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I dedicate this book to the 400-plus members of the Bluenose Bosox Brotherhood, an eclectic and informed group of Red Sox fans that recognizes no borders except foul lines, baselines, and outfield fences.

—Jim Prime

Dedicated to Red Sox fans worldwide. This has been quite a run, these past 15 years, hasn’t it?

—Bill Nowlin


Foreword by Fred Lynn

For much of the 1970s, the Boston Red Sox trio of Jim Rice, Fred Lynn, and Dwight Evans comprised the best outfield in baseball. Many Red Sox historians and longtime fans also consider it the best outfield in Red Sox history. Center fielder Fred Lynn, former collegiate star at the University of Southern California, was the anchor of that outfield. The stylish left-hander exploded onto the major-league scene in 1975 along with fellow “Gold Dust Twin” Jim Rice.

He had a smooth, sweet swing and a presence in the outfield that reminded many of the great DiMaggio—Dom or Joe, take your pick. In his debut season, the 6-foot-1, 185-pound Lynn captured Rookie-of-the Year honors, was named American League MVP, and won a Gold Glove for his play in center field. He won three more Gold Gloves during his time in Boston and led the American League in batting in 1979 with a .333 average. Lynn was named to the American League All-Star team every season from 1975 to 1980. For the Sox, he batted .308 with 124 homers before moving on to the California Angels.

Who better to critique the current Red Sox outfield of Andrew Benintendi, Jackie Bradley Jr., and Mookie Betts than this legend, one of the most popular players ever to perform at Fenway? In this foreword and throughout the book, Lynn provides insights into his own Red Sox experience and offers a position-by-position commentary on the offensive and defensive strengths of his own classic outfield—and how they match up with the young challengers known as the Killer B’s.

We call it the Big Stage, playing in New York, Philly, LA, and Boston. Some guys can play on the Big Stage and some can’t. The Red Sox outfield of Andrew Benintendi, Jackie Bradley Jr., and Mookie Betts belong on the Big Stage.

There are similarities between the Jim Rice-Fred Lynn-Dwight Evans outfield of the 1970s and the Killer B’s. We all arrived in the major leagues within a few years of each other and quickly became cohesive units. Like Jackie Jr., my counterpart in center field, I’d come from the college ranks. In fact, we are both USC alumni—for me, that stands for the University of Southern California; for him, the University of South Carolina. In left field, Benintendi is a compact, left-handed version of Jimmie. He’s smaller, shorter, but he’s got little Popeye arms, too. He’s got some sock and he’s got a short, compact swing—and he can go the other way pretty well. And in right field, both Dewey and Mookie can track down everything and get the ball back to the infield in a hurry. Both outfields had great confidence in their abilities and knew they could play in the majors from day one.

All three of the Killer B’s are well-grounded. They come from good families that will make sure they stay that way. It looks like they do things together away from the ballpark, which is really nice to see. Two of them were college players and all three have handled the media extremely well. When I played, the Boston media used to be tough, but the Red Sox have now won four World Series in this century, one of which these three guys helped make happen so the pressure is now off. The pressure now is to repeat, but that’s not the same thing as the pressure to win the first time. I mean, that’s totally different.

Our games in the ’70s were life and death every day. When we played the Yankees, there’d be 50 reporters in the locker room, either in New York or in Boston. You couldn’t even get in there, there were so many. In Boston, I learned you speak when you’re spoken to by the media and that’s it. Don’t volunteer anything. The middle ’70s in Boston were some pretty tough times for the city. The pressure was ratcheted up. It was intense, like the cities themselves. Busing was a huge issue at that time and it was a rougher town, with places like the Combat Zone. It was a little sketchy going into that neighborhood. Nowadays that area almost looks like Disneyland to me compared to what it was then. Different times.

These guys don’t feel the same kind of pressures today. They shouldn’t, anyway. They’ve done it. They’ve won. Everybody’s looking to knock them off now. People have to go through them to win the title.

Defensively, the biggest commonality about these guys is that all three can play center field. It gives them great flexibility, and to be honest it’s a big advantage. If one center fielder goes down and can’t play, they can fill it with a guy from either flank. That’s a luxury we didn’t have when we played together. I could play center, but with Jimmie and Dwight, that wasn’t going to happen.

These three all have speed and that’s why they can all play center. If you’re going to compare the two outfields, that’s where they are ahead of us: speed across the entire outfield. A pitcher’s best friend is a fast outfield, so the Red Sox pitchers must love these guys. It certainly helps them at Fenway, but it really helps them on the road where you get more symmetrical ballparks and speed is definitely in play.

As far as their overall defensive ability is concerned, oh boy! You’ve got two Gold Glovers in Betts and Bradley, and Benny was in the running for one in 2018 as well, so that speaks volumes. Jimmie, Dewey, and I played really well as a unit. We moved like we were playing zone defense in football. We moved as a unit—1, 2, and 3. We all knew where each other was going to be, we all knew the responsibilities, and that’s why we never ran into each other. We never fouled up, and I’m assuming these guys have that same kind of communication.

It’s a little bit different from when we played because there were no analytics involved back then. Basically, I was in charge of positioning the guys because I had the best view. Say we’re playing against Wade Boggs and I’m going to play in left-center and move Jimmie toward the line, I’ve got to bring Dwight over with me. If I move 20 feet, I’ve got to move Dwight 20 feet in order to cover that gap. So basically, we’re daring him to hit the ball down the right-field line, which he doesn’t want to do. So, you try to position yourself where he’s going to hit the ball and if he stings one, we’re going to get it. Try to make him do something he doesn’t want to do.

That’s what’s happening with the shift today. Guys don’t want to hit against the shift and they keep hitting balls hard, right to where the defensive guys are. As a center fielder, it was my job to figure out what was going on. A lot of times, we’d just play straightaway but if not, if I got to right-center, I pull Jimmie over with me and if I’m going to left-center, I pull Dwight with me. But we’d always talk about those things. Or I’d just whistle and they’d move. We just didn’t leave those gaping holes somewhere like major-league teams do now. Today, the analytics say the guy’s not going to hit it there. Well, my analytics are my eyes and sometimes I can see that the hitter’s locked in and my pitcher doesn’t have it that day. How do you figure all that out using a chart? There is some space for me with those kinds of numbers and I would look at them, but they’d never be etched in stone for me. And I doubt if they are for the B’s either. There’s so much information that these guys are given, I don’t know how much of that they’re using. Are they using their own senses? I think it’s probably a combination. You don’t become a Gold Glove-caliber outfielder just by using what clubs are giving you out of a book. That’s just not how it works.

I think these guys are pretty heady and I think they watch what the heck is going on. They’d have to because some of the plays they make—like Benny on that little sinking liner in Houston, he got a great jump on it and he committed to it. If he misses it, game’s over. If he catches it, game’s over. That’s the kind of commitment you want. They’re not afraid to take chances. It’s educated guessing, and they all get such a good jump. But when I see that kind of stuff, I know that it’s already been thought out. The ball’s hit—you go! You’ve got to assume the ball’s being hit to you on every pitch and that’s how you make those kinds of plays. Because if you don’t, you’re a glove behind and the ball bounces and goes by you and two runs score and the game’s over.

When I explain outfield defense to people, I call it a want-to position. You have to want to do it because it requires a lot of mental energy, especially the way I did it. So I’m in center and I’m literally moving. My feet are moving on every pitch. I already see where Pudge [catcher Carlton Fisk] is setting up and if he’s setting up inside and the guy throws it there, I’m already moving that way. So now the ball’s hit and I’m gone and again it’s my footwork. I don’t cross over. My feet open up because of those things I just described. I open up and I’m off. A lot of times before the guy has made his full swing, I’m already gone, anticipating where it’s going to go. In center you can see where the ball’s being pitched and you can lean that way, so I’m moving on every pitch. That takes energy, a lot of energy. I see guys today and when the pitch is thrown they’re just static, they’re not moving. See, that’s too long to wait. You’re not going to get the jump. When you play center, you’ve got tons of ground to cover so, as I say, that’s the want-to part.

When you play in the outfield together you form a bond. You pull for one another. A few years ago at the Red Sox Winter Weekend, we had a little symposium: the Killer B’s vs Jimmie, Dewey, and me. People were asking all kinds of questions, but I pulled Benny, Mookie, and Jackie off to the side to talk. I just wanted to see where they were coming from and I don’t talk to many outfielders that think like me, about the “want-to” part of being an outfielder—but these guys did. I said, “OK, that’s pretty cool. That’s really refreshing to hear.” These guys want to play defense and it shows. It really does.

I’ve always been a big proponent of the “defense wins championships” philosophy. Sure, you have to hit and you have to score runs, but you don’t have to score as many if you don’t give up as many. These guys can all throw well, too, just like my three guys. Like us, they seldom miss the cutoff guys or throw to the wrong base and we all had something on it because we could all throw. I think we have that edge on them as a group as far as arm strength goes, but there’s nothing they can’t do defensively. As a group, the only edge I’m giving them is speed. That’s it—but that’s a big one. If I was in spring training with them, I’d needle them about that too. I’d say, “If I had your speed, I’d catch every ball. The ball would never hit the ground.” You just never want to let them feel they’re doing everything perfectly.

If you’re going to compare these guys fairly with us, they’re still lacking in hitting. That’s where we have them so far. Hitting for average and for power. It’s still early in their careers, but Jimmie, Dwight, and I displayed those attributes very quickly. I hope it’s going to happen for them soon. Obviously, Mookie has had phenomenal back-to-back seasons at the plate. He’s a disciplined guy and he’s unique among today’s hitters in the way he approaches hitting. We always used to say: “Do what you do that got you here.” Don’t change unless there’s a crisis. Going into the 2019 season, Jackie has decided to make a significant swing change and an adjustment in his approach at the plate. Sometimes it’s a mental thing. These guys have all the physical tools, but the really good hitters are mentally higher up. They’ve figured things out and they just keep on going. Jackie has decided he needs an adjustment and that’s part of the process. Benintendi has also experienced some highs and lows offensively. When you go through the tough times, your guard goes up and you get a little tougher mentally and it’s not a bad thing sometimes, believe it or not. The important thing is that these guys have done it as a group.

Potentially, these guys could do some damage offensively, there’s no question about it—and they’ve all hit well when it counted, in the postseason. They’ve already won the World Series, which we never did, so that’s a big plus for their side.

My biggest hope is that these three guys will be able to stay together as a group. That would be fun to watch. I know most fans would love to see that happen. The thing that I hear most from Red Sox fans is that they were sorry I wasn’t able to stay in Boston with the other guys. Well, I feel the same way. You get spoiled playing with good players; believe me, it’s true. Sometimes you go somewhere else and the players aren’t as good and you go, OK, I have to adjust. And then your role expands and you do more than you were doing before. You were doing a lot before but now you’re doing even more and all of a sudden people are saying, “Gee, he looks like he’s slowed down.” Nope, didn’t slow down; just covering more ground.

In an ideal world it would be nice to keep this group intact: Benintendi, Bradley, and Betts. They’re still young guys but I’m sure they know how fortunate they are to be part of this special team. For the next generation of Red Sox fans, this is the only outfield they will look back at with nostalgia. Just as we were for a previous generation. It would be great to be able to watch them as they progress. If you asked them, I think they’d say the same thing. In any case, enjoy them, because outfields like this don’t come around too often.

—Fred Lynn, Carlsbad, California, February 14, 2019
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Introduction

Seldom has being a Red Sox fan felt so good. The dark days are gone. Where pessimism was once rampant, optimism abounds. Cynicism is on the run. The Fellowship of the Miserable has been disbanded, or at least repurposed. Since its 86-year-old championship drought ended in 2004, the team has taken us on a roller coaster ride of highs and lows during which we’ve now won four World Series in this young century. Fans old enough to remember back a few decades, before Papi and Schilling and Epstein, are ecstatic. Many thought they’d never see this reversal of fortune. Truth be told, that 2004 title was so sweet that it might have sustained many of us for another 86 years. Younger fans, accustomed to winning, now expect more. The good news is that they have a good chance to have those expectations met.

The current Red Sox lineup is loaded with youthful talent at virtually every position, and nowhere is that truer than in the outfield.

The Boston Red Sox have been blessed with a lot of great outfielders over the years. Tris Speaker played center field like none before or since. Left fielder Ted Williams was probably the best hitter in the history of the game. Harry Hooper was a superb right fielder and remains the only Red Sox player to win four World Series rings with the team.

Fred Lynn, Jim Rice, Reggie Smith, Jim Piersall, Dewey Evans, Tony Conigliaro. The list goes on and on and we can all put together our own personal all-time outfield if we cherry-pick from different teams and different eras. But what about the greatest Red Sox outfield that ever played together at the same time? Or the greatest outfield in the game today?

Choosing the best Red Sox outfield of all time is challenging for a number of reasons. For one thing, it’s always difficult to assess players from the early part of the last century. Oh sure, there’s a lot of anecdotal evidence and some impressive statistics, but without actually seeing them in action, we are limited in what we know. The other challenge in selecting an all-time outfield is choosing players who are outstanding both offensively and defensively.

Williams was arguably the best-hitting player of all time, but does he deserve to be mentioned among the best left fielders when you factor in his glove work? Carl Yastrzemski was a fantastic hitter and a great fielder. He knew how to play balls hit off the wall and did all the little things that add up to big things. You have to strike a balance and determine what having a Gold Glove outfielder really means to a team. Or what having a .300 hitter with 25 homers means if his defense is mediocre. Good field, no hit. Good hit, no field. The old-timers used to say that for certain positions it didn’t really matter what you batted if your defense was solid. Catchers often fit into that category and so did the second basemen and shortstops, the essential “strength up the middle” guys. In the 1970s, shortstop Mark Belanger of the Baltimore Orioles regularly batted in the low .220s and never exceeded five homers in a season—but he won eight Gold Gloves and was considered a star. Even today, catchers who know how to call a game, have great defensive skills, and showcase a strong arm to second can bat .250 and enjoy a successful major-league career.

Expectations for outfielders are much higher. Like quarterbacks in football and power forwards in basketball, they are the glamour boys of baseball. The Willie Mayses, Hank Aarons, Mickey Mantles, Duke Sniders, and Joe DiMaggios are expected to do it all, both at the plate and in the field.

So which was the greatest Red Sox outfield unit of all time? The cover of the April 11, 1970 issue of The Sporting News features a beautiful cover shot of Yaz, Reggie Smith, and Tony Conigliaro, accompanied by the caption, “Is This Baseball’s Greatest Outfield?” Perhaps at that exact moment in time they were the best. It’s especially tough for fans to be objective. When the Red Sox broke the 86-year curse in 2004, the outfield consisted of Manny Ramirez in left, Johnny Damon in center, and either Gabe Kapler or Trot Nixon in right. Manny batted .308 with 43 homers and 130 RBIs but played left field like he was trying to find his way out of a corn maze. Damon batted .304 with 20 homers and 94 RBIs, but the bearded caveman’s arm was so weak that when he later left to join the Yankees, Sox fans claimed that he “looks like Jesus, acts like Judas, and throws like Mary.” Kapler and Nixon both did capable jobs in right field but would never be mistaken for Dewey Evans. But for brand-new fans and many of those who suffered through the long World Series drought, they are an outfield to remember.

The point is that there are lots of very good outfields but only a handful that should be under consideration as the best ever. Generations ago, Sox historians marveled at what they dubbed the “Golden Outfield.”

The Golden Outfield

For six magical seasons, from 1910 to 1915, the then-powerhouse Boston Red Sox featured a fielding trio known as the “Golden Outfield,” namely Duffy Lewis in left, Tris Speaker in center, and Harry Hooper in right.

They were easily the best defensive combination of the day, featuring superior speed and great instincts. They also had powerful arms and reflexes usually associated with infielders.

His great speed allowed Tris Speaker to play the shallowest center field in the history of the game. He was like an extra infielder as evidenced by the fact that he took part in 64 double plays during his nine-year stay in Boston. Speaker had a record number of outfield assists. He was no slouch at the plate, either, batting .337 for the Sox. In 1912 he captured the American League MVP award.

Harry Hooper was so good in right field that the league changed a rule because of him. Hooper employed a gimmick whereby he’d juggle a caught ball while running to the infield. This froze any runners trying to advance until the ball settled in his glove. The new rule allowed runners to advance the moment the ball hit the glove. Hooper batted a modest .272 with the Red Sox, but the number of runs he prevented from scoring made him invaluable.

Duffy Lewis batted .286 while with Boston and is one of a handful of Red Sox players to have had a Fenway Park landmark named for him. At the time, Fenway’s left field ground was graded to slant dramatically upward toward the wall. Lewis was a master at playing this unique slope and it was soon dubbed Duffy’s Cliff. It would be interesting to speculate how Andrew Benintendi, Ted Williams, Jim Rice, or even Carl Yastrzemski would have handled the cliff.

Speaker and Hooper are enshrined in the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown. Babe Ruth and Ty Cobb both called the three the greatest outfield of all time—and that certainly speaks volumes. But perhaps the biggest argument for the supremacy of this outfield is the fact that the Red Sox won two World Series during their tenure (1912, 1915). And even after Speaker was traded just before the 1916 season, they won another. With Lewis in the Navy, Hooper was part of a fourth World Series-winning Red Sox team—the only player in Red Sox history to win four world championships with the team.

Interestingly, one thing this outfield did not have was camaraderie. Lewis hated Speaker and Speaker hated Lewis. Despite this mutual loathing, they not only did their jobs but excelled at them.
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The new gold standard for Red Sox outfields would have to be the trio of Jim Rice in left, Fred Lynn in center, and Dewey Evans in right. How talented were they? They were so talented that they once played together for three innings in an All-Star Game. Two of them—Lynn and Evans—were Gold Glovers and all three became skilled in handling the special challenges of Fenway Park.

Jim Rice was such a great hitter that his fielding was overlooked, but he made himself into a competent glove man. And all three could hit for power and for average. In fact, their status as Boston’s greatest all-time outfield has remained pretty much unchallenged since they parted company. Watching Evans going back to the right-field wall and then throwing behind a runner sent chills through a generation of Red Sox fans. And was there ever a more graceful center fielder than Lynn? Who can forget his valiant effort, slamming into the unforgiving Fenway wall in Game Six of the 1975 World Series? And Rice played balls off the Monster with expertise, cutting down an army of runners at second. The case for best Red Sox outfield seemed closed.

Then, some 40 years later, Andrew Benintendi, Mookie Betts, and Jackie Bradley Jr. joined forces, and old arguments were replaced by exciting new conjecture. Several more seasons of playing together will have to enter the record books before they can challenge for the title of best Red Sox outfield, and there are many things that could derail their claim: injury, extended hitting woes, and baseball economics, for example. But the very fact that these three have entered the discussion is significant.

Perhaps the fairer question would be: what is Major League Baseball’s best outfield today? Again, you have to consider offense and defense, but the comparisons are somewhat more quantifiable. In an October 18, 2018 article in FanGraphs, writer Jeff Sullivan reported the results of their statistical analysis.1 The comparison covers the past 17 seasons and is based on the greatest single season.

Top Major League Outfields, 2002—2018

[image: image]

For those who embrace such metrics, that should be enough. But for many seeing is believing and, if anything, seeing only strengthens the case for the Betts/Bradley/Benintendi outfield. All three made heart-stopping catches in 2018. They also made game-saving catches, home-run-robbing catches, off-the-wall catches, and a variety of other hyphenated-type catches.

For those of us whose love of baseball extends back well beyond this 17-season assessment, the author, Jeff Sullivan, offers the following list of great offensive outfields:

Top Hitting Outfields




	Team
	Year
	sOPS+



	Yankees
	1927
	148



	Yankees
	1941
	144



	Indians
	1994
	144



	Red Sox
	1979
	141



	Yankees
	1939
	140



	Yankees
	1928
	139



	Yankees
	1940
	139



	Cardinals
	1948
	138



	Rockies
	1997
	138



	Red Sox
	2018
	138





SOURCE: Baseball-Reference.com’s OPS+ compares the team split to the league-average split.

As one can see, the 2018 Red Sox outfielders are in an eighth-place tie with the 1997 Colorado Rockies as the best hitting outfield in history over a single season. Factor in their speed, their base-running skills, their baseball smarts, and their unselfish play and perhaps they advance a few notches.

The premise of this book is that Benintendi, Bradley, and Betts are the best overall outfield in baseball today. But it’s more than that. We also tell the story of each of these talented young athletes. There are two things that happened as we began to research and write. Our respect for each of them, already high, increased. The other thing that came to light was the fact that this outfield is not just Benintendi and Bradley and Betts; it’s the unit—the Benintendi-Bradley-Betts outfield, or as we like to call it, The Killer B’s (we added an honorary fourth Killer B in the person of Brock Holt because on any given day he can fill in for any of them and the Red Sox don’t miss an offensive or defensive beat). These outstanding players have very different backgrounds and come from different socioeconomic circumstances, but you don’t have to look far to see the commonalities that dwarf these superficial differences. They all had incredible support from their parents. They all earned their way to the majors and did so in very short order. Once there, they didn’t rest on their laurels, and they continue to work hard to improve all aspects of their game.

The Killer B’s are fun to watch. They go all-out all the time. They enjoy the game. They honor the game. They play the game the way it should be played, with respect for each other and for opposing players. They have the full attention of fans across the major leagues, including Jim Rice, Fred Lynn, and Dwight Evans, the new gold standard against which they will inevitably be measured.


Andrew Benintendi, Left Field

In New England, virtually every promising pro athlete is measured by the yardstick of past legends. For Celtics players that means comparisons with Bill Russell or Larry Bird. For the Patriots, the gold standard has been set by quarterback Tom Brady. For the Bruins, it starts and stops with Number 4, Bobby Orr. Since their founding in 1901, the Boston Red Sox have had many legendary players, at least one at every position. But nowhere in Boston sports has a higher bar been established for greatness than in Fenway’s left field, current domain of Andrew Benintendi.

Little wonder that Benintendi is cursed with great expectations. It’s a natural consequence of having your swing compared to left fielder Ted Williams and your glove work to left fielder Carl Yastrzemski. Reminders of Number 9 and Number 8 can be found everywhere at Fenway Park. Their retired numbers are hung high on the façade beyond right field for all to see. The seat where Ted blasted a 502-foot home run is the only one painted red in a sea of green. There are statues and pictures and a thousand other tributes inside and outside the park and the souvenir shops are well stocked with Yaz and Ted merchandise. The biggest reminder of their Hall of Fame careers is left field itself. It’s the closest thing to hallowed ground in the venerable old ballpark.

With notable pauses for World War II and Korea, Ted Williams trod on it from 1940 to 1960 (he played right field his rookie year of 1939), although he was often more focused on his next at-bat than the next line drive hit his way. When Ted finally hung ’em up after a homer in his last at-bat, in stepped Carl Yastrzemski, a potato farmer’s son from Long Island, New York.

Yastrzemski, Fenway’s legendary Lord of Left Field, is high on today’s youthful Red Sox outfield. In a 2019 spring training interview with Chad Jennings of The Athletic, the 79-year-old Hall of Famer calls them “the best in the American League and maybe in both leagues.”2 Like his former teammate Lynn, he bases his assessment on his own two eyes, not the new analytics that have supposedly rendered expert opinions like his outdated, if not downright quaint.

There are some fascinating connections between Yaz and the current Sox outfielders. In the Impossible Dream season of 1967, Yaz almost single-handedly led the Red Sox to the World Series, winning the Triple Crown in the process. His Wins Above Replacement (WAR) that season (undoubtedly a metric that he knows little about) was the highest in Red Sox history and third highest in major-league history by a position player. Mookie Betts’s WAR in his 2018 MVP campaign was second highest in Red Sox history. And when the current occupant of left field, Andrew Benintendi, took his position in left field on Opening Day in 2017, he was the youngest ever to do so—except for Yastrzemski, who was 40 days younger when he did so in the 1961 opener.

Benintendi knows the responsibility that comes with being heir to this special part of Fenway. “There’s obviously been a lot of great players who played left field [at Fenway Park],” he told Jennings. “Just kind of being around Boston for a little bit now, I kind of learn more about it every year.”

Meanwhile, Captain Carl watches every Red Sox game on TV and he loves what he sees. “The Red Sox are very lucky to have these three outfielders. They’re young. They can run. And, like I said, they can play defense, and they’re tremendous on the offensive part of the field.”

Yaz possesses insights that only the Lord of Left can have. The one sight he refuses to use is hindsight. Asked to compare his own accomplishments to those of the Killer B’s, he says, “I never think about it. Different eras, completely.”3

Yaz ended up playing more games than anyone else in Red Sox history. He was the Red Sox star for a generation of fans. Yaz was the primary guardian of the Green Monster from 1961 to 1974, after which Jim Rice took charge from 1975 to 1989. As with Ted, it was Rice’s hitting, not fielding, that propelled the Boston Strongman to the Hall of Fame. Thus, for almost a half-century, left field was the domain of three consecutive Hall of Famers.

Mike Greenwell and Troy O’Leary performed in the shadow of the Green Monster—and in the shadows of their predecessors—until Manny Ramirez brought his own style to the unique piece of real estate from 2001 to 2008. Since then there’s been a parade of pretenders to Fenway’s left-field fiefdom, but fans have patiently awaited the arrival of a true and rightful heir. It was up to Benny to pull that sword from a stone. Hence the expectations, the price tag of promise.

Red Sox fans are among the most knowledgeable and loyal in baseball. They idolize past heroes, and newcomers must prove themselves. They also appreciate talent and they revere blue-collar effort. Benintendi offers both, which bodes well for the future.

Former Red Sox center fielder Fred Lynn is uniquely positioned to offer informed commentary on some legendary Fenway left fielders. From 1974 to 1980, he played alongside Jim Rice and saw Yaz play the position before he moved to first base. These days he watches Benintendi and his outfield mates from the comfort of his home in Carlsbad, California. Their exploits bring back a flood of memories. They also invite comparisons.

“Rice had good straight-ahead speed,” Lynn says. “He wasn’t shifty or anything like that, but he ran pretty well. In 1978 [his MVP season], he had fifteen triples, so he could move. In terms of arm strength, I think he probably throws a little bit better than Benny. Benny’s probably a better all-around outfielder because he could play center if needed, but if we’re just talking defense, it’s pretty close. Benny’s probably got a little bit more quickness.

“In terms of playing in left field and playing the wall, things are different now. The wall itself is different. When Jimmie and I came up it was concrete and then tin, a different composition than it is these days. I don’t know what it’s made of, but it’s not wood; it’s some kind of fabricated substance where the ball comes off pretty evenly. Back in the day Jim would assume the ball was going to hit the tin Monster and fall straight down. He would grab it in the air and peg it to second, either throwing the guy out or keeping him from going to second. He was really good at it, and Yaz was also very good at it too. My job was always to back Jimmie up in case it hit one of the studs and ricocheted out. Of course, Yaz was so good he could grab those as well.”

Although it has remained fundamentally unchanged over its long history, Fenway has undergone a number of subtle alterations since Lynn and company played there. Even left field has been impacted. “The scoreboard goes almost from center to the line so when they put the numbers up, the ball is going to carom off them and it’s going to be haphazard. When it hits the scoreboard, it comes straight down unless it hits at an odd angle, so Benny should have a pretty good advantage because when Jimmie played the ball could ricochet 20 feet. It’s probably a little easier to play now, but it still has the doorway down the left-field line and there are still lots of things you still need to know.

“Jimmie learned how to decoy from Carl [Yastrzemski] and no, Carl did not learn it from Ted [Williams]! Ted was a good hitter—a great hitter—and we’ll leave it at that. But Carl was really good at playing left. He really knew that wall and played it better than anybody as far as I could see. Now I didn’t play left field that much when I was there because Jimmie had to play there—and by then Yaz was at first. Jimmie could really decoy them. I mean you have time. You read the ball off the bat and you don’t know where it’s going to go—off the wall—you can make like you’re going to catch it or if it’s going to be in the net, you just look up and get it off the wall real quickly and get it in to second base. Benny and Jimmie both do that pretty well.”

[image: image]

Andrew Benintendi was born in Cincinnati, Ohio, on July 6, 1994, to Jill and Chris Benintendi. Chris is an attorney and it was left to Jill to take care of raising Andrew and his two sisters, Olivia and Lily. The sporting gene was dominant in both parents. Jill Brookbank Benintendi is honored in the Ripley High School Hall of Fame for scoring a total of 1,246 points for the Lady Jays basketball team. Jill’s father, Donald Brookbank (Andrew’s grandfather), was a 2009 Hall of Fame inductee at Higginsport High School in basketball, baseball, and track. His aunt Kelly Benintendi had scored 2,366 points for Georgetown High basketball teams. Meanwhile, father Chris played third base at Georgetown High and at Division III Wittenberg University. This was one athletic family.

Benintendi attended Madeira High School, about 25 miles northeast of Cincinnati. He played high school ball for the Madeira High Mustangs and hit .564 as a senior, with a dozen home runs, 57 RBIs, 63 runs scored, and 38 stolen bases. He achieved national recognition when the American Baseball Coaches Association named him National High School Player of the Year. Like his outfield mate, 5-foot-9 Mookie Betts, the 5-foot-10 Benintendi also starred at high school basketball, averaging 25.5 points per game, and was the 2011–12 Cincinnati Enquirer’s Division III Co-Player of the Year.

Andrew’s dad grew up a diehard fan of the Big Red Machine Cincinnati teams of the 1970s. In the 2013 major-league draft, the hometown Reds selected his son, but not until the 31st round, as overall selection No. 945. Despite a sentimental connection, the younger Benintendi elected not to sign and enrolled instead at the University of Arkansas. As a freshman he played in 61 games, all but one in the outfield. Batting at or near the top of the lineup, he hit .276 with eight doubles, 27 runs batted in, and 45 runs scored. He also showed some speed on the basepaths, swiping 17 bases and earning a spot on the SEC All-Freshman Team.

His sophomore year was nothing short of spectacular. He led the SEC in hitting with a .376 average and the country in homers with 20. He stole 20 bases and led the league in slugging percentage (.717), on‐base percentage (.488), and bases on balls (50). He finished third in the country in slugging percentage at .736 and hit .443 in 29 SEC games, with a .527 on-base percentage. At one point he reached base safely in 26 consecutive games, including 41 of his last 59 plate appearances. He was named the 2015 Southeastern Conference Player of the Year, the first Razorback so honored, during a College World Series-bound season for Arkansas.


Statue

Andrew Benintendi hadn’t played a single inning of major-league baseball and already he had more hardware than Home Depot. He had won the Golden Spikes Award, the Dick Howser Trophy, the SEC Male Athlete of the Year award, Baseball America National Player of the Year Award, Collegiate Baseball National Player of the Year, and SEC Coaches’ Player of the Year.

He was an All-SEC First Team selection, a Louisville Slugger All-America First Team selection, an ABCA/Rawlings All-America First Team selection, an NCBWA All-America First Team selection, a D1Baseball All-America First Team member, and a Baseball America All-America First Team selection. And that’s just a partial list.

But while trophies and plaques are all well and good, they tend to be kept indoors to be enjoyed by an exclusive group of friends and family. Fans of the Arkansas Razorbacks felt he deserved something bigger, something grander, something that would allow easier accessibility to people and, presumably, pigeons. That’s right, they felt that Benny deserved a statue.

Longtime sportswriter and editor Steve Andrews, who covered the Razorbacks early in his career and has worked for major newspapers in North Carolina and Florida, started it all. He’s such a fan that even Benny, his cat, was named after him. “He’s the only player in any of the major sports to ever be named unanimous national player of the year,” says Andrews. “Coupled with his humble personality and fan friendliness, I decided to start a movement to get a statue of him at Baum Stadium, home of the Razorbacks. I think it’s very much deserved.”4

Usually statues, if they come at all, come only after a long and brilliant career. Even Ted Williams didn’t get one until long after he retired, although he now has several, including two outside Fenway Park and one at the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown. Yaz also has one at Fenway. And then there’s The Teammates statue outside Fenway’s Gate B, a moving tribute in bronze to Williams, Dom DiMaggio, Johnny Pesky, and Bobby Doerr.
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