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“I wish Ryan and Kevin would have written a book like this back when I was playing. There is stuff in here about my career I didn’t even know! The stats and stories in this book are really eye-opening.”
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FOREWORD
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Wade Boggs played the game the right way. His skillset was often underappreciated throughout his career, as he caught the reputation as a Punch-and-Judy singles hitter—but he was so much more than that.

Wins above replacement (WAR), which is relied upon heavily today to measure a player’s overall contribution to his team, can only be applied to Wade’s career in retrospect. But when looking back on his prime seasons through sabermetric glasses, we can deduce that he was one of baseball’s most valuable players. He led American League position players in WAR in 1986, 1987, and 1988 and was second in both 1983, 1985, and 1989. Despite this, he never received a single first-place MVP vote.

Sabermetrics aside, Boggs was a decisive table setter for the Red Sox throughout his Boston tenure (1982–92), during which he maintained an on-base percentage of .428—besting the American League’s cumulative OBP by 100 points (.328). He reached base a major-league–best 3,124 times during that same period—381 more than fellow Hall of Famer Tim Raines, who was second—and garnering a mere 470 strikeouts, which ranked 158th most.

Boggs’s ability to get on base was emphasized by his ability to hit for a high average. In fact, in just his 58th career MLB at-bat (65th overall plate appearance), he singled to center field off the Tigers’ Milt Wilcox, raising his lifetime batting average to .328—a clip he’d never drop below, all the way through to his final big league appearance with Tampa Bay on August 27, 1999.

Unlike Boston’s greatest folk hero, Ted Williams, Boggs never batted .400 in a season; however, during his 162-game peak—from June 9, 1985 to June 6, 1986—he maintained a splendid .401 batting average.

Batting average—long used as the key measurement of a player’s success at the plate—is now merely a supporting statistic. Boggs played ahead of his time; he knew that getting on base was what mattered most. His new-school approach yielded a .415 on-base percentage, 16th best in baseball history among players with at least 7,000 plate appearances. That’s not to say that Boggs’s “classic” stats aren’t equally as impressive; he would have to return to baseball and go 0-for-854 for his career batting average to officially dip below .300.

In 2016, the Boston Red Sox retired No. 26 forever. What an honor, to have my number up there in right field at Fenway Park with some of the greatest to ever wear the uniform!

It’s another tremendously satisfying reward for all the hard work and dedication I put into the game throughout my life. I like to think I played the game the right way.

Pete Rose was one of my favorite players growing up, and very well might be the poster boy for leaving it all out on the field. That “Charlie Hustle” persona rubbed off on me, and is everything I preach to the kids I coach at Wharton High School in Florida. Maximum effort and hustle on every play are two things that require zero athletic ability. That’s the kind of ballplayer I’ve enjoyed watching, and that’s something I hope to instill in the next generation of players, from Little League on up.

When I played, I always had a plan and tried my best. Statistics weren’t at the forefront of my mind, but I knew the stats would be there, if I did my job. Now, more than ever, baseball stats are celebrated and studied in a way that I think really honors the nuances of the game, and the little things that players, past and present, contribute to win games, and ultimately, the World Series.

I wish we had been able to bring home a World Series trophy for Boston during my tenure. Winning one with the Yankees in 1996 probably lost me a few fans, but I truly never wanted to leave Boston in the first place. Jean Yawkey, Sox owner during my career, had hopes that I’d retire a Red Sox, with the likes of Ted Williams and Carl Yastrzemski, and I was thrilled at the thought. Sadly, Mrs. Yawkey, my biggest fan, passed away in 1992, and the front office simply didn’t offer me a contract when I was granted free agency shortly thereafter. But I’m proud of what I accomplished in Boston … and the same goes for New York, and Tampa Bay, where I still live.

Moneyball, and Billy Beane’s philosophies chronicled within, really ushered in a newfound respect for the art of getting on base by any means necessary. I was “Billy Ball” before “Billy Ball.” I had a job to do—setting the table for my teammates to knock in some runs. And getting on base 300 times a year was my goal, and my job. Today, that style is celebrated probably more than ever.

Mike Trout, for instance. He’s an outstanding example of a player that plays hard and does all the little things on the stat sheet to help his team win. And fans really understand and appreciate everything he does. He’s doing a heck of a job against pitchers today that seem to throw harder than ever before. Facing a guy like Aroldis Chapman, who throws impossible heat, has to be nerve-racking, but I’m sure he loves the challenge. I would revel in it.

That’s the thing I miss most about playing—the one-on-one battle. That adrenaline rush in the batter’s box was my favorite thing, and it’s something I just can’t get from watching on TV or in the stands. But, it’s still exciting to see it in others. Unlike any other competition, there’s a chance for history to be made every single day in baseball. The competition, and the history of it all, hooked me when I was young, and it’s something that continues to drive my love of the game today.

This book celebrates a lot of that history. There are great stories in here, past and present, all told from a statistical standpoint—a fresh point of view on some of the best players and moments in baseball history. There is no stat for hustle and effort, but I’m sure either Ryan Spaeder or Kevin Reavy is somewhere in a lab right now testing out equations and theories to cook one up!

Baseball is a cool, fun game, in which a lot of cool, fun things have happened. You’ll read a lot of that stuff in this book. The authors are big-time baseball fans, and that’s the audience I played to. You guys—the fans—made my career.

My hope is that you’ll find this plays to you as well. The authors’ sole intentions were to put together a fun read, celebrating baseball’s history and traditions through stats, and I think they did it the right way.

—Wade Boggs
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Wade Boggs, warming up at Baltimore’s Memorial Stadium in 1988. (Ted Straub)





FOREWORD II
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I came up in baseball during the age of analytics. The availability of all this analytical information allows us to separate players who are dominant from players who are average, or below average. Any pitcher can hide behind a great offense, or a great defense, and collect a bunch of wins—you can’t hide behind WHIP, FIP, SO/9, and groundball percentage. These are markers that are able to really prove, on an advanced level, the talent a pitcher might truly possess. That’s the goal, whether you’re a Major League Baseball GM, fantasy player, or casual fan. You want to have the most accurate information on player value. This kind of stuff wasn’t around for most of MLB history, and because of that, players were routinely over- and under-valued.

Even from a player standpoint, if a pitcher is just paying attention to his win-loss total and ERA, he’s going to reach a point where his luck is going to run out. When he stops getting six runs of support per outing and line drive double plays with the bases loaded, the losses will pile up and his ERA will soar. But, he’s not going to know how to fix it because his attention was focused only on the most basic information. Wins and ERA tell you the result, but not really how things happened, and how things change.

In 2018, I had an outing against the Royals in which Salvador Perez hit a soft fly ball to right. Typically, our right fielder, Josh Reddick, would catch such a ball, 100% of the time. Nevertheless, Josh had been shifted so far into right-center field that the ball just fell in for a hit. Two batters later, Alex Gordon got a broken bat single with two outs. The next batter, Hunter Dozier, hit a three-run homer off me. And those were the only runs they scored all game. Sure, I could have made a better pitch to Dozier, but if I’m going to look at that inning analytically, there were a lot more positives than the three hits and three runs would have you believe. Although I didn’t get the win, I still feel like I pitched six strong innings, and the data backed that up. Our team pulled out the “W” in the end, 4–3, and though my ERA sat at 4.50 for the game, I feel as though my 2.54 xFIP better represents my effort. Another example of this is my July 29th outing again Texas in which I had a 5.06 ERA, but a -0.96 FIP and a -0.03 xFIP! Sometimes, it is a game of luck.

Speaking of the shift—in the Royals’ case, it didn’t benefit me, with that fly ball to right field. But, that doesn’t mean I’m against shifting. The shift, love it or hate it, is a great example of baseball embracing data analytics to get a better result. One thing I’ve learned is that the shift will get almost no credit when it works, but will get crushed when it fails. While some people want to get rid of it, I think we can do a much better job of using it to our advantage. Personally, it has cost me more than it’s given me over the years. Teams right now are using generalized stats and information—they’re putting a guy like me, with my unique skill set, in the same category as someone else, who may throw entirely different pitches at entirely different velocities. There’s nothing wrong with either pitching style, but the differences change the timing, and the batter’s plan, which in turn will affect the outcome. So, if I’m going to get shifted, I want as much information laid out as possible that shows a particular batter’s success against pitchers like me, or pitchers that throw pitches similar to the ones I throw. The problem with that is that every pitcher is unique. It’s hard to gather enough general data on where to shift fielders at a particular time against me when I’m the only pitcher in baseball that throws exactly like me. All that means is that there are opportunities to improve it.

We can and should hand-craft the shift to each pitcher’s repertoire. Does that mean it will take more research, and more man hours? Sure. But, it’s worth it to get it right. Putting defenders where the ball is going to be is a good thing! With TrackMan Baseball’s pitch evaluation, we can gather enough information on each of my pitches—trajectory, spin, velocity, how close it’s released from home plate—and find someone else who throws a similar-enough pitch. If there’s enough information there for those particular pitches against specific batters to warrant a shift, it makes perfect sense. Just, from a pitcher’s standpoint, it can be frustrating when the pitch you want to throw in a specific situation doesn’t really align with the defensive positioning. The shift has only really been around a couple of years, though, so it still has to evolve—like all stats and analytics have over the years. One of the great things about this book is that it uses some of those tools to give a fresh perspective on players from the past who never got their due credit because people didn’t know what to look for.

Guys like Miguel Cabrera, Bryce Harper, and Mike Trout would have gotten called up immediately 100 years ago, 50 years ago, 20 years ago, or today, at the age of 19 or 20, because they are just really special players. No amount of advanced analytics would matter because the eye test and the basic stats tell you all you need to know.

On the other hand, the reliance on analytics helps to bring in guys like my teammate Tony Kemp, who, in terms of size maybe at first glance doesn’t look like a big leaguer. Despite tremendous ability, he didn’t get a shot in the majors until his age 24 season—same as Wade Boggs. But when you give these guys an opportunity, and watch them play every day, with the benefit of the information we have now… you start to understand that these guys belong, and there’s so much more to being a big league ball player than eye-test stuff and basic stats. The lack of more nuanced information is the reason Boggs—one of the greatest hitters ever—didn’t get a shot for so long. Analytics give guys like Kemp and Jose Altuve a chance to show what they can do when, 20 years ago, they might have had to wait it out for a lot longer in the minors, like Boggs had to. If Boggs played today, he’d get called up from the get-go and be in the running for MVP every single year. Analytics highlight the seemingly smaller things that might make all the difference.

During our World Series run in 2017, it seemed like a million little things went our way, and we came through when we had to, winning one of the best World Series in recent memory, by the tightest of margins. It really is a game of inches, and all the data you get before, during, and after the game can give you the edge you need when one pitch could be the difference between winning and losing. It’s so hard to repeat in baseball because there is so much information to consider, and then it all comes down to execution. Throughout the playoffs in 2017, we felt like we constantly had our backs against the wall. Thankfully, we were prepared and we executed; but if a few key plays didn’t go our way, it could have turned out differently. In 2018, we could have been in the World Series again—and maybe the Red Sox were just a better team—but it seemed like, that time, the ball was bouncing their way, not ours. And because analytics can make all the difference, every team in baseball has fully bought in. They have to, to win.

It seems like, nowadays, probably 95 percent of players are studying things like TrackMan and looking at launch angles, spin rate, groundball rate, etc. These weren’t conversations that took place two decades ago—it was all about, “do you throw hard and/or hit the ball far?” Kids are being exposed to it at an early age now, and that’ s a good thing.

For me, this book and some of the stats and information in it, continues to open my eyes. I think the fans are drawn to it for the same reason—we are all passionate about baseball, past and present. It puts into perspective how great some of these players were, in ways we maybe hadn’t considered before, with numbers. Ryan will send me crazy stats all the time. It’s great because it helps us appreciate players from baseball’s past, through analytics. It helps us understand why this numbers game is so important—not just to evaluate players now and the ones coming up, but to also give due credit to the greats that have come and gone. I think what Ryan and Kevin are doing is a little bit groundbreaking, as far as giving people one source to be able to discover all these cool stats, stories, and perspectives that we are really just now beginning to understand.

—Lance McCullers Jr., 2017 World Series Game 3 Winner
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MLB greats, past and present: Wade Boggs (right) and Lance McCullers Jr. (Lance McCullers Jr.)






INTRODUCTION
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Baseball can be romanticized in any number of ways. As America’s pastime and sporting tradition since the mid-1800s, the game offers sights, sounds, and smells that are deeply entrenched in our culture and personal lives.

For some, the experience may be less visceral.

Just as a computer programmer lives and breathes the binary 1s and 0s, and http gigabyte gobbledygook that operate in anonymity within a quarter-inch thick tablet computer, we obsess over baseball statistics. Stats give the game historical context, and measurables for past, present, and predictive analysis. The numbers may not always be what we see and experience at the ballpark, or through our television screen, but one thing is certainly true: stats tell stories.

In 2000, Pedro Martinez tied for just the eighth-highest win total in baseball. Dig deeper and the numbers tell us that, if Martinez had been charged a run for every time he walked or hit a batter on the season (46 times total), he would still have the lowest ERA in the league.

Sure, the Los Angeles Angels won the American League Rookie of the Year Award by putting up great statistics both as a batter and a pitcher in 2018, but did you know that he was the first player with double-digit home runs and victories on the mound in a season since Babe Ruth in 1921? That’s a fun story.


Those are the kinds of stories we tell in this book—through stats.

America’s fascination with baseball stats gave birth to fantasy sports, exciting home run chases, and thrilling pilgrimages to Cooperstown, New York, to visit the Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum—a building built on the historical records and statistical achievements of the game’s greatest players. The numbers are a very critical part of the story.

We scoured the records for untold tales, and looked at familiar ones from new statistical contexts. There’s a monstrous pile of data and satiating sabermetric goodies in this book, if that’s what you’re into. But also, there are some really incredible stories.


STATS INCREDIBLE!

Every team chapter in the book ends with a collection of some of our favorite stats pertaining to that team, labeled, “Stats Incredible!” You can shoot to those sections for quickhit stats, or just dive into the whole thing.

Overall, you’ll find a brief team history for each franchise, along with a few subsections, with stats on some of their greatest players, moments, and achievements.

*If you see a stat you don’t know or understand, don’t freak out. Check the glossary of terms in the back of the book.








I. AMERICAN LEAGUE







AMERICAN LEAGUE EAST
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BALTIMORE ORIOLES

Est. 1901

The Orioles were victorious over the Twins in their 2018 opener, besting Minnesota, 3–2, in extra innings on a walkoff home run by Adam Jones in the bottom of the 11th inning—making Baltimore the first team in baseball history with a walk-off win in three consecutive season-opening games.

The Baltimore Orioles are a storied franchise, but a complicated one. The original eight American League teams in 1901 featured a Baltimore Orioles, but not the Baltimore Orioles we know today. The modern O’s squad is a descendant of the original Milwaukee Brewers of 1901, but not the Milwaukee Brewers we know today. Get it?

Deep breath …

The O’s of today began as the Milwaukee Brewers in the American League’s eight-team formation in 1901. One of the other eight was the Baltimore Orioles, but that franchise folded, opening a spot for the New York Highlanders, which would be renamed the Yankees we know today, ten years later. The Brewers moved from Milwaukee to Missouri in 1902 and became the St. Louis Browns. Fast forward 52 years, when the team was sold and moved to Baltimore, where the current Orioles started fresh and still reside. Ultimately, the team originally known as the Brewers became the Browns and finally the Orioles in less than 55 years.

The modern O’s may prefer to promote their Hall of Fame Baltimore brethren of Cal Ripken Jr., Jim Palmer, Frank Robinson, et al, but that half-century in St. Louis is impossible to ignore.

St. Louis Browns

Third baseman Scott Rolen, upon being traded to the St. Louis Cardinals in 2002, remarked that he felt as though he had “died and gone to baseball heaven.” Surely, the city today regards its lone baseball team as divine, stuffing the Busch Stadium cathedral to capacity with regularity. But perhaps the greatest example of St. Louis’s reputation as a historically great baseball town is how the fans wrapped their arms around the Browns—a historically dreadful franchise.
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The 1915 St. Louis Browns, managed by Dodgers front-office legend Branch Rickey (suited). (Author unknown; PD)

After their first season in Missouri in 1902, the Browns finished second in the eight-team American League (78–58), but would fail to finish higher than fourth for the following 18 seasons. The NL Cardinals were having a rough couple of decades themselves, with just two third-place finishes over the same span. The early part of baseball’s Modern Era would seem to paint a particularly hellish picture of the situation in St. Louis, but the fans persevered.

One of the few true gems of the Browns franchise was first baseman George Sisler, who ranks among the greatest pure hitters in baseball history, and was a true one-man show for the club.

In 1920, Sisler had 240 runs produced, accounting for 30.11 percent of his team’s scoring that season—and the Browns finished third in the league in runs (797).

Sisler’s greatest campaign was his 1922 MVP season, in which he led the league in batting average (.420), hits (246), runs (134), and stolen bases (51). He had more than twice as many games with three hits or more (36) as no-hit games (17). His .420 clip is good for third highest during the Modern Era of baseball (since 1901) and second highest during the Live Ball Era (since 1920) only to the .424 posted by his roommate at Sportsman’s Park, Cards great Rogers Hornsby, in 1924.

Today, we wonder if there will ever be another .400 hitter. Tony Gwynn was the closest with the Padres in 1994 (.394). But from May 4, 1920 to April 17, 1924, spanning 425 games and parts of four MLB seasons, Sisler maintained a .402 average.


Zany owner Bill Veeck purchased the Browns in 1951 and immediately set his sights on making the Browns the top show in town, by any means necessary.

He famously signed Eddie Gaedel, a 3-foot-7 dwarf with the jersey number “1/8”, and actually put him into a game to pinch hit. Gaedel’s microscopic strike zone aided the inevitable walk, and pushed Major League Baseball toward a void of his contract the following day, instilling new discretionary disqualification rules based on height.

Veeck’s fan-friendly style was a big hit. He signed former Cards greats to work for the team and generated a dizzying array of promotions to keep interest high. He even once allowed fans to pick a lineup and vote on managerial decisions during a game. It was all part of his master plan to drive the Cardinals out of town and lay sole claim to St. Louis and its fans.

And he would have gotten away with it too, if it weren’t for those meddling Brew makers …

Browns Out, Baltimore-Bound

In 1953, the Cardinals were sold to the local Anheuser-Busch brewery with the intent of staying put and having significant financial backing to do so.

Veeck could no longer compete, so he sold the stadium to the Cards and the Browns to Clarence Miles, and the Miles group moved the team to Baltimore. Success would soon follow.

Since the move, the Orioles did what the Browns couldn’t in St. Louis—win the World Series. The Orioles won it all three times (1966, 1970, 1983), totaling exactly one more championship than the Philadelphia Phillies (established in 1883) have to date.

Jim Palmer, who tossed a Live Ball era record 11 shutouts in which he allowed three or fewer baserunners, played on all three of Baltimore’s championship teams. The owner of three Cy Young Awards over the span of four seasons (1973–76), he might be one of the most underappreciated hurlers of all time.

He ruled the 1970s, leading the decade in both ERA (2.58) and wins (186). Over the past 100 seasons, no other American League pitcher has had more sub-2.50 ERA seasons than Palmer.

Palmer also led the famed 1971 rotation that featured four 20-game winners. With Dave McNally, Pat Dobson, and Mike Cuellar, the quartet totaled 81 wins and registered a 1.131 WHIP, the best in baseball’s Live Ball Era (1920–present).

Palmer was “the man” in the early years of Baltimore baseball, but the “Iron Man” would eventually unseat him as the face of the franchise.

Cal Ripken Jr.

Ripken was a revolutionary shortstop, bringing unheard-of offensive production to a predominantly defensive position.
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Cal Ripken Sr. & Jr. during Junior’s 1982 Rookie of the Year season. (Baltimore Orioles / MLB)


He holds the AL record for All-Star appearances (19), making every squad from his second full season in the majors until his last. For traditionalists, he ranks first in home runs (345) and RBIs (1,328) in history among shortstops; for the more modern, sabermetric-minded fan, he is tied with Honus Wagner for most 10-plus WAR seasons at shortstop (two). Overall, Ripken is one of just a dozen players in history to have multiple seasons with 10 or more WAR—Tony Gwynn, his Hall of Fame contemporary, did not have a single season with even 9.0 WAR.

While Derek Jeter gets a lot of credit these days as one of the greatest Yankees and maybe the best shortstop in the game’s history, consider this:

In terms of WAR, one full season played by Ripken (162 games) is worth nearly 197 games played by Derek Jeter. Sure, Jeter could return to baseball, have an 0-for-1,376 skid, and still not see his career batting average fall below Ripken’s, but the overall game—specifically when looking at the numbers beyond their baseball cards—sways decidedly in Ripken’s favor.

Ripken had 180.7 career DRS (Defensive Runs Saved), 11th most overall and third among shortstops, while Jeter ranks last with -243.3. Amazingly, he won just two Gold Glove awards to Jeter’s five. One of Ripken’s non-wins is considered one of the greatest fielding seasons ever, as he committed just three errors in 680 chances, tallying 22.0 DRS, playing, of course, every game in 1990. But shortstops were supposed to be short, quick fellas named “Pee Wee,” and Ripken was tall, strong, and slowed by all that iron.

Famously, Ripken earned the “Iron Man” moniker, playing in 2,632 straight games. Only 38 players in the game’s history have played 2,632 games total.


The Human Vacuum Cleaner

Eighteen-year-old Brooks Robinson debuted for the Orioles in 1955 and retired as an Oriole at age forty in 1977. He’s tied with Carl Yastrzemski (Boston Red Sox) as the longest-tenured single-franchise player in MLB history (23 seasons).

The slick-fielding third baseman won a Gold Glove every season during a 16-year stretch, from 1960–1975. During that time, he was selected to 15 All-Star games, and received MVP votes 12 times, winning the AL honor in 1964.

He tallied 13 seasons with at least a dozen DRS, most all time and two more than The Wizard himself, Hall of Famer Ozzie Smith, who ranks second. Robinson’s 293.1 total DRS ranks first among all players in baseball history, 52.4 more than his under-appreciated teammate of 13 years, Mark Belanger, who is sandwiched between Robinson and Smith on the all-time leader list, though Belanger averaged nearly three more DRS-per-162 games played than Robinson.


STATS INCREDIBLE!

56: Brian Roberts’s total doubles in 2009, the single-season record for a switch hitter. José Ramírez (Cleveland Indians) tied the record in 2017.

5: Postseason RBIs by Dave McNally in 1970. Ranks him tops (with Kerry Wood, 2003) among pitchers for a single postseason.

.332: Roberto Alomar’s home-field batting average at the O’s Camden Yards, the highest mark in park history. Alomar also owns the top OBP (.400) and OPS (.907) there.


1.65: Zach Britton’s ERA in 2014, making him the first pitcher in franchise history with a sub-2.00 ERA, sub-1.000 WHIP, and 25+ saves. He repeated the feat in 2015 and then again in 2016.

31: Outfielder Brady Anderson’s stolen base total in 1994. He finished ninth in baseball in stolen bases, and tied for 208th in caught stealing (one).

58: Home runs hit by the 1986 St. Louis Cardinals. The 1987 Orioles hit 58 home runs just in May.

53: Home runs hit by O’s first baseman Chris Davis in 2013. The 1954 Orioles hit 52 home runs as a team.

61: Davis’s home run total over a 162-game span, from August 18, 2012 to August 23, 2013.

51: Davis’s age during the last year that he will receive a paycheck from the Orioles.

2,632: Cal Ripken Jr.’s “Iron Man” streak began on May 30, 1982 and ended on September 20, 1998. The day prior, Ripken did play, but missed the second of Baltimore’s twin bill, playing in the first. His Iron Man streak spanned 2,632 games and 5,957 days.

11.5: Ripken’s best single-season WAR, in 1991. Babe Ruth had an 11.5 WAR in 1926, hitting .372 with 47 home runs and 153 RBIs.

.520: Outfielder Mark Devereaux’s batting average with the bases loaded in 1992, collecting 38 RBIs.

10.69: ERA of O’s starter Brian Matusz in 2011. It is the highest single-season ERA ever recorded (40 innings minimum).


3: The number of players in baseball history with at least 2,000 hits, 200 home runs, and 200 DRS: Brooks Robinson, Roberto Clemente, and Adrian Beltre.

3x3: On August 7, 2016, Manny Machado became the first player to homer in each of the first three innings of a game since Carl Reynolds (Chicago White Sox) on July 2, 1930.

4: On May 8, 2018, Dylan Bundy became the first starting pitcher ever to allow at least four home runs without recording an out.
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Longtime Oriole Chris Davis conversing with eventual Boston Red Sox World Series MVP Steve Pearce at Oriole Park at Camden Yards in August 2018. (Keith Allison, CC BY-SA 2.0 [https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0], via Flickr)
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BOSTON RED SOX

Est. 1901

Pedro Martinez had a 228 ERA+ from 1999 to 2003. His ERA+ over that five-year span tops the career-bests of Roger Clemens (226 ERA+ in 2005), Cy Young (219, 1901), Randy Johnson (197, 1997), Clayton Kershaw (197, 2014), and Nolan Ryan (195, 1981), to name a few.

Two thousand and eighteen World Series champions!

Red Sox franchise history is quite remarkable. An 86-year championship drought, from 1918 to 2004, defined who they were—a cursed team with a seemingly inescapable impediment to glory. It was illogical, but consistent for almost a century. Since 2004, their story—not unlike certain time-specific statistical baseball books—has been drastically updated.

The drought lasted about seven years longer than current American life expectancy estimates (78.8). With four championships over the last 15 years, there’s now an entire generation of kids—and adults!—that have no significant personal perception of the Red Sox as anything other than a perennial winner. That’s quite a shift, but this kind of success is actually nothing new for the 118-year-old club.

The Boston Red Sox, established in 1901, weren’t always the “Red Sox,” nor did they always wear red socks.


More recently, the Sox have won four World Series in 15 years from 2004–2018 (2004, 2007, 2013, 2018), making the playoffs nine times in that span. They won a franchise-record 108 games in 2018. Famously, however, the Sox have not always had the ball bounce their way.

In 1918, Babe Ruth was ninth in the league in ERA (2.22), and second in WHIP (1.046), while also leading all of baseball in home runs (11). He had 170 Ks in 1916 without giving up a single home run, which is still a franchise record.
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Ace pitcher Babe Ruth, warming up for the Red Sox (between 1914 and ’19). (Frances P. Burke)

In 1917, Ruth led the league in complete games, going 24–13 with a 2.01 ERA. Ty Cobb, during the only season in which he led the majors in at-bats (588), struck out 34 times; 11.8 percent of those came from pitches thrown by the Great Bambino.


This was the guy Boston traded to the rival Yankees for $100,000 in 1919. Boston had won three of the previous four World Series with Ruth on the roster, while the Yanks were still searching for their first World Series victory.

In 2004, when Boston lifted “The Curse of the Bambino” by finally winning another championship, New York had twenty-six under its belt.

Cy Young

Cy Young (SP, 1901–08), in his day, was perhaps the game’s greatest pitcher. Since he has been immortalized beyond even Cooperstown, as the namesake of Major League Baseball’s award for each league’s top arm. The name “Cy Young” is alive and well, but is most routinely associated with the accomplishments of other players.

Lest we forget—

Young joined the upstart American League and Boston Americans in 1901 with a stellar reputation, racking up 286 wins in just 11 seasons with Cleveland and St. Louis in the National League. He led the league in victories his first three seasons with Boston, and averaged 24 wins, with a 2.00 ERA during his eight-year stint with the team. His ERA was over a full run higher in the NL (3.06).

He had four seasons with at least 20 wins, a sub-2.00 ERA, and a sub-1.000 WHIP; only Walter Johnson had more (seven). Remarkably, he seemed to get much better with age, pitching a career-best 1.26 ERA at the age of forty-one in 1908. If he stopped pitching at the age of forty-three in 1910, he would have had an ERA below 2.00 (1.95) through 1,100 innings in his forties. Still, his 2.14 ERA as a quadragenarian is an MLB record (200 IP minimum), which he shares with Eddie Plank. Consider—when Young was born in 1867, life expectancy was around 40 years!

The Cyclone had uncanny control of his craft, and remains the only pitcher in baseball history to throw consecutive seasons with 200+ strikeouts and 30 or fewer walks (1904–05). In fact, only Roy Halladay (2010), Cliff Lee (2012), and Clayton Kershaw (2017) have done it in a single season since.

Ted Williams

Teddy Ballgame was a baseball savant long before Daren Willman was born. He hit 521 home runs, with a .344 career average, despite missing three full seasons to serve in World War II, and nearly two more to the Korean War. He famously batted .406 in 1941, won the Triple Crown in 1942 (.356, 36 HRs, 137 RBIs), served in the Marine Corps, was named MVP his very first season back in 1946, and then won another Triple Crown in 1947.

[image: images]

Teddy Ballgame being sworn in to the US Navy—May 22, 1942. (PD-USGOV-MILITARY-MARINES)

[H-E-R-O: During the Korean War, Williams flew 39 combat missions. He was struck by enemy fire on three different occasions, and was awarded three air medals … and, yeah, he also played 43 games for the Sox, batting .406/.508/.901.]


Ruth once remarked to Williams that he hoped the Splendid Splinter would make a run at his career home run record. Henry Aaron eventually became the man to do it, and it’s odd that Williams (1939) and Aaron (1954) both share the anniversary of their first home run—April 23.

Aaron’s 755 home runs may have dwarfed Wiliams’s total, but if every one of Teddy’s home runs (521), and doubles (525) were changed to strikeouts, his career on-base percentage (OBP) would still be 0.00087 higher than Aaron’s.

His .450 career OBP against the Chicago White Sox was his worst against any other team, but is still higher than the OBP of baseball’s current all-time home run champion, Barry Bonds (.444).

Williams also had five seasons in which he had at least 100 more walks than strikeouts. Bonds had two such seasons, while the Great Bambino had nary a single one.

There have only been 19 separate .500+ OBP seasons in baseball history, yet Williams averaged a .505 mark from 1941–49. Here is a breakdown of his OBP in select 162-game stretches:

First 162 games: .435

Worst 162 games: .404*

Best 162 games: .549

Last 162 games: .442

*Hall of Famers Cal Ripken Jr., Dave Winfield, Ernie Banks, Yogi Berra, and Jim Rice, among them, never once registered a single .404-or-higher OBP season.

In Williams’s final season in 1960, he compiled an OPS+ of 190, at the age of forty-two. In 2013, thirty-year-old Miguel Cabrera had a career-high 190+ and won the AL MVP.

Williams batted an impressive .361 at Fenway Park, but he’s not the park’s all-time leader. That honor, at .369, belongs to …


Wade Boggs

Wade Boggs (3B, 1982–92) hit .338 in eleven seasons with Boston, winning five batting titles—four of which were consecutive, from 1985–88. But whether he got his bat on the ball or not, Boggs was simply one of the best ever at getting on base. Some facts and figures about Boggs that support this assertion:

• He led the American League for five straight seasons in on-base percentage, from 1985–89.

• He led all of baseball in times he reached base safely for seven straight seasons, from 1983–89.

• His .463 OBP from 1986–88 is the same as Joe DiMaggio’s OBP during his famous 56-game hit streak in 1941.

• In games in which Boggs had at least one strikeout, his OBP was still .341. Cal Ripken Jr. had a .340 OBP for his entire career.

• He’s the only player in history to have four straight seasons with at least 200 hits and 100 walks (1986–89).

• He had four seasons with at least 200 hits, including 50+ for extra bases, and 100+ walks. Babe Ruth had only three such seasons.

• Roger Maris had a 167 OPS+ the year he hit 61 home runs in 1961. In 1988, Boggs hit just five home runs and had a 168 OPS+.

• He had two seasons with at least 150 singles, 50 extra-base hits, and 100 walks. Every other player in history, combined? Zero.

• Boggs reached base safely in 152 games in 1985—most in a season in baseball history.

Perhaps the ultimate sign of respect for the scrappy hitter: Boggs led the league in intentional walks for six straight years, from 1987–92. He totaled just 53 home runs during that span.


New Millennium, New Results

The Sox have completely shed their reputation as the hard-luck loser, which hung like a fog over the franchise after Ruth’s departure.

Boston is the first and only team to successfully come back from an 0–3 deficit in a playoff series, discarding the rival Yankees in a dramatic 2004 ALCS. They rode the high to a quick victory over the St. Louis Cardinals in the World Series, and suddenly the hex was gone.

Future Hall of Famer Curt Schilling (P, 2004–07) was a big part of the solution, going 21–6 with a 3.26 ERA in 2004 and finishing as runner-up for the AL Cy Young. He faced 910 batters that season and got ahead in the count 0–2 against 240 of them without surrendering a single walk. He averaged a 4.383 strikeout-to-walk ratio over his 20-year MLB career, second only to Tommy Bond (5.036 K/BB), who last pitched in 1884—during a time when as many as nine balls were required for a walk—among pitchers with at least 1,500 innings pitched.

Schilling is probably best remembered as a gamer, as evidenced by his career +4.092 WPA (Win Probability Added) in the postseason, the highest ever for a starting pitcher. He was instrumental in two of Boston’s championship runs (2004, 2007), compiling a 2–0 record, with a 0.79 ERA in World Series starts for the Sox.

One of his predecessors, Pedro Martinez (P, 1998–2004), was 16–9 with a 3.90 ERA in ’04, but he was much, much better than that overall during his Red Sox career. In his five seasons prior, Martinez was a combined 82–21 with an ERA of just 2.10. He had four qualified seasons during that stretch with an ERA below 2.30, and had five such seasons total throughout his career. No other pitcher since 1915 has had more.

In 1999, he faced 314 batters with runners on base, and did not allow a single home run to any of them. The following season, Pedro tossed an AL-best 1.74 ERA that was a ridiculous 35.4 percent of the league average. He would have still led the league in ERA if his ERA were doubled.

Pedro was a first-ballot election to the Hall of Fame in 2015, and it was a no-brainer. The 1999 Triple Crown winner (23 Ws/ 2.07 ERA/ 313 Ks) had a 2.20 ERA through seven straight seasons, from 1997–2003. Hall of Famers Nolan Ryan, Bob Feller, Warren Spahn, Lefty Grove, and Phil Niekro all only had just one season in their careers with an ERA that low.

On the offensive side, David Ortiz (DH, 2003–16) was a mainstay at first base/DH for the Sox. He earned All-Star and Silver Slugger honors in three of Boston’s championship seasons (2004, 2007, 2013).

Big Papi, after a 38-homer campaign in 2016, had ten career 30-home run seasons (all with Boston), two more than Ted Williams (eight). He is the all-time leader among DHs in home runs (485) and slugging percentage (.559). However, the 2013 World Series MVP seemed to make his greatest contributions on the game’s biggest stage.

Ortiz compiled a career slash line of .455/.576/.795 in World Series play, the best batting average, on-base percentage, and slugging percentage ever among players with at least 35 plate appearances.


STATS INCREDIBLE!

.304: Outfielder Carl Yastrzemski’s “diminutive” batting average over a six-year span in which he won three batting titles (1963–68).

12.5: Yastrzemski’s WAR in 1967, making him the only player not named Babe Ruth with a single-season position player WAR that high. He reached base 5,305 times in his career—more than the Babe, and fifth-most all-time.

.476: Boggs’s on-base percentage in 1988, the highest OBP by a player with single-digit home runs since Tris Speaker’s .483 (with 8 HRs) in 1920.

80%: The percentage of games in which Boggs reached base—according to his Hall of Fame plaque. This is an error. He reached base safely in 85.2 percent.

12: The Red Sox selected Nomar Garciaparra 12th overall in 1994. He accumulated a 44.2 WAR for his career, while selections 1–11 combined for just a 34.7.

.406: Ted Williams’s batting average in 1941, the last .400 batting average season in baseball. His 1.287 OPS that year was the highest in baseball history for a .400 season.

.1433: The differential of Williams’s 1941 batting average to the league average. This was the largest batting average differential during the Live Ball Era.

9: Home runs allowed by Pedro Martinez through 213⅓ innings in 1999. Each one was just a solo shot.

1942: The year shortstop Johnny Pesky led the AL in hits, as a rookie. He served three years in the Navy from 1943–45, and came back to lead the AL in hits in both 1946 and 1947.

13: The number of home runs hit by Babe Ruth in games he pitched from 1914–19. He surrendered just nine home runs in those games.


.00087: If all of Ted Williams’s 521 home runs and 525 doubles were outs, he would still have a .00087 higher on-base percentage than Henry Aaron.

.323: Red Sox Dom DiMaggio’s batting average at Fenway Park—higher than brother Joe DiMaggio’s average at Yankee Stadium (.315).

50/50: Red Sox center fielder Tris Speaker became the first player in baseball history with 50 doubles and 50 stolen bases in the same season in 1912. The only player to do it since was Craig Biggio in 1998.
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Boston Red Sox right fielder Mookie Betts, playing in the third full season of his career, high-fiving teammate first baseman Mitch Moreland during an April 2017 game against the Baltimore Orioles at Oriole Park at Camden Yards. (Keith Allison, CC BY-SA 2.0 [https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0], via Flickr)
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