened by his rich experience in Boston. Aaron Harang, an accomplished but struggling starter, never rubbed anybody any way but right. The closer, Francisco Cordero, acquired as a free agent, dispensed wisdom in the bullpen. And journeyman David Weathers was considered by at least a few teammates to be the leading leader of the entire ballclub, quite a distinction for a relief pitcher. Among the Cincinnati regulars, second baseman Brandon Phillips, a gifted, charismatic player, had openly expressed his interest in leadership. Phillips, however, while using his sparkling smile to win over Reds watchers (especially the women), came up a little short in the way of example setting. Brash and flashy—as a kid in Atlanta, his favorite athlete was Deion Sanders—he was, at the same time, sensitive about his reputation and easily upset by perceived slights. While his work in the infield was creative, quick-witted, and occasionally downright brilliant—a couple of times a week, it seemed, he would cause my wife to hurry in from the kitchen to catch the replay of his latest sleight-of-glove stunt—Phillips had also run afoul of his fans and manager (Baker had fined him more than once) with periodic lapses of concentration and of hustle while running (or not running) the bases. That left the Reds without a looming, on-field, follow-me presence among them.

“We’ve got a bunch of young or pretty average guys in this locker room,” said Arroyo. “And for that reason, we’re all in the same boat, we all feel like we’re pulling on the same rope. It gives everybody a little more sense of ownership, no doubt. I definitely think the turnover in our clubhouse has changed the environment in here.”

The leadership vacancies lured in younger, more fervid players. Inhibitions were peeled away. Votto could now freely assert the quiet intensity that characterized his approach. Among peers and other newbies, rookie infielder Adam Rosales, upon hitting a ball over a fence, could sprint around the bases without feeling silly. In the freshened, unjaded atmosphere, rookie catcher Ryan Hanigan, an undrafted New Englander brought up from the minors in August, found the self-assurance to commit his considerable diligence to the calling of a game. Bruce, not feeling so little brotherish anymore, stepped up in the pecking order. Without the star power of Griffey and Dunn, the difference in the Reds was hardly discernible in the standings and that, of itself, was a commentary, an encouragement.

For Jocketty, the sweeping task of culture change was just beginning. Meanwhile, as he noted the progress of Votto and Bruce and Volquez and Cueto and Hanigan, and as he sensed the fervency with which business was now being conducted at Great American Ball Park, it was not lost on him that the same sort of dynamic was at work—as it happened, a little further along—in Philadelphia, where the Phillies were making a spirited run at the World Series.



TWO



IT REALLY IS A TEAM SPORT



THE CASE I’LL MAKE CANNOT be clinically proved. Nor, to any tenable extent, can it be demonstrated or popularized by statistical persuasion. In that respect, mathematics has me at a disadvantage. The algorithmic study of baseball known as sabermetrics (the name coined in reference to SABR, the Society for American Baseball Research) has illuminated the sport in spectacular detail, and my attentions elsewhere should by no means reflect a lack of awe for those advances. It’s just that the numbers can only go so far. That’s far, mind you, much farther than even a trained, straining eye could have made out even at the tail end of the twentieth century. Between fingertip access and the ingenious, inexhaustible parsing of performance and play-by-play, the fetching of information has become practically preternatural. In less time than it takes to write this sentence, and in spite of the fact that such records weren’t kept when, say, Ken Boyer played for the St. Louis Cardinals in the fifties and sixties, one can easily find, for Boyer’s whole career and any particular year, the very number of theoretical wins that he was responsible for, both offensively and defensively, in comparison to a replacement-level player (his WAR); the number of runs his work at third base was worth; the number of runs per game a team would have scored if every batter in the lineup was him; the number of times he advanced from first to third on a single; the number of times he reached on an error against a finesse pitcher; the number of double plays he grounded into while batting fourth in the order; the number of runners he tagged out; the percentage of his team’s strikeouts he was responsible for; his batting average with the score tied; his batting average from the seventh inning to the ninth; his batting average when he was facing a starting pitcher for the third time in a game; his batting average on balls he put in play (BABIP) with two outs in the inning; his on-base percentage (OBP) with one out and runners at first and second; and his on-base-plus-slugging percentage (OPS) against Bob Purkey and Johnny Podres.

No doubt, Branch Rickey, the groundbreaking executive who, almost a half-century since his passing, remains the game’s guiding light, would show a high regard for the sabermetric beast now crashing about the industry. He did, after all, author an enduring avant-garde article on the subject—before it had acquired the contemporary name—for Life magazine in 1954,1 introducing a lengthy equation that subtracted defensive yield from offensive output to arrive at team efficiency. A similar exercise, Rickey pointed out, could also measure individual production. The futuristic piece spoke of such presently popular concepts as isolated power (as differentiated from slugging percentage, which, as a product of total bases, includes singles) and the overrating of the RBI. He was also, in 1947, the first general manager to hire a statistician, in spite of his skepticism when Allan Roth first walked into the Brooklyn Dodgers’ offices with page upon page of cryptic computing.2

However, notwithstanding his manifest appreciation for baseball’s inherent math, Rickey never compromised the premium he placed on the qualities he referred to as intangibles. To wit:

• “Statistics, of course, cannot tell the whole story. They fall short of bridging the gap between human expectancy and fulfillment. They cannot measure such intangibles as intelligence, courage, disposition, effort.”3

• “Rickey,” wrote biographer Lee Lowenfish, “was trying to build the spirit of teamwork in his professional players. Turning a squad of individuals into a team of players was always his primary goal as a coach and manager.”4

The man who embodied all of the above, Rickey believed, was the great first baseman George Sisler, whom he coached at the University of Michigan, signed and managed for the St. Louis Browns, and hired as a scout in Brooklyn. “George Sisler,” he wrote in The American Diamond, “was fortified with the ideal temperament for a baseball player, for his will to win was not a savage, uncontrolled emotion. . . . His intelligent daring, versatility, contagious spirit in contests, his refusal to condone mistakes which were controllable in advance, his brief yet effective words of instruction, and above all, his marvelous aptitude made him a nonpareil. . . . More than any player I ever knew, George was able by example more than words to bring his teammates to a unified and insatiable desire to win.”5

As to modern sabermetrics, my guess is that Branch Rickey would ride that worthy steed to the edge of pennants, hop off, and thank it for its meritorious service. The journey’s anchor leg he knew to be a necessarily human endeavor. As he once put it, “The greatest single thing that makes a championship player is his desire to be one. The greatest single quality of a championship club is a collective, dominating urge to win.”6

The discussion to follow is about that part of the game—the part about the heart, the will, and all the collaborating assets that elude digitizing. It’s about the subtle, unselfish, professional, instructive, inspirational, unrecorded, and generally helpful things a baseball player can do for the betterment of his team. It’s about the competitive value of those commonly extolled but abidingly fuzzy attributes that are still called what Rickey called them: intangibles.

“Paying attention to every little thing—that’s what intangibles mean,” said Derek Jeter, the man they call Mr. Intangible because, well, he sort of is. “It all comes down to the little things that are important to winning. You can’t focus on one thing; you have to focus on everything. No matter what you’re trying to accomplish—not just playing sports—you have to pay attention to detail.”

An important clarification here: Intangibles occupy a vast territory. They can be perpetrated and felt in countless ways and myriad settings. For baseball purposes, we’ll organize them into two basic types.

• First, and most conspicuously, there are the minor feats of fundamental execution that, when persistently observed, add up to playing the game properly. These are situational intangibles. This category takes in the traditional batting stuff, for instance, that, say, the prototypical two-hole hitter is supposed to do, like taking a strike, if he must, to allow the leadoff guy to steal second, or making certain that when he grounds out he does so in such a fashion that the runner scurries along in the process. For outfielders, there’s hitting the relay man and having each other’s backs and somehow, through hustle and dispatch, holding successful batters a base short of where they would have ended up had a less diligent player been on duty. For an infielder, there’s keeping the runners close to their bases, lining up properly for relays, and, by various devices, such as blocking a bad throw or digging a ball out of the dirt, saving teammates from what would otherwise go down as errors. For a catcher, there’s putting up targets, framing pitches, signaling pickoffs, blocking the plate, and hollering at the cutoff men. For all those folks, there’s prudent, opportunistic, full-out baserunning. Situational intangibles are largely untallied but direct and perceptible and, in the main, immediate in their implications.

• And then, of an altogether different stripe, there are the less visible, more abstract environmental intangibles. These are the undocumented deeds by which players make other players better, a sort of baseball variation of the Golden Rule: Doing for the other guys what you would have each of them do for the other guys, as well. Environmental intangibles are the socially transmitted acts of being a good teammate, in whatever anecdotal form: a piece of advice here, a word of encouragement there, a timely gag, a stern look, a slap on the shoulder, a lesson passed along, an example well set. They’re the ambient reflection of qualities that do a clubhouse good: confidence, accountability, enthusiasm, intensity, respect, consideration, commitment. They’re wisdom shared, inspiration provided, and professionalism demonstrated.

None of the above would actually be intangible if it could be quantified with any measure of mainstream acceptance. The most meticulous recordkeeping may track such discernible gains as runners advanced during a player’s at-bats, but finding that information is another matter, and its consideration in the fellow’s statistical profile is still another. Meanwhile, Carl Crawford is awarded no popular data point when he busts his tail to cut off a ball deep in the left-center-field gap before it can bounce to the wall, halting the batter at second base and the runner at third; but the play could make his pitcher a little bit better, according to the numbers; and his team, according to the standings. Chase Utley is not rewarded metrically for having maximized his secondary lead (the extra steps taken when the pitch is delivered to home plate) and foiled a double play by reaching the next base in short order.7 The environmental contributions—the simple acts of helping out—are even further beyond the pale of detection and tally. However, parties associated with the extraordinary Tampa Bay Rays of 2008 attest that, in ways that had nothing to do with his twenty home runs or pedestrian .247 batting average, veteran Eric Hinske made a decidedly better player of Evan Longoria, the Rookie of the Year in the American League, and a decidedly better ballclub of Tampa Bay. This assertion can’t be reasonably denied any more than it can be empirically validated. Believing it, though, requires that we trust the manager and players who say it was so, and our intuition, as well.

While the influence of Hinske—and all the beneficent teammates like him—can be credited only anecdotally, to dismiss it altogether is to snub the game’s soul and disavow an enchanting element of its mystery. In the same spirit, to pooh-pooh the power of a single-minded, e pluribus unum partnership is to believe that Joe Torre, the manager of the 1998 Yankee team (Jeter, Pettitte, O’Neill, Bernie Williams, Scott Brosius, David Cone, and company) that won 114 games in the regular season and rolled through the playoffs and World Series, was full of beans when he said, “I think it was the intangibles that set us apart. My players embodied all the keys needed for success as team players—self-knowledge; fairness, trust, and respect; communication; serenity; optimism; intuition; steadiness; sacrifice, and the three C’s (caring, conviction, commitment). Bring together a group like that, and you have the opportunity to accomplish things you never dreamed possible.”8

To slough off the significance of character is to suppose it merely happenstance that, in 2004, when at least four of the preeminent heart-and-soul guys of the generation—Millar, Varitek, Ortiz, and Curt Schilling—banded together in Boston, the accursed Red Sox won their first World Series in eighty-six years, then won another (with Dustin Pedroia swapping, existentially, for Millar) three years later.

To contend that players can’t prosper from the company they keep is to presume that Bronson Arroyo—who was there when the Red Sox were down to Torre’s club three games to none in the 2004 American League Championship Series, and Millar prophetically warned his teammates before game four that the Yankees better not let them win one—was off his rocker when he said, “Kevin Millar, to me, brings so much to the table in the locker room, above and beyond anyone I’ve ever played with, that if he could never play in a game I would pay the guy two million bucks to sit on the bench.” . . . And that Mike Schmidt, the great third baseman whose only world championship came a year after Pete Rose signed with Philadelphia, was blowing smoke when he said, “I’m not sure that I would have ever risen to Hall of Fame stature, or that my career would have been catapulted to where it was starting in 1979 and ’80, if Pete hadn’t chosen to come to the Phillies.”9 . . . And that the former slugger Jack Clark was simply blabbering when he said, “Every player should be lucky enough to play one year with Joe Morgan, and he’d be a better player for having done so.”10

To insist that intrasquad support and cooperation don’t amount to much is to disregard Morgan (which many sabermetrics enthusiasts strongly advise, by the way) when he claims11 that his penchant for drawing walks had roots in the counsel of a minor-league manager, Billy Goodman, who, passing down advice from an old teammate, Ted Williams, stressed to Little Joe the importance of looking at a lot of pitches; and that Nellie Fox, a much older Houston Astro and second baseman, mentored him on numerous details, including his footwork for double plays and his style of fielding glove; and that, in Cincinnati with the Big Red Machine, he benefited substantially from Johnny Bench’s understanding of hitting mechanics; and that, in turn, Bench prospered from Morgan’s talent for deciphering and relaying catchers’ signs when he was on base, a principal example being a series in Los Angeles during which Morgan consistently reached first, managed leadoffs long enough to get a good view of Joe Ferguson’s signals, passed them along to Bench with an arranged twitch of some sort, and his grateful teammate went eight for ten; and that, before a playoff series against Pittsburgh in 1975, he gathered Ken Griffey, Dave Concepcion, and George Foster to show them tapes of the pickoff moves of the Pirates’ pitchers, after which those four Reds stole seven bases in game two without being thrown out and, in the clinching game three, Griffey forced a ninth-inning balk that led to the winning run.

To neglect tone setting is to suggest that Kirk Gibson had no effect on the Los Angeles Dodgers when he came over from Detroit as a free agent in 1988 and, during spring training, went off on his teammates after one of them put eye black in his hat, letting the fellows know in unsparing terms that he hadn’t signed on for giggles, but to kick some National League backside. It is to presume that the voters got it wrong when they selected Gibson as MVP that year, even though he led the National League in nothing official and wasn’t really close in most of the major categories. It is to imply that the other Dodgers were unmoved when Gibson, not expected to play in the World Series against the heavily favored Oakland A’s because of a knee injury in one leg and a hamstring problem in the other, hobbled up to the plate with two outs in the bottom of the ninth inning of game one, his team down a run, and somehow willed a two-run, walkoff home run against the great closer, Dennis Eckersley.

To maintain that sharing doesn’t matter much is to call it coincidence that Ty Cobb loved to talk about hitting with his Detroit Tiger teammates and after he’d won fifteen batting titles, the players on the receiving end of his wisdom, both before and after he added managing to his duties, went on to secure another eleven (the first of them going to Harry Heilmann, who actually edged out Cobb himself).12

To reject the relevance of group dynamics is to imply that players-only meetings, alleged to be points of origin for so many surges toward so many pennants, in fact have no competitive consequence and never did.

To gloss over the game’s symbiotic nature is to consider it a bunch of hooey that catchers actually inform, guide, calm, encourage, or generally handle pitchers, even though Varitek, at one point considered by baseball people to be the best at getting the best out of a battery mate,13 won championships at virtually every level and somehow caught a record four no-hitters; reliever Jeff Brantley declared that one of his catchers, Bob Brenly, taught him as much about pitching as anyone; Bob Gibson traced his record-setting performance in 1968 (earned run average of 1.12) to an early season suggestion from Tim McCarver that he mix in more backdoor sliders;14 Steve Carlton, for a while there, would throw only to McCarver; a study published in Baseball Prospectus concluded that a catcher who works uncommonly well with his pitching staff can, comparatively, save in excess of thirty runs over the course of a season;15 and Tom Seaver, taking a moment in his Hall of Fame induction speech to explain how he was able to win 311 games, put it this way: “All you have to do is look at the individuals that were sixty feet, six inches away from me . . . Jerry Grote . . . Carlton Fisk . . . Johnny Bench.”

To make light of the matter of makeup is to wave off what Whitey Herzog had to say about the transition between his first year managing in St. Louis, which was the strike-blunted 1981 season (when the Cardinals put up an excellent record with a few players whose deportment Herzog didn’t particularly care for),16 and his second, when the club won the World Series with several carefully chosen acquisitions he had made in his additional role as general manager. “We’d cleaned house, gotten the speed, relief pitching and catching we needed,” the White Rat wrote in White Rat. “More importantly, we had twenty-five good guys on the club, no more drag-asses, no more prima donnas. It was a club that I could win a pennant with.”17

To trivialize intangibles is to insist that the seemingly inexplicable performance of the Baltimore Orioles in 2012—literally turning around their record from 69–93 to 93–69 in spite of outscoring their opponents by a mere seven runs (which, according to the sabermetric algorithm known as the Pythagorean Theory, should have fetched them only eighty-two victories), establishing the highest winning percentage in modern baseball for one-run games (.763, at 29–9), and going an unfathomable 16-2 in extra-inning affairs, in the process making the postseason for the first time in fifteen years—was largely attributable to luck, and perhaps a bit of excellent managing by Buck Showalter.

NOW A CAVEAT. THERE ARE numerous intangibles—work ethic, for example—that contribute directly, if not conspicuously, to a player’s statistical résumé. When Jeter resolved early in his career to move to Tampa so that he could train at the Yankees’ spring facility during the off-season, the results probably showed up in his 203 hits in 1998 and his .989 OPS in 1999. These chapters, however, will not dwell on the ways in which, through good graces of character, a player improves himself. That wouldn’t add to the conversation. Jeter’s work ethic, kneaded into the dough and manifesting itself in the leavening of his metric loaf, has already nourished the dossier with which his contracts are negotiated. Voters have used that information to place him on fourteen All-Star teams. They’ll take another look at it before electing him to the Hall of Fame.

The subject we’re talking about involves whatever it is that makes a player better—and sometimes worse—than his slash lines (batting average/on-base percentage/slugging percentage), or even the dizzying decimals tucked behind the bonus tabs of his baseball-reference.com page. This book is dedicated not to the wellspring of personal production, but to deepening the understanding of what a player truly brings to a team, besides that which is so abundantly, visibly, and increasingly asserted by elaborate accounting. The point of interest is not the considerable individual advantage that Jeter has gained through his irreproachable professionalism, but the effect that his winning habits may have had on the likes of Posada, Pettitte, Robinson Cano, and Mariano Rivera, to name a few; not what moving to Tampa did for Jeter, but the difference it might have made for the teammates who followed him there.

While the discussion will, for the most part, steer clear of the stampede of stats, there is no ignoring the buffalo in the base path. And the feelings are mutual. In their quest to assign an arithmetic value to virtually every microevent that alters the landscape of an inning, the number crunchers are keeping a curious eye on this subject.18 Bill James himself, the most iconic of baseball quantifiers, has studied what he refers to as baseball IQ, but categorizes as Percentage Player Index (in which the all-time champ is Joe Morgan).19 The underlying question provoking this research is reasonable enough: If Jeter’s or Hinske’s or Varitek’s intangibles have any practical worth in a ballgame, shouldn’t there be corroborating evidence? The answer is yes, indeed there should. And there is, though it’s not discernible on spreadsheets, for the most part. If you’re willing, however, to peek in unconventional places, and if you don’t insist on precise empirical validation for every actuality, you can, in fact, catch glimpses of a player’s effect on those around him, crudely approximated in the numbers. The thing is, those numbers don’t show up in the columns of the player himself; they show up in those of teammates. I call them second-level statistics.

They’re the batting-average points that Ralph Garr tacks on when Hank Aaron shows him what to eat, who to listen to, and when to get to bed; the extra slugging percentage that David Ortiz acquires when he starts working out with Manny Ramirez; the saves that David Weathers grinds out when he latches onto John Franco’s advice, and slows himself down in crucial situations; the runs that Bob Friend is spared because opponents are fearful of Roberto Clemente’s arm; the RBIs that David Wright comes into because Jose Reyes makes the task ninety feet easier; the strikeouts that Gary Nolan racks up when Johnny Bench insists on certain pitches in certain spots; the homer that rookie Chris Getz hits, the first of his career, after venerable Jim Thome—is it simply coincidence?—assures him that tonight will be the night.
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