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INTRODUCTION

The Giant Legacy

Comprised largely of members of the defunct Troy Trojans, who disbanded at the conclusion of the 1882 campaign, the New York Gothams joined the ranks of National League baseball teams in 1883. Founded by millionaire tobacco manufacturer John B. Day, who also owned the American Association’s New York Metropolitans, the Gothams spent their first two seasons toiling in mediocrity before Day began transferring some of the Metropolitans’ best players to his more profitable N.L. franchise. Led by slugging first baseman Roger Connor, versatile catcher Buck Ewing, and co-staff aces Mickey Welch and Tim Keefe, the Gothams soon became perennial contenders for the N.L. pennant, capturing league championship honors in 1888 and 1889, and winning their first two world championships both years in an early incarnation of the World Series.

Spending their first few seasons playing their home games at the original Polo Grounds, located north of Central Park, adjacent to Fifth and Sixth Avenues and 110th and 112th Streets, in upper Manhattan’s Harlem, the Gothams became more commonly known as the “Giants” during this period after team manager Jim Mutrie stormed into the dressing room after a particularly satisfying victory and exclaimed, “My big fellows! My Giants!” The new moniker followed them when they moved farther north at the conclusion of the 1891 campaign to the second version of the Polo Grounds—an oddly configured ballpark situated between 155th and 159th Streets in Harlem and Washington Heights, which subsequently served as home to the Giants until they relocated to San Francisco in 1958.

In 1891, financial difficulties forced Day to sell controlling interest of the team to wealthy businessman Edward Talcott, who sold the club just four years later to Andrew Freedman, a real estate developer with ties to the Tammany Hall political machine running New York City. Abrasive and argumentative, Freedman ran the Giants into the ground, making a series of disastrous moves that enabled them to finish as high as third just once in his eight years in charge. Nevertheless, even in mediocrity, the Giants continued to feature a number of exceptional players, including future Hall of Fame shortstop George Davis, star outfielders Mike Tiernan and George Van Haltren, and ace right-hander Amos Rusie, who won more than 30 games four straight times, throwing the first no-hitter in franchise history along the way.

Things finally began to turn around for the Giants in 1903, shortly after new owner John T. Brush hired former Baltimore Orioles player-manager John McGraw to fulfill the same role in New York. Brush, who maintained control of the team until he passed away in 1912, also lured away from the rival American League several standout players, including star pitcher “Iron Man” Joe McGinnity and catcher Roger Bresnahan. Under McGraw’s leadership, the Giants developed into the National League’s most successful franchise, capturing 10 pennants, winning three World Series, and finishing lower than third just five times over the course of the next 30 years, even as ownership passed from Brush to financier and racehorse fancier Charles A. Stoneham. Particularly dominant during McGraw’s first 11 years at the helm, the Giants won four N.L. pennants between 1903 and 1913, defeating the Philadelphia Athletics in the 1905 World Series, one year after the combative Giants’ skipper showed his disdain for the American League by refusing to meet Boston in the 1904 Fall Classic. After a five-year hiatus, the Giants returned to the World Series for the first of three straight times in 1911—the same year that a fire destroyed the wooden stands at the Polo Grounds, prompting Brush to rebuild the stadium in concrete. Unfortunately, the Giants lost all three of those World Series, dropping the 1911 Fall Classic to the A’s in six games, before falling to the Red Sox in seven games the following year and the A’s again in 1913, this time in five games. Although several outstanding players graced the Giants’ roster during this period, the team’s dominant performer proved to be Christy Mathewson, who established himself as the greatest pitcher of his era. En route to winning a remarkable 373 games over the course of his Hall of Fame career, Mathewson surpassed 30 victories on four occasions, winning at least 20 games nine other times. Meanwhile, his 1905 World Series feat of throwing three straight complete-game shutouts is generally considered to be the greatest performance in the history of the Fall Classic.

After losing the 1917 World Series to the Chicago White Sox in six games, the Giants began a string of four straight Series appearances a few years later, defeating the Yankees in the 1921 and 1922 Fall Classics, before suffering a six-game defeat at the hands of their crosstown rivals in 1923. They subsequently dropped a seven-game decision to the Washington Senators in 1924, before failing to advance to the postseason in any of McGraw’s final eight seasons at the helm. The Giants teams of the early 1920s featured five future Hall of Famers, with slugging first baseman George “High Pockets” Kelly, middle infielders Frankie Frisch and Dave Bancroft, third baseman Freddie Lindstrom, and outfielder Ross Youngs all eventually gaining admittance to Cooperstown.

Weary and frustrated over his inability to guide the Giants to the National League pennant in any of the previous seven seasons, McGraw chose to relinquish his managerial duties to star first baseman Bill Terry early in 1932. Under Terry’s leadership, the Giants captured three more pennants over the course of the next 10 seasons, defeating Washington in five games in the 1933 World Series, before losing to the Yankees in the 1936 and 1937 Fall Classics. Hard-hitting outfielder Mel Ott and southpaw hurler Carl Hubbell established themselves as dominant players under Terry, with Ott setting numerous N.L. slugging records by the time he retired and Hubbell becoming the first pitcher to win league MVP honors twice.

Terry continued to manage the Giants through 1941, some five years after Horace Stoneham assumed the club presidency following the death of his father. With Terry choosing to step down prior to the start of the 1942 campaign after leading the team to two consecutive losing seasons, Ott took over as manager, piloting New York to six straight mediocre finishes before turning over the reins to Leo Durocher midway through the 1948 campaign. Durocher, who previously managed the hated Brooklyn Dodgers, remained in New York through 1955, leading the Giants to pennants in 1951 and 1954, and to a stunning four-game sweep of heavily favored Cleveland in the 1954 World Series. Durocher bore witness to two of baseball’s most memorable moments while serving as Giants skipper, watching from the third base coaching box when Bobby Thomson hit his “Shot Heard ’Round the World” against the Dodgers in Game 3 of the 1951 playoffs, and observing first-hand when Willie Mays made his remarkable over-the-shoulder catch against the Indians in Game 1 of the 1954 Fall Classic. In addition to Mays and Thomson, other outstanding performers of the period included shortstop Alvin Dark, outfielder Monte Irvin, and pitchers Sal Maglie and Larry Jansen.

Mays remained the face of the Giants long after Bill Rigney replaced Durocher as manager in 1956, thrilling fans of the team with his tremendous hitting, superb base-running, and exceptional defense. Yet, in spite of Mays’ greatness, attendance continued to dwindle at the crumbling Polo Grounds, convincing Horace Stoneham to join Dodgers’ owner Walter O’Malley in relocating his team to the West Coast following the conclusion of the 1957 campaign. After moving to San Francisco, the Giants spent their first two seasons playing at Seals Stadium, a ballpark situated at 16th and Bryant Streets that had long served as home to the Pacific Coast League’s San Francisco Seals. The Giants moved to Candlestick Park in 1960, a stadium built on Candlestick Point in San Francisco’s southeast corner overlooking San Francisco Bay. Cold and windy, the Giants’ new ballpark proved to be challenging for players and fans alike, prompting sluggers such as Mays to alter their swings somewhat to compensate for the swirling winds that blew in directly from left field, while causing attendance to gradually diminish over the years.

While National League fans in the city of New York lamented the loss of their beloved Giants, San Francisco fans welcomed their new team with open arms. And, although they initially had a difficult time accepting Mays as one of their own, preferring instead to dote on younger stars such as Orlando Cepeda, Willie McCovey, and Juan Marichal, each of whom joined the team after it arrived in the City by the Bay, they nevertheless found themselves marveling at the Say Hey Kid’s extraordinary all-around ability that has prompted many baseball historians to refer to him as the most complete player in the history of the game.

The Giants possessed a considerable amount of talent during the 1960s, featuring, in addition to the aforementioned players, stars such as slugging third baseman Jim Ray Hart, right-handed pitcher Gaylord Perry, and five-tool outfielder Bobby Bonds. Yet, even though they remained contenders throughout the decade, compiling a winning record each season and posting five consecutive second-place finishes at one point, they advanced to the postseason just once, capturing the N.L. pennant in 1962, before losing to the Yankees in seven games in the World Series.

Following the institution of divisional play in 1969, the Giants returned to the playoffs under first-year manager Charlie Fox in 1971, only to lose the NLCS to the eventual world champion Pittsburgh Pirates, three-games-to-one. Featuring a host of mediocre ball clubs, the Giants failed to win their division again until 1987, 11 years after San Francisco realtor Bob Lurie saved the team from being moved to Toronto by purchasing it. Managed by second-year skipper Roger Craig, the Giants came up short once again in the 1987 NLCS, this time losing to the Cardinals in seven games. Their next wait didn’t prove to be nearly as long, though, as, led by Will Clark and Kevin Mitchell, who captured league MVP honors, the Giants advanced to the postseason under Craig again just two years later, finishing first in the N.L. West with a record of 92–70. They subsequently won their first league championship in 27 years by defeating the Chicago Cubs in five games in the NLCS, before being swept by a powerful Oakland Athletics team in the “Bay Bridge Series” that is best remembered for the October 17, 1989, Loma Prieta earthquake that struck San Francisco at 5:04 PM, just before the scheduled start of Game 3 at Candlestick Park.

Three mostly uneventful seasons followed, after which Lurie sold the Giants to an ownership group headed by managing general partner Peter Magowan, former CEO of the supermarket chain, Safeway. In his first significant act after assuming control of the team, Magowan signed free agent superstar Barry Bonds away from the Pittsburgh Pirates. Bonds, a two-time N.L. MVP winner as a member of the Pirates, gave instant credibility to a Giants team that finished the previous campaign fifth in the N.L. West with a record of just 72–90. Reaping immediate benefits from the acquisition of Bonds, who captured league MVP honors in his first year in San Francisco, the Giants compiled a record of 103–59 under first-year manager Dusty Baker in 1993. Nevertheless, they ended up finishing second in the N.L. West, one game behind the division-winning Atlanta Braves.

The Giants didn’t fare nearly as well in any of the next three seasons, compiling a losing record each year despite being paced on offense by Bonds and hard-hitting third baseman Matt Williams. In response, team management hired Brian Sabean to replace Bob Quinn as general manager prior to the start of the 1997 campaign. Numerous player personnel changes followed, with Sabean acquiring slick-fielding first baseman J. T. Snow from Anaheim and slugging second baseman Jeff Kent and a host of other players from Cleveland in exchange for Williams.

Fueled by the infusion of new talent, and led by Bonds, who continued to post extraordinary numbers year after year, the Giants began an extremely successful run in 1997 that saw them win in excess of 90 games in six of the next eight seasons, advancing to the playoffs four times and capturing one N.L. pennant during that time. The Giants made their first World Series appearance in 13 years in 2002, eventually losing to the A.L. champion Anaheim Angel in seven games after earlier holding a three-games-to-two advantage and leading by a score of 5–0 in the 7th inning of Game 6.

As the fortunes of the Giants changed, the team ushered in a new era, bidding farewell to Candlestick Park in 2000 and moving into a brand new, privately financed stadium situated in downtown San Francisco on that part of the shoreline of China Basin known to Giants fans as “McCovey Cove.” Serving as home to the Giants since the turn of the century, AT&T Park, as it has since come to be known, is located at the corner of 3rd and King Streets, with an official address of 24 Willie Mays Plaza.

Although less than two decades old, AT&T Park has already hosted a number of historic events. In addition to serving as the backdrop for Barry Bonds’s single-season record-setting 71st, 72nd, and 73rd home runs in 2001 and his record-breaking 756th career homer in 2007, the ballpark has hosted three World Series, each of which the Giants won. Employing a simple formula in which they predicate much of their success on clutch hitting, a strong bullpen, and exceptional starting pitching, the Giants have emerged as baseball’s model franchise the past few years, winning three of the last seven World Series. After defeating the Texas Rangers in five games in the 2010 Fall Classic, they swept the Detroit Tigers in four straight games two years later. The Giants again reached the pinnacle of their sport in 2014 when they defeated the Kansas City Royals in seven games in the World Series. Standouts during this latest period of excellence have included catcher Buster Posey, third baseman Pablo Sandoval, and pitchers Tim Lincecum and Madison Bumgarner.

The Giants’ last three world championships give them a total of 10, placing them second only to the St. Louis Cardinals (11) in National League history. Meanwhile, their 23 pennants rank as the highest total in the history of the Senior Circuit, placing them second only to the New York Yankees in baseball annals. Furthermore, as one of the longest-established professional baseball teams, the Giants have won more games as a franchise than any other team in the history of Major League Baseball.

In addition to the level of success the Giants have reached as a team over the years, a significant number of players have attained notable individual honors while wearing a Giants uniform. The franchise boasts 14 MVP winners, placing them second in the National League, behind only the St. Louis Cardinals. The Giants have also featured three Cy Young Award winners, 27 home-run champions, and eight batting champions. Meanwhile, a record 45 members of the Baseball Hall of Fame spent at least one full season playing for the Giants, 30 of whom had most of their finest seasons as members of the team.

Factors Used To Determine Rankings

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Giants presented a difficult and daunting task. Even after I narrowed the field down to a mere 50 men, I found myself faced with the challenge of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Willie Mays, Willie McCovey, Barry Bonds, Juan Marichal, Christy Mathewson, and Mel Ott would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Giants uniform. Bill Terry, Carl Hubbell, Orlando Cepeda, and Jeff Kent head the list of other Giant icons. But, how does one differentiate between the all-around brilliance of Willie Mays and the offensive dominance of Barry Bonds; or the pitching greatness of Juan Marichal and the exceptional slugging ability of Willie McCovey? After initially deciding who to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria to use when formulating my final rankings.

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

I also needed to weigh the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Giants uniform. Where does a batter rank in team annals in the major offensive categories? How high on the all-time list of Giant hurlers does a pitcher rank in wins, ERA, complete games, innings pitched, shutouts, and saves? Of course, I also needed to consider the era in which the player performed when evaluating his overall numbers. For example, modern-day starting pitchers such as Tim Lincecum and Madison Bumgarner are not likely to throw nearly as many complete games or shutouts as either Carl Hubbell or Juan Marichal, who anchored the Giants’ starting rotation during the 1930s and 1960s, respectively. Meanwhile, Mel Ott had a distinct advantage over Willie McCovey in that he competed during an era that was far more conducive to posting huge offensive numbers. And Deadball Era stars such as Larry Doyle and George Burns were not likely to hit nearly as many home runs as the players who performed for the team after the Major Leagues began using a livelier ball.

Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the ball club during his time in New York or San Francisco, the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field, and the degree to which he added to the Giant legacy of winning. While the number of pennants the Giants won during a particular player’s years with the ball club certainly entered into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in New York or San Francisco happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the team. As a result, the names of players such as Johnny Mize and Jack Clark will appear in these rankings.

There are two other things I wish to mention. First, I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Giants when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of exceptional players such as Gaylord Perry and Monte Irvin, both of whom had many of their best years while playing for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. In addition, since several of the rules that governed 19th-century baseball (including permitting batters to dictate the location of pitches until 1887, situating the pitcher’s mound only 50 feet from home plate until 1893, and crediting a stolen base to a runner any time he advanced from first to third base on a hit) differed dramatically from those to which we have become accustomed, I elected to include only those players who competed after 1900, which is generally considered to be the beginning of baseball’s “modern era.” Doing so eliminated from consideration 19th-century standouts such as Roger Connor, Buck Ewing, George Davis, Tim Keefe, Mickey Welch, and Amos Rusie.

Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, we are ready to take a look at the 50 greatest players in Giants history, starting with number one and working our way down to number 50.
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WILLIE MAYS
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Willie Mays is considered by many to be the greatest all-around player in the history of the game. (Courtesy of LegendaryAuctions.com)

As great a pitcher as Christy Mathewson proved to be over the course of his career, Willie Mays and Barry Bonds ended up being the only two serious contenders for the number one spot in these rankings. Supporters of Bonds will argue that he reached a level of dominance as a hitter during his time in San Francisco that even the great Say Hey Kid failed to attain. They will point to the five MVP trophies Bonds won as a member of the Giants, as well as the vastly superior on-base and slugging percentages he compiled that gave him a significantly higher OPS than Mays (1.143 to .949). They also will argue that Bonds hit only 60 fewer home runs (586 to 646), knocked in just 419 fewer runs (1,440 to 1,859), and scored only 456 fewer times (1,555 to 2,011) than Mays did, in nearly 3,700 fewer plate appearances as a member of the team.

However, Bonds amassed his astounding numbers under a cloud of suspicion, compiling many of them with the aid of performance-enhancing drugs. Although he excelled as a player from the time he first joined the Giants as a free agent in 1993, Bonds never approached the figures he tallied later in his career until he began using steroids right around the turn of the century. Bonds averaged 38 home runs per season and batted over .320 just once in his first seven years in San Francisco. Over the course of the next five seasons, which took place after Bonds celebrated his 36th birthday, he averaged 52 homers and batted over .320 four times, topping the .340-mark on three separate occasions.

Having stated the above, the feeling here is that Willie Mays represented the only possible choice for the top spot here. Not only were the numbers Mays compiled over the course of his career legitimate in every way, but he amassed them during an era that was far less conducive to posting huge offensive totals. Furthermore, Mays was simply a better all-around player than Bonds, who lacked the former’s defensive skills and powerful throwing arm. Mays also possessed more natural power than Bonds, who came close to hitting 50 home runs just once before he began using performance-enhancing drugs. As a result, Bonds must take a backseat to Mays as the greatest player in Giants history.

Considered to be the greatest all-around player in the history of the sport by many baseball historians, Willie Mays excelled in every aspect of the game. A consummate “five-tool” player, Mays hit for average and power, ran extremely well, played exceptional defense, and possessed one of baseball’s strongest throwing arms. In addition to accumulating more outfield putouts than anyone else in MLB history, Mays ranks among the all-time leaders in home runs, RBIs, runs scored, hits, extra-base hits, and total bases. En route to earning 24 All-Star selections and two N.L. MVP Awards, the Say Hey Kid topped the Senior Circuit in a major offensive statistical category a total of 31 times, leading the league at different times in home runs, runs scored, batting average, hits, triples, stolen bases, total bases, on-base percentage, and slugging percentage. Placing in the top five in the N.L. MVP voting a remarkable nine times, Mays also won 12 Gold Gloves, establishing himself as arguably the finest defensive center-fielder ever to man the position. In the process of doing so, Mays played the game with unbridled enthusiasm and a certain flair that made him one of the most charismatic players in baseball history.

Born in Westfield, Alabama, on May 6, 1931, Willie Howard Mays attended Fairfield Industrial High School, where he starred in baseball, football, and basketball. Mays began his career in professional baseball while still in high school, playing briefly with the Chattanooga Choo-Choos in the summer of 1947, before joining the Birmingham Black Barons of the Negro American League. Mays spent the next two years patrolling center-field for the Black Barons, after which he signed with the New York Giants as an amateur free agent when he graduated from Fairfield in 1950.

Subsequently assigned to the Giants’ minor-league affiliate in Trenton, New Jersey, Mays had an exceptional 1950 campaign in which he compiled a batting average of .353. Promoted to the Class AAA Minneapolis Millers of the American Association the following year, Mays earned a May 1951 call-up to New York by batting .477 in 35 games with the Millers.

Having previously succeeded at every level of competition, the 20-year-old Mays experienced his first bit of adversity after he joined the Giants, failing to get a hit in his first 23 at-bats. His confidence shattered, Mays found himself turning to roommate Monte Irvin for consolation, crying himself to sleep at night in the arms of the veteran outfielder and former Negro League star. However, after hitting a tremendous home run against future Hall of Famer Warren Spahn in his 24th at-bat, Mays eventually righted himself, finishing the year with 20 home runs, 68 runs batted in, and a .274 batting average, earning in the process N.L. Rookie of the Year honors. His contributions during the season’s second half helped the Giants overcome a 13 ½ game deficit to the Dodgers, thereby forcing a three-game playoff between the bitter rivals that resulted in a Giants victory.

After being drafted into the United States Army during the early stages of the 1952 campaign, Mays missed virtually all of the next two years, appearing in a total of only 34 games during that time. Spending much of his time in the service playing baseball at Fort Eustis, Virginia, Mays learned his signature basket catch from a fellow Fort Eustis outfielder, Al Fortunato. Returning to the Giants in 1954, Mays led his team to the pennant and world championship, earning N.L. MVP and Major League Player of the Year honors by hitting 41 home runs, driving in 110 runs, scoring 119 times, and topping the Senior Circuit with 13 triples, a .345 batting average, a .667 slugging percentage, and an OPS of 1.078. He punctuated his great season by making one of the most famous catches in World Series history during New York’s four-game sweep of the Indians—a spectacular over-the-shoulder grab of a ball hit some 450 feet by Cleveland slugger Vic Wertz.

Mays had another superb year in 1955, batting .319, knocking in 127 runs, scoring 123 times, stealing 24 bases, and leading the league with 51 home runs, 13 triples, 382 total bases, and an OPS of 1.059, while also finishing first among players at his position with 400 putouts and a career-high 23 outfield assists. The center fielder’s brilliant all-around performance earned him a fourth-place finish in the N.L. MVP balloting and All-Star honors for the second of 20 consecutive seasons.

Although the Giants finished well out of contention in each of the next two years, Mays continued to post outstanding numbers, concluding the 1956 campaign with 36 homers, 84 RBIs, 101 runs scored, a .296 batting average, and a league-leading 40 stolen bases, before hitting 35 home runs, driving in 97 runs, scoring 112 times, batting .333, and topping the circuit with 20 triples, 38 steals, and a .626 slugging percentage the following season, en route to earning another fourth-place finish in the MVP voting. By amassing 35 homers, 20 triples, 26 doubles, and 38 stolen bases in the second of those campaigns, Mays became one of just a handful of players in the history of the game to surpass the 20-mark in all four categories in the same season. He also won the first of his 12 straight Gold Gloves that year.

With attendance falling off dramatically at New York’s Polo Grounds and the West Coast beckoning, team owner Horace Stoneham decided to relocate the Giants to the city of San Francisco at the conclusion of the 1957 campaign. The move left Mays feeling disconsolate and dejected, since New York had become his adopted home. Possessing the enthusiasm of a young boy and an unmatched love of the game, Mays often played stickball on the streets of New York with the neighborhood children when he returned home at the end of the day. Yet, heartbroken as he was, Mays joined his teammates when they journeyed west at the start of the 1958 season.

Even though Mays continued to play exceptionally well after the Giants moved to San Francisco, the hometown fans initially treated him with indifference since they considered him to be very much a New Yorker. They also resented the favorable comparisons being made of Mays to Bay Area legend Joe DiMaggio, who reached iconic-like status while playing for the San Francisco Seals of the Pacific Coast League before he joined the Yankees in 1936. Local fans scoffed at the notion that anyone could be as good as DiMaggio, and they correspondingly reacted unfavorably to Mays. On the other hand, they immediately adopted as one of their own 1958 N.L. Rookie of the Year Orlando Cepeda, choosing to welcome him with open arms, while simultaneously displaying little in the way of affection towards Mays. Nevertheless, Willie remained one of the finest all-around players in the game, having superb years in both 1958 and 1959. After hitting 29 home runs, knocking in 96 runs, batting a career-high .347, and leading the league with 121 runs scored, 31 stolen bases, and an OPS of 1.002 in the first of those campaigns, Mays hit 34 homers, drove in 104 runs, scored 125 times, batted .313, stole a league-leading 27 bases, and collected a career-high 43 doubles in 1959.

The Giants spent their first two years in San Francisco playing in old Seals Stadium, the same ballpark in which Joe DiMaggio made a name for himself some 25 years earlier. In 1960, they moved to Candlestick Park, which remained their home until well after Mays retired. With its cold, swirling winds, Candlestick presented a new challenge to Mays, who not only had to learn to perform under extremely adverse conditions, but also needed to adapt his swing to accommodate his new surroundings. The gusty winds at Candlestick generally tended to blow in from left field, and out towards right. That being the case, the right-handed-hitting Mays, who previously had been predominantly a pull hitter, had to learn how to drive the ball more to the opposite field. Mays ended up hitting the ball to right field with great regularity in subsequent seasons, slugging a significant number of home runs over Candlestick’s right-field fence.

After batting .319, driving in 103 runs, scoring 107 times, leading the league with 190 hits, and hitting “only” 29 homers in his first year at his new home ballpark, Mays went on to have some of the greatest seasons of his career while playing at Candlestick Park, averaging 44 home runs, 116 RBIs, and 119 runs scored from 1961 to 1966, while posting a composite batting average of .305 during that time. Here are the numbers he compiled in each of those six seasons, with the figures typed in bold indicating that he led the league in that category:

1961: 40 HR, 123 RBIs, 129 Runs Scored, .308 AVG., .393 OBP, .584 SLG, .977 OPS

1962: 49 HR, 141 RBIs, 130 Runs Scored, .304 AVG., .384 OBP, .615 SLG, .999 OPS

1963: 38 HR, 103 RBIs, 115 Runs Scored, .314 AVG., .380 OBP, .582 SLG, .962 OPS

1964: 47 HR, 111 RBIs, 121 Runs Scored, .296 AVG., .383 OBP, .607 SLG, .990 OPS

1965: 52 HR, 112 RBIs, 118 Runs Scored, .317 AVG., .398 OBP, .645 SLG, 1.043 OPS

1966: 37 HR, 103 RBIs, 99 Runs Scored, .288 AVG., .368 OBP, .556 SLG, .924 OPS

(Numbers printed in bold throughout the book signify that the player led the league in that particular statistical category that year.)

In addition to leading the league in home runs three times, runs scored once, on-base percentage once, and slugging percentage and OPS two times each during that period, Mays topped the Senior Circuit in total bases twice. He also earned three more top-five finishes in the N.L. MVP voting, never finishing any lower than sixth in the balloting. By hitting 52 home runs in 1965 en route to earning league MVP honors, Mays became the only player in baseball history to post two 50-homer campaigns more than a decade apart.

As Mays continued to thrill fans of the game with his all-around brilliance year after year, he received his just due from many of the sport’s notables, with Sandy Koufax commenting, “I can’t believe that Babe Ruth was a better player than Willie Mays. Ruth is to baseball what Arnold Palmer is to golf. He got the game moving. But I can’t believe he could run as well as Mays, and I can’t believe he was any better an outfielder.”

Former Dodger great Gil Hodges, who competed against Mays during his playing career, later returned to New York to manage the Mets. In discussing the managerial strategy he employed whenever his team faced Mays, Hodges stated, “I can’t very well tell my batters don’t hit it to him. Wherever they hit it, he’s there anyway.”

Meanwhile, Cincinnati Reds slugger Ted Kluszewski said, “I’m not sure what the hell charisma is, but I get the feeling it’s Willie Mays.”

The 1966 season turned out to be the last great year for Mays. After celebrating his 36th birthday during the early stages of the 1967 campaign, Mays finally began to show signs of aging, experiencing a precipitous drop-off in offensive production in subsequent seasons. Yet, he remained a productive player the next five years, averaging 21 homers, 70 runs batted in, and 81 runs scored from 1967 to 1971, while batting over .280 in three of those seasons. Mays had his best season during that period in 1970, when he hit 28 home runs, knocked in 83 runs, scored 94 times, and batted .291. He followed that up by stealing 23 bases at 40 years of age in 1971, while also leading the league in walks (112) and on-base percentage (.429).

Strictly a part-time player by 1972, Mays returned to New York early that year when the Giants traded him to the Mets for pitcher Charlie Williams and $50,000. He spent his final two years in New York, ending his magnificent career in the same city in which it first began some 22 years earlier. Mays retired from the game with 660 home runs, 1,903 runs batted in, 2,062 runs scored, 3,283 hits, 140 triples, 523 doubles, 338 stolen bases, a .302 batting average, a .384 on-base percentage, and a .557 slugging percentage, compiling virtually all those numbers while playing for the Giants. He continues to hold numerous franchise records, including most home runs (646), runs scored (2,011), hits (3,187), extra-base hits (1,289), doubles (504), and total bases (5,907). Mays also ranks second in team history with 1,859 RBIs, 139 triples, a .564 slugging percentage, and an OPS of .949. In addition to reaching the 50-homer plateau twice, Mays surpassed 40 home runs on four other occasions. He also knocked in more than 100 runs and batted over .300 ten times each, scored more than 100 runs 12 times, and stole more than 30 bases on three separate occasions.

Following his retirement as an active player, Mays remained in the New York Mets organization as their hitting instructor until the end of the 1979 season. He returned to the Giants in 1986, since which time he has served as Special Assistant to the President of the team. In addition to retiring his number 24, the Giants have since honored Mays by naming the plot of land on which AT&T Park is situated 24 Willie Mays Plaza.

Mays’ greatness as an all-around player has continued to live on in baseball lore through the years, with the totality of his game prompting many knowledgeable people to call him the most complete player in the history of the sport. Giants’ president Peter Magowan stated, “He would routinely do things you never saw anyone else do. He’d score from first base on a single. He’d take two bases on a pop-up. He’d throw somebody out at the plate on one bounce. And the bigger the game, the better he played.”

Hall of Fame pitcher Gaylord Perry commented, “I played with who I thought was the greatest player I ever saw play. I never saw Mickey Mantle and DiMaggio play, but the greatest guy I saw, and I had him for 10 years in center-field, was Willie Mays. He was awesome. He did not have to dive after the ball. He got such a quick jump.”

Reflecting back on his earliest days as Mays’ teammate, Monte Irvin recalled, “Leo Durocher was our manager, and he brought Willie up to me and said, ‘This is Willie Mays and he’s your new roommate.’ You could see right away that this young man was a natural. He had those real big hands, great power and speed, and would catch everything hit in his direction. He’s the best center-fielder that ever lived, no question.”

Irvin added, “I think anybody who saw him will tell you that Willie Mays was the greatest player who ever lived.”

Leo Durocher, who managed the Giants Mays’ first few years with the club, agreed with Irvin’s assessment, once stating, “If somebody came up and hit .450, stole 100 bases, and performed a miracle in the field every day, I’d still look you in the eye and say Willie was better. He could do the five things you have to do to be a superstar: hit, hit with power, run, throw, and field. And he had that other magic ingredient that turns a superstar into a super superstar. He lit up the room. He was a joy to be around.”

Giant Career Highlights:

Best Season: There are so many great seasons from which to choose, with Mays’ 1954, 1955, 1957, 1962, 1964, and 1965 campaigns heading the list. Although any of those seasons would have made a good choice, I ultimately decided to go with 1954. En route to leading the Giants to the world championship for the only time in his career, Mays captured N.L. MVP honors by topping the Senior Circuit with 13 triples, a .345 batting average, a .667 slugging percentage, and a career-high OPS of 1.078. He also knocked in 110 runs and finished either second or third in the league with 41 home runs, 119 runs scored, 195 hits, and 377 total bases. Furthermore, Mays led all N.L. outfielders with 9 double plays and finished second among players at his position with 13 assists, a .985 fielding percentage, and 448 putouts, which represented the highest total of his career.

Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances: With a major-league record 22 extra-inning home runs to his credit, Mays delivered a number of memorable game-winning blows over the course of his career. On June 22, 1951, the 20-year-old Mays gave the Giants a 9–6 win over the Cubs by hitting a three-run homer in the top of the 10th inning. Less than two weeks later, on July 3, Mays’ solo shot in the bottom of the 13th gave the Giants a 9–8 win over Philadelphia. Mays again came up big in the clutch on April 30, 1954, when his two-run homer in the top of the 14th gave Sal Maglie and the Giants a 4–2 victory over the Cubs. Mays again delivered the game’s decisive blow against Chicago on July 14, 1957, hitting a two-run blast in the bottom of the 12th inning, to give the Giants an 8–6 victory over the Cubs.

Mays continued his late-inning heroics after the Giants moved to San Francisco, giving the Giants a 2–1 win over the Cubs on June 13, 1963, by belting a solo homer off Chicago’s Dick Ellsworth in the bottom of the 10th inning. On August 12, 1966, Mays ended a pitcher’s duel between Gaylord Perry and Houston’s Mike Cuellar by driving in the game’s only run with a leadoff homer in the bottom of the 9th inning. Mays hit the only extra-inning grand slam of his career on June 13, 1967, when he homered off Astros starter Dave Giusti with the bases loaded in the top of the 10th inning, to give the Giants a 6–2 victory over Houston. Mays, though, hit the most memorable extra-inning home run of his career on July 2, 1963, when his solo shot in the bottom of the 16th inning brought to an end a classic pitcher’s duel between Milwaukee’s Warren Spahn and San Francisco’s Juan Marichal. Both hurlers worked all 16 innings, with Spahn allowing 9 hits and just that one run over 15 ⅓ innings, while Marichal worked 16 scoreless frames, surrendering just 8 hits to the hard-hitting Braves.

Mays scored 5 runs in one game on three separate occasions, doing so for the first time during a lopsided 21–4 victory over the Pittsburgh Pirates on May 25, 1954, when he went 3-for-4, with a triple and a pair of walks. He accomplished the feat again on April 24, 1964, when he went 3-for-3, with a homer, 2 walks, and 2 RBIs during a 15–5 win over Cincinnati. Mays again tallied 5 runs in one game later in the year, going 2-for-3, with a homer, a pair of walks, and 2 RBIs during a 13–4 victory over Pittsburgh on September 19.

Mays defeated the Dodgers almost single-handedly on June 29, 1955, knocking in all 6 Giants runs by going 3-for-4, with a pair of homers, during a 6–1 victory over Brooklyn. Mays again drove in 6 runs on May 13, 1961, when he hit a grand slam homer and a two-run shot, in leading the Giants to an 8–5 win over Milwaukee.

Mays stole a career-high 4 bases during a 5–4 victory over the Cardinals on May 6, 1956, recording 2 steals of second and another 2 of third.

Mays led the Giants to a 16–9 victory over the Dodgers on May 13, 1958, by going 5-for-5, with 2 homers, 2 triples, 4 RBIs, and 4 runs scored. Mays had another perfect 5-for-5 day at the plate against the Phillies on August 2, 1962, leading the Giants to a 9–2 win by homering twice and driving in 5 runs.

Mays had a huge game against the Braves on September 17, 1959, going 4-for-4, with a homer, 5 RBIs, and 2 runs scored, during a 13–6 Giants win.

Mays displayed his all-around brilliance in leading the Giants to a 5–3 win over Cincinnati on June 24, 1960, going 3-for-4 at the plate, with a pair of homers and 3 RBIs, scoring 3 times, stealing home, and recording 10 outfield putouts. During an 11-inning, 8–6 win over the Phillies later in the year, on September 15, Mays collected 5 hits, including 3 triples, tying in the process the modern major-league record for the most three-baggers in one game.

Mays, though, turned in his most dominant hitting performance on April 30, 1961, when he led the Giants to a 14–4 win over Milwaukee by becoming the ninth player in MLB history to hit 4 home runs in one game. Willie also knocked in a career-high 8 runs during the contest.

Mays also homered three times in one game twice, doing so for the first time later that same year, on June 29, 1961, when he reached the seats three times during a 4-for-5, 5-RBI performance against the Phillies. Mays’ last homer of the contest—a solo shot in the top of the 10th inning—proved to be the decisive blow of an 8–7 Giants’ win. He again homered three times in one game on June 2, 1963, leading the Giants to a 6–4 victory over St. Louis in the process.

Mays reached several milestones during his time with the Giants, hitting the 500th home run of his career against Houston’s Don Nottebart during a 5–1 Giants’ win on September 13, 1965. Nearly one year later, on August 17, 1966, Mays moved into second place on the all-time home-run list when he reached the seats for the 535th time during a 4–3 victory over the Cardinals. On September 22, 1969, Mays became just the second player in MLB history to reach the 600-homer plateau when he hit a pinch-hit home run during a 4–2 win over the San Diego Padres. The following year, on July 18, 1970, Mays became a member of the 3,000-hit club when he singled off Montreal’s Wike Wegener during a 10–1 victory over the Expos.

Yet, in spite of the many outstanding batting feats Mays recorded over the course of his career, he is equally remembered for his defensive brilliance. Mays made one of his greatest fielding plays during a 3–1 victory over the Dodgers on August 15, 1951, when he raced deep into the gap in right center field to snare a drive hit by Carl Furillo, spun 360 degrees counterclockwise, and threw the ball on a 325-foot line to home plate to nail Billy Cox trying to score from third base. Following the contest, Brooklyn manager Charlie Dressen commented, “I won’t believe that play until I see him do it again.”

Still, the most iconic moment of Mays’ career arguably took place in the 8th inning of Game 1 of the 1954 World Series. With the Giants and Indians tied at 2–2 in the top of the frame, Cleveland slugger Vic Wertz stepped into the batter’s box with runners on first and second and nobody out. Wertz proceeded to drive the ball some 450 feet to deep center-field, where Mays made a remarkable over-the-shoulder grab that subsequently became known simply as “The Catch.” Mays then whirled and fired the ball to the infield, to keep the lead runner, Larry Doby, from scoring. Doby ended up being stranded at third base, after which the Giants won the contest by a score of 5–2 when Dusty Rhodes delivered a pinch-hit three-run homer in the bottom of the 10th inning. The Giants went on to sweep the Series in four games, with Mays’ astonishing play remaining the most indelible image of that year’s Fall Classic.

Notable Achievements:

Hit more than 30 home runs 11 times, surpassing 40 homers six times and 50 homers twice. Knocked in more than 100 runs 10 times, topping 120 RBIs three times and 140 RBIs once (141 in 1962).

Scored more than 100 runs 12 times, surpassing 120 runs scored on six occasions.

Batted over .300 10 times, surpassing the .330-mark on three occasions.

Topped 200 hits once (208 in 1958).

Finished in double-digits in triples five times, reaching the 20-mark once (20 in 1957).

Surpassed 30 doubles six times, topping 40 two-baggers once (43 in 1959).

Stole more than 20 bases seven times, surpassing 30 thefts on three occasions.

Walked more than 100 times once (112 in 1971).

Compiled on-base percentage in excess of .400 five times.

Posted slugging percentage in excess of .500 14 times, topping the .600-mark six times.

Compiled OPS in excess of 1.000 five times.

Surpassed 30 home runs and 30 stolen bases in same season twice (1956 & 1957).

One of only four players in MLB history to surpass 20 home runs, 20 triples, 20 doubles, and 20 stolen bases in the same season (1957).

Led N.L. in: home runs four times; runs scored twice; batting average once; hits once; triples three times; total bases three times; stolen bases four times; walks once; on-base percentage twice; slugging percentage five times; and OPS five times.

Led N.L. outfielders in: putouts once; assists once; and double plays four times.

Led N.L. center-fielders in: putouts twice; assists three times; and double plays five times.

Second player in MLB history to hit 600 home runs.

Member of 3,000-hit club.

Ranks among MLB all-time leaders in: home runs (5th); RBIs (11th); runs scored (7th); hits (12th); extra-base hits (5th); and total bases (3rd).

Holds MLB record for most putouts by an outfielder (7,095).

Holds MLB record for most games played in center-field (2,829).

Ranks among MLB all-time leaders in assists (5th) and double plays (2nd) by a center-fielder.

Holds Giants career records for most: home runs (646); runs scored (2,011); hits (3,187); extra-base hits (1,289); doubles (504); total bases (5,907); games played (2,857); plate appearances (12,015); and at-bats (10,477).

Ranks among Giants career leaders in: RBIs (2nd); triples (2nd); slugging percentage (2nd); OPS (2nd); stolen bases (3rd); and bases on balls (3rd).

Hit four home runs in one game vs. Milwaukee Braves on April 30, 1961.

Hit three home runs in one game twice.

Holds share of modern MLB record by tripling three times in one game (vs. Philadelphia on September 15, 1960).

1951 N.L. Rookie of the Year.

1954 Major League Player of the Year.

Two-time N.L. MVP (1954 & 1965).

Finished in top five of N.L. MVP voting a total of nine times.

Two-time All-Star Game MVP (1963 & 1968).

11-time Sporting News All-Star selection (1954, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, 1965 & 1966).

24-time N.L. All-Star (1954–1973, including twice each from 1959 to 1962).

12-time Gold Glove winner (1957–1968).

1971 Roberto Clemente Award winner.

Four-time N.L. Player of the Month.

Member of Major League Baseball’s All-Century Team.

Number 2 on The Sporting News’ 1999 list of Baseball’s 100 Greatest Players.

The Sporting News’ 1960s Player of the Decade.

Two-time N.L. champion (1951 & 1954).

1954 world champion.

Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame by members of BBWAA in 1979.
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Barry Bonds hit more home runs than any other player in Major League history. (Courtesy of Aaron Frutman of DGA Productions)

Arguably the finest all-around player of his generation, Barry Bonds earned 12 Silver Sluggers, eight Gold Gloves, and a major-league record seven MVP Awards over the course of his career, which he split between the Giants and Pittsburgh Pirates. After spending his first seven seasons in Pittsburgh, Bonds joined the Giants as a free agent in 1993, beginning in the process a lengthy 15-year stay in San Francisco during which he performed at such a high level that he came to rival his godfather, Willie Mays, as the greatest player in franchise history. Bonds finished in the top five in the N.L. MVP voting nine times as a member of the Giants, winning the award on five separate occasions. He also won nine Silver Sluggers and five Gold Gloves, topped the Senior Circuit in a major offensive statistical category a total of 36 times, and reached a level of dominance that only a select few in the history of the game have attained. En route to becoming one of only two players in MLB history to surpass 30 home-runs 13 straight times, Bonds established new single-season and career home run records. He also set numerous other marks, including most career walks (2,558), most walks in a season (232), highest single-season on-base percentage (.609), and highest single-season slugging percentage (.863). Yet, in spite of his numerous achievements, Bonds found himself steeped in controversy throughout much of his time in San Francisco, with his surly disposition, egotistical nature, and involvement with steroids garnering him a significant amount of negative publicity.

Born in Riverside, California, on July 24, 1964, Barry Lamar Bonds grew up some 420 miles northwest, in the city of San Carlos. Excelling in baseball, football, and basketball while attending Junipero Serra High School in nearby San Mateo, Bonds earned prep All-American honors on the diamond as a senior by compiling a .467 batting average. The son of former major-league outfielder Bobby Bonds, who began his professional career with the Giants, Barry seemed destined to follow in his father’s footsteps when the Giants selected him in the second round of the 1982 MLB draft following his graduation from Junipero Serra. However, when contract negotiations between the two parties stalled, Bonds instead elected to enroll at Arizona State University.

Bonds spent the next three years starring in the outfield for the Sun Devils, making an extremely strong impression on everyone associated with the team. Former teammate Mike Devereaux recalled years later, “Barry did things that were amazing. He would hit a ball with topspin over the fence that would be incredible. A ball that would usually drop in front of the outfielder, but, instead, his went over the fences.”

Selected by Pittsburgh with the sixth overall pick of the 1985 amateur draft, Bonds spent less than one full season in the minor leagues before making his debut with the Pirates on May 30, 1986. Struggling somewhat at the plate as a rookie, Bonds batted just .223 and struck out a career-high 102 times, although he managed to hit 16 homers, knock in 48 runs, score 72 times, and steal 36 bases in the 113 games in which he appeared. After being shifted from center-field to left the following year, Bonds posted relatively modest numbers on offense the next three seasons, averaging 23 home runs, 58 RBIs, 97 runs scored, and 27 stolen bases from 1987 to 1989, while compiling batting averages of .261, .283, and .248.

The 26-year-old Bonds finally emerged as an elite player in 1990, when he led the Pirates to the N.L. East title for the first of three straight times by hitting 33 homers, driving in 114 runs, scoring 104 times, stealing 52 bases, batting .301, compiling a .406 on-base percentage, and topping the Senior Circuit with a .565 slugging percentage and a .970 OPS. He also led all N.L. left-fielders in putouts and assists for the second straight time, earning in the process his first Gold Glove, his initial All-Star selection, and league MVP honors. Bonds followed that up with two more stellar seasons for the Pirates, performing particularly well in 1992 when he won his second MVP trophy by hitting 34 homers, knocking in 103 runs, stealing 39 bases, batting .311, and leading the league with 109 runs scored, 127 bases on balls, a .456 on-base percentage, and a .624 slugging percentage. Bonds’ exceptional all-around play prompted Pirates’ teammate R. J. Reynolds to prophetically proclaim, “One day, he will put up numbers no one can believe.” Meanwhile, Cincinnati Reds right-hander Jose Rijo stated, “Barry Bonds is the best player I’ve ever seen. He can be pitched to, but very carefully.”

In spite of the tremendous amount of success Bonds experienced during his time in Pittsburgh, he gradually developed a reputation as a self-absorbed individual who cared little about the feelings of others. In discussing his godson, Willie Mays, who remained close to Bonds throughout the latter’s career, said, “Sometimes he says things before he thinks. That’s why I’m here—to remind him other people have feelings too.” Nevertheless, former Pirates manager Jim Leyland, who clashed with the star outfielder on more than one occasion, looked back favorably on the time the two men spent together, explaining years later in a Bonds biography written by Carrie Muskat:

Most guys who talk about what they’re going to do, they usually set themselves up to get humbled. Barry Bonds was like Joe Namath or Muhammed Ali. He could make a statement and go out and back it up. Not a lot of guys can do that. In fact, managers usually cringe when guys make statements about what they’re going to do. In Barry’s case, I liked it. I think he did it on purpose to motivate himself. In a lot of ways, it’s easy for Barry. I think he needs a little controversy around him.

A free agent at the conclusion of the 1992 campaign, Bonds chose to leave Pittsburgh when the Giants offered him a six-year deal worth a then-record $43.75 million. The contract enabled Bonds to fulfill his lifelong dream of playing for the Giants, with whom his father spent his first seven big-league seasons.

Bonds performed magnificently his first year in San Francisco, winning his third N.L. MVP Award by leading the Giants to within one game of the N.L. West title. Establishing new career highs in virtually every offensive category, Bonds concluded the 1993 campaign with 129 runs scored, 181 hits, 38 doubles, a .336 batting average, and a league-leading 46 homers, 123 RBIs, 365 total bases, .458 on-base percentage, and .677 slugging percentage. Giants’ owner Peter Magowan preferred to focus on the other aspects of Bonds’ game, though, telling the Boston Globe:

Where Barry has truly affected the entire team is the way he has fun just practicing the game. He truly loves to play. And his defense is contagious. In one game, he made a game-saving catch and cut three sure doubles off at the line and held them to singles; in a couple of cases, his plays saved what would have been runs. He’s made everyone in the field more aggressive. Defense is the most contagious aspect of baseball, and Barry has dramatically affected the way the Giants play the game.

After subsequently hitting 37 homers, driving in 81 runs, scoring 89 times, and batting .312 during the strike-shortened 1994 season, Bonds had another extremely productive year in 1995, hitting 33 homers, knocking in 104 runs, scoring 109 times, batting .294, and leading the league with 120 bases on balls, a .431 on-base percentage, and an OPS of 1.009. Commenting on his teammate’s exceptional performance his first few years with the club, Matt Williams suggested, “He’s the one guy in our league I would pay to watch.”

Even though Bonds generated a great deal of power at the plate, his keen batting eye and short, compact swing made him a difficult batter for opposing pitchers to fool, preventing him from ever placing anywhere near the top of the league rankings in strikeouts. In discussing his hitting style, Bonds said, “I think of myself as ‘catching’ the ball with my bat and letting the pitcher supply the power.” At the same time, he displayed his boastful tendencies by stating, “It’s called talent. I just have it. I can’t explain it. You either have it or you don’t.”

Bonds earned a fifth-place finish in the N.L. MVP voting in both 1996 and 1997, totaling 82 home runs, 230 RBIs, 245 runs scored, and 77 stolen bases over the course of those two seasons, while compiling batting averages of .308 and .291, respectively. By hitting 42 homers and stealing 40 bases in the first of those campaigns, he became just the second player in MLB history to reach the 40-mark in both categories in the same season (Jose Canseco was the first). Yet, in spite of his outstanding accomplishment, Bonds ended up alienating virtually everyone in the Giants’ clubhouse by announcing at one point during the season that his teammates failed to give him the support he needed to reach his ultimate goal of winning the World Series.

Bonds had another excellent season in 1998, finishing the year with 37 home runs, 122 RBIs, 120 runs scored, a career-high 44 doubles, a .303 batting average, a .438 on-base percentage, and a .609 slugging percentage. However, he grew increasingly frustrated and envious over the course of the campaign as he watched lesser players Mark McGwire and Sammy Sosa become the darlings of the fans and media as they drew inexorably closer to Roger Maris’s long-standing single-season home-run record through the use of steroids. Subsequently choosing to enhance his own performance by artificial means, Bonds spent the next two years transforming his previously sinewy 6'1", 200-pound frame into one of monstrous proportions, gradually building himself up to a muscular 240 pounds.

Limited by injuries to only 102 games in 1999, Bonds hit 34 homers, knocked in just 83 runs, scored only 91 times, and batted just .262. Returning to the Giants fully healthy and 15 pounds heavier the following year, Bonds earned a runner-up finish to teammate Jeff Kent in the N.L. MVP balloting by hitting 49 homers, driving in 106 runs, scoring 129 times, batting .306, compiling an OPS of 1.127, and topping the circuit with 117 bases on balls. Having added another 25 pounds of muscle onto his frame by the start of the ensuing campaign, Bonds subsequently began an extraordinary four-year run during which time he established himself as arguably the most dominant offensive force in the history of the game. Here are the numbers he posted from 2001 to 2004:

2001: 73 HR, 137 RBIs, 129 Runs, 177 BB, .328 AVG, .515 OBP, .863 SLG, 1.379 OPS

2002: 46 HR, 110 RBIs, 117 Runs, 198 BB, .370 AVG, .582 OBP, .799 SLG, 1.381 OPS

2003: 45 HR, 90 RBIs, 111 Runs, 148 BB, .341 AVG, .529 OBP, .749 SLG, 1.278 OPS

2004: 45 HR, 101 RBIs, 129 Runs, 232 BB, .362 AVG, .609 OBP, .812 SLG, 1.422 OPS

Bonds compiled those outstanding home-run and RBI totals in spite of the fact that opposing pitchers rarely gave him anything good to hit. In addition to hitting an MLB record 73 homers in 2001, Bonds twice established new single-season marks for most walks, highest on-base percentage, and highest OPS during the period. His .863 slugging percentage in 2001 also set a new single-season record. Meanwhile, Bonds’ batting averages of .370 in 2002 and .362 in 2004 earned him the only two batting titles of his career. He also earned All-Star, Silver Slugger, and N.L. MVP honors all four years.

Bonds’s incredible performance over the course of those four seasons prompted several notable baseball people to sing his praises. Giants shortstop Rich Aurilia commented, “The rest of us play in the major leagues. He’s at another level.” Teammate Benito Santiago added, “The rest of us should spend all of our time in the dugout bowing to him.”

Hall of Fame pitcher Greg Maddux suggested, “You walk Barry. Just walk him.” He then added, “He’s always been the best player in the game. Is he the best ever? What do I know? I only know what happened in the nineties. He’s always been a complete player. He didn’t have to hit 30 extra home runs to convince me of that.”

Dodgers Manager Jim Tracy noted, “He’s beginning to make a case for himself as arguably being maybe the greatest player to ever play the game.” Florida Marlins skipper Jack McKeon expressed even more conviction on the matter, stating, “You can’t tell me the Babe was any better than this guy. You can’t tell me this guy isn’t the best player in the history of the game.”

Bonds never again posted such outlandish numbers for the Giants. After missing virtually all of the 2005 campaign with injuries, he totaled just 54 homers over the course of the next two seasons. However, during that time he established himself as MLB’s all-time leader in home runs, bases on balls, and intentional bases on balls. After the Giants chose not to re-sign him when he became a free agent at the end of the 2007 season, no other team elected to pursue him, leaving the 43-year-old slugger no choice but to retire. In addition to ending his playing career with more home runs (762), walks (2,558), and intentional walks (688) than any other player in baseball history, Bonds posted a lifetime batting average of .298, amassed 2,935 hits, 77 triples, 601 doubles, and 514 stolen bases, and finished among the all-time leaders with 1,996 RBIs (4th), 2,227 runs scored (3rd), 5,976 total bases (4th), a .444 on-base percentage (6th), a .607 slugging percentage (5th), and a 1.051 OPS (4th). During his time in San Francisco, he hit 586 homers, knocked in 1,440 runs, scored 1,555 times, accumulated 1,951 hits, 41 triples, and 381 doubles, stole 263 bases, walked 1,947 times, batted .312, compiled an on-base percentage of .477, and posted a slugging percentage of .666. Bonds earned 12 of his 14 All-Star selections, two of his three Major League Player of the Year nominations, and five of his record seven MVP Awards while playing for the Giants.

Yet, in spite of his amazing list of accomplishments, Bonds has failed to gain induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame since his name first appeared on the list of eligible candidates in 2013 due to his involvement with steroids, which the 2006 book Game of Shadows described in detail. Written by Lance Williams and Mark Fainaru-Wada, the work alleges that Bonds enhanced his performance by using stanozolol and a host of other steroids that he received from his personal trainer, who worked for the Bay Area Laboratory Co-operative (BALCO)—a known provider of performance-enhancing drugs. Although Bonds initially declared his innocence, attributing his changed physique and increased power at the plate to a strict regimen of bodybuilding, diet, and legitimate supplements, it later surfaced that he admitted during 2003 grand jury testimony that Anderson supplied him with a clear substance and a cream that Bonds claimed he believed to be the nutritional supplement flaxseed oil and a rubbing balm for arthritis. Eventually indicted on four counts of perjury and one count of obstruction of justice, Bonds was convicted on April 13, 2011, on the obstruction of justice charge, for giving an evasive answer to a question under oath. However, after a three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit initially upheld the conviction, a larger panel of the court overturned it on April 22, 2015.

The question of how Bonds’s involvement with steroids impacts his place in history will have to be answered separately by each individual. There are those who have expressed the belief that they consider Bonds to be among the handful of greatest players of all time. Certainly, his teammates, peers, most members of the media, and the vast majority of Giants fans seemed to care little about his illicit activities as he continued to etch his name into the record books, with many of them declaring him to be the greatest player of all time. However, the feeling here is that more restraint needs to be shown before making such declarations. There is little doubt that Bonds was a truly great player, with or without steroids. Yet, it must be remembered that he failed to earn a spot on Baseball’s All-Century Team when the selections were announced in 1999. And, prior to the turn of the century, most baseball historians would have ranked him behind such all-time greats as Ruth, Mays, Aaron, Cobb, Wagner, Williams, Musial, and Gehrig. And many others would have placed Mantle, DiMaggio, and his contemporary, Ken Griffey Jr., ahead of him. All those factors must be considered when evaluating Bonds’s place among the baseball immortals.

Giant Career Highlights:

Best Season: Bonds posted extraordinary numbers from 2001 to 2004, a period during which he established himself as perhaps the greatest offensive threat in the history of the game. Particularly dominant in 2001 and 2004, Bonds set new single-season MLB records for most home runs (73) and highest slugging percentage (.863) in the first of those campaigns. He also drove in a career-high 137 runs, scored 129 times, batted .328, amassed a career-best 411 total bases, and led the league with 177 walks, a .515 on-base percentage, and a 1.379 OPS. Three years later, Bonds homered 45 times in only 373 official at-bats, knocked in 101 runs, again scored 129 times, and topped the Senior Circuit with a .362 batting average, an .812 slugging percentage, 232 walks, a .609 on-base percentage, and an OPS of 1.422, establishing new major-league marks in each of the last three categories. He also amazingly struck out just 41 times, becoming in the process one of the few players in history to accumulate more home runs than strikeouts in a season.
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