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To Jeff and Jung and Catherine and Dave.
And to Sam and Fin. And to Glenna.


INTRODUCTION

It was a full week after April Fool’s Day, 1977, but Mother Nature still clung stubbornly to the spirit of that day, as if this were some gigantic prank being played on baseball and Canada.

Dressed in a red parka, Canada’s songbird Anne Murray sang “Oh Canada”—although her signature tune “Snowbird” might have been more appropriate for the occasion. Fittingly perhaps, the Toronto Blue Jays, Canada’s American League representatives in the summer game, were hatched in -2 degree Celsius weather. Ironically, later that evening the Toronto Maple Leafs, iconic symbols of our winter game, would be playing the Pittsburgh Penguins indoors in the cozy comfort of Maple Leaf Gardens.

Dave McKay, the only Canuck in the Jays’ original lineup, admitted later that he had “goose bumps” when Murray sang our anthem, ignoring the fact that it might just as easily have been a touch of frostbite. In fact, Goose Bumps might have been a better name than Blue Jays for Toronto’s fledgling American League franchise.The name Blue Jays had actually come via a Name the Team contest in June and July of 1976. There were more than 30,000 entries and more than 4,000 different suggestions. The winning name was suggested by 154 people, and there was a drawing to decide the winner. On August 13, 1976, the new franchise was officially dubbed the Toronto Blue Jays.

A blanket of snow threatened to postpone the April 7 game that fans had waited an eternity to see. In the pregame hijinks, Jack Brohamer of the visiting Chicago White Sox used a pair of catcher’s leg pads as cross-country skis. Two Louisville Slugger bats served as his ski poles. But the sellout crowd of 44,649 didn’t seem to mind that the diamond was more white than green. They were Canadians, after all, and this was Mother Nature’s way of letting everyone know that the game can be just a little different north of the 49th parallel. Anything else would have been positively un-Canadian. And speaking of un-Canadian, the stands at Exhibition Stadium were devoid of beer due to a ridiculous ruling by the province of Ontario. The first franchise cheer wasn’t “Let’s go, Blue Jays,” but “We want beer!” Despite the lack of suds, fans were intoxicated with the spirit of the occasion, happy that Toronto had finally fielded a major league baseball team. The last time a professional team had played in Toronto was ten years earlier, when the Toronto Maple Leafs of the International League last took the field to represent the city. The Leafs subsequently moved their operations to Louisville, Kentucky.

At precisely 1:50 p.m., the frosty air ensured that the umpire’s cry of “Play ball!” could be seen in puffs of exhaled air as well as heard. It announced that Canada now had an American League franchise to balance out the National League’s Montreal Expos.Doug Ault was the hero of the day, hitting the first two home runs in Jays’ history and thereby writing the first line in his future obituary, in Canadian newspapers at least. But on this day he was very much alive, and the Toronto Star headlined THE BIRTH OF THE BLUE JAYS with an accompanying picture of Ault’s home run swing. “The fans really got me pumped up,” the 27-year-old Texan told reporters after the game. Despite his southern roots, Ault had played for the Anchorage, Alaska, Glacier Pilots so was no stranger to cold weather. The first homer was a solo shot over the 375 sign in left field. The next was hit over the right field fence just inside the foul pole. The Jays pounded out 15 hits and won the game, 9-5. Everything they did was a first. The first win went to reliever Jerry Johnson. The first pinch-hit homer was struck by Alvis Woods in his first major league at-bat. The first Canadian to get a hit for the Jays, as well as the first Canadian to get two hits, was McKay.

Ticket prices at Exhibition Stadium ranged from $6.50 (Canadian dollars) for Field Level Chairs to $5.00 for Upper Level Chairs to Right Field Reserved Bench at $3.00 to First Base Reserved Bench at $4.00. General Admission cost you a two-dollar bill. This was pre-toonie, after all. The Jays sold 8,200 season tickets for anywhere from $500.50 to $231.00

Manager Roy Hartsfield tried to lower expectations by stating the obvious. “[This team] won’t set the world on fire,” he said. That original team of green rookies—the average age was 26—was supplemented with a scattering of castoffs and over-the-hillers. The entire team payroll was a modest $800,000.

They are forgettable except for the fact that they are totally unforgettable. They are the original Blue Jays, who finished the season 45 games behind the New York Yankees with a record of 54-107. It would only get worse for the new franchise. In 1979 they managed only 53 victories against 109 losses and finished 50 ½ games out of first. That season’s lowlight was a 24-2 drubbing laid on them by the California Angels.

Much has happened since that singular moment in Canadian sports history. Sadly, the Expos have moved on to Washington and are now the Nationals. Canada’s baseball pride is now the exclusive preserve of the Toronto Blue Jays. The Jays won their first division title on October 5, 1985, in a game against the vaunted Yankees. The names on that roster are infinitely more meritorious than those on that historic 1977 log, names like George Bell, Ernie Whitt, Willie Upshaw, and Lloyd Moseby. Bell made the final putout on a fly ball, dropping to his knees in a display of unbridled emotion after the catch. More titles and more near misses followed. Early season snow—what DH Cliff Johnson called moose dandruff—continued to fall on the Jays until finally, in 1989, they left their nest at Exhibition Stadium and settled into a spectacular aviary, known as SkyDome. In their new climate-controlled environment, they went on to win back-to-back World Series championships in 1992 and 1993. The first had the entire country spellbound. Ontario premier Bob Rae even claimed to have made a wager with Governor Zell Miller, his counterpart in Georgia.

“I made him a bet … I offered if we lost we’ll give him the CN Tower and if he loses, they’ll give us the [1996] Olympics.”

Following the pair of World Series victories, there were declines and disappointments, rebuilds and reloads, all tempered with great team, and individual accomplishments.

Some of the players in this book will be well known to you; others may have been long forgotten or escaped your notice entirely. Together they tell the story for the Blue Jays in a very personal way, from A to Z—specifically, from Danny Ainge to Gregg Zaun.

What’s in a name? The Blue Jays have had a Baker (Dave), two Butlers (Rick and Bob), three Carpenters (Chris, David, and Drew), three Coopers (Brian, David, and Don), four Millers (Dyar, Justin, and Trever), a Painter (Lance), a Milner (Brian), and a Shepherd (Ron). They have had a Fielder (Cecil) and a Glover (Gary), a Walker (Pete) and a Homer (Homer Bush). They had Jimmy Rogers and another Singer (Bill) and, to accompany them, a Viola (Frank) and two Bells (George and Derek). They had a Lennon (Patrick) but sadly no McCartney. They have had two Greens (Nick and Shawn)—four if you add an “e” at the end—a Brown, and a White. They have had a Mench, a Sharperson, a Wise (DeWayne), a Klutts (Mickey), and a real McCoy (Mike). They have had a guy who was a Leach (Rick), another who was Lawless (Tom), and a third who was Gross (Gabe). They boasted two Musselmans (Musselmen? Jeff and Ron). Some players became household names: they had a Roof (Phil), one Storey (Mickey), a Lamp (Dennis), a Stairs (Matt), a Key (Jimmy), four Wells (David, Greg, Randy, and Vernon), two Bushes (Dave and Homer), a Pond (Simon), and a Creek (Doug). They have had a definite Edge (Butch) and once in the Service (Scott) were always ready to Battle (Howard), possibly with a Cannon (Joe). For American history buffs, they had a Quantrill (Paul) and a Rader. They also had two Lewises (Fred and Rommie) and two Clarks (Bryan and Howie). They have had nine Johnsons (Cliff, Dane, Jerry, Joe, Josh, Kelly, Reed, Tim, and Tony) and one Wang (Chien-Ming) but strangely only three Smiths. As they evolved, they had a Darwin (Danny), and for those with a classical bent, they acquired Virgil (Ozzie). Botanists enjoyed watching Crabtree (Tim). They had a Swann (Pedro). They have had an entire League (Brandon). They have had a Thigpen (Curtis). And recently another Darwin (Barney) was added to ensure the continued evolution of the franchise.

Not all of these colorful players appear in the following pages, but I hope that those who do will reflect the relatively short but glorious history of Canada’s Team, the Toronto Blue Jays.


DANNY AINGE

Perhaps if the NBA Raptors were around in the early eighties, he’d have been part of that Toronto sports franchise. Sadly, they were not, and Toronto fans were forced to watch him play baseball instead. His career batting average was .220, and he hit a total of two major league home runs in parts of three undistinguished seasons with the Toronto Blue Jays. Nevertheless, Danny Ainge is one of the more recognizable names in the early history of the Toronto franchise. The Eugene, Oregon, native was a first-team high school All-America athlete in football, basketball, and baseball and went on to star in basketball and baseball at Brigham Young University. For his hard court achievements, he was named the NCAA’s National Player of the Year and winner of the prestigious John Wooden Award.

The Blue Jays selected him in the 1977 amateur draft, and he played his first games for the Jays in 1979 while still in college. In fact, at that time he was the youngest player ever to suit up for the Jays (20 years and 77 days when he debuted; reliever Roberto Osuna currently holds the youngest Blue Jays mark, appearing in a game on April 8, 2015 at the age of 20 years and 60 days). He split his playing time between second and third base with a few forays into the outfield.

* * * *

After three pretty miserable seasons (he batted .187 in 1981), Ainge decided that his future lay in hoops, not hits. In an interview with Sports Illustrated writer Jack McCallum, he admitted, “I’ve failed at things before. I think I’ve failed at baseball the last three years. I’ve set goals for myself, and I haven’t come close to them. If I keep failing for a certain period of time, I’ll definitely try something else. Basketball? Probably.” But before he could hit the basketball court, he had to hit the US District Court in a legal battle between the NBA’s Boston Celtics, who had selected him in the 1981 draft, and the Jays. Eventually the Celtics prevailed, and Ainge became a footnote in Jays history.

* * * *

The court case provided an unlikely cross-sport battle that spawned great animosity between the two pro franchises. Testimony was given, indicating that Ainge had verbally informed the Blue Jays brass of his desire to leave the team and that he had received a verbal okay from Peter Bavasi. “You have to do what you have to do,” Bavasi allegedly had said to Ainge, adding, “No contract could make a man do what he doesn’t want to do.” The contract had explicitly banned Ainge from playing pro basketball, in exchange for a $300,000 bonus. Ainge offered to return the bonus. The Blue Jays discounted the verbal exchange as being off-the-cuff remarks uttered in haste and with no legal bearing. Bavasi compared the situation to “an ailing wife being left behind by her husband for some blonde floozy from Boston.”

* * * *

The initial court proceeding was a victory for the Jays, and after it was over—in a symbolic gesture that any Boston basketball fan would instantly recognize—Bavasi lit up a large cigar. This was the trademark courtside tradition of Celtics legendary coach, general manager, and president Red Auerbach when a victory was considered to be in the bag.

Bavasi boasted, “There’s one minute to go and we’re 20 points ahead. As far as I’m concerned, Danny Ainge is a member of the Toronto Blue Jays.” Countered Celtic vice-president Jan Volk, “The thing is, they don’t even want him, and he doesn’t want to be there. We shouldn’t have to buy their franchise to get him.”

The legal dispute was eventually settled, and Ainge began a successful 14-year playing career as a Boston Celtic. He is currently President of Basketball Operations for the Celtics.

* * * *

Paul Hodgson was a former roommate of Ainge’s in Toronto. “Danny and I talked a lot about his situation. It was baseball vs basketball. On the very first day of spring training, Sports Illustrated showed up with a photographer, and General Manager Pat Gillick was given a fungo bat. Danny went to third base, and Gillick threw the ball up in the air and hit it toward third base. The cameras were flashing, and the ball took a bad hop and hit Danny in the mouth for about 12 stitches. I mean there was blood everywhere. It was crazy. It was as if he’d cut his aorta. That was the end of the shoot for the day and the end of the interview for the day. The ball wasn’t hit particularly hard. It just hit the right rock in the right spot. SI didn’t use the pictures. Today it would have gone viral. That was Danny’s first day in spring training.

“Danny was being rushed to the majors, that’s for sure. I never thought he had the conviction that baseball would be the game for him. He gave it his best because he was a competitor and good all-around athlete, but it was not where his heart was.”

* * * *

Hodgson recalls the interaction between the rookie Ainge and veteran John Mayberry. “Mayberry was ruthless to him on the bus. He ribbed him about being a skinny white kid trying to play in the NBA. Mayberry’s old neighborhood in Detroit was filled with NBA stars, and he’d gleefully list them for Danny. John would just go on and on about it. ‘No way you could have hung in my neighborhood,’ he’d say. It was supposed to come down to Mayberry and Ainge shooting hoops for money, but it never happened because if it had, I would have been the first one there to watch it.

“That’s another example of Big John making a guy who was in a tough, pressure-packed situation feel welcome and allow him to laugh at himself. Ainge was getting a lot of big league press then and he wasn’t a big leaguer—certainly not an established big league baseball player by any stretch. John made him laugh and it was appreciated by Danny, he told me so.”

DOYLE ALEXANDER

Featuring more arm angles than a Boy Scout semaphore class, Doyle Alexander was a finesse pitcher all the way. Released by the New York Yankees after a subpar 1982 season and a poor start in 1983, Alexander came to the Jays via free agency in June of that year. He had nowhere to go but up, and that’s exactly the direction he headed, albeit gradually. He posted a 7-6 record on the strength of a 3.93 ERA.

The Jays really got their money’s worth the following year, as Alexander went 17-6 with a 3.13 ERA. He completed 11 of the 35 games he started.

In 1985, fans could hardly wait to see which Alexander would show up, and while it may not have been Alexander the Great, it was certainly Alexander the Pretty Darn Good. Posting another 17-win season (against 10 losses), he maintained a 3.45 ERA. Even though he struck out a meager 142 batters in 260 2/3 innings of work, he kept opposition hitters off balance with his baffling array of deliveries and speeds. With a stellar defense behind him, it was a happy marriage. Alexander’s reliable mound work helped lead the Jays to their first postseason appearance. Once there, the bubble burst, as the Jays were beaten by the Kansas City Royals in the ALCS. Alexander’s ERA ballooned to 8.71 in his two starts.

* * * *

Doyle Alexander was the winning pitcher for the Blue Jays when they captured the first division title in the Jays’ short history on October 5, 1985. Fittingly, the clincher came against the New York Yankees at Exhibition Stadium. Ironically and satisfyingly, Alexander’s previous team—those same Yankees—were still paying most of Alexander’s $800,000 salary.

[image: image]

ROBERTO ALOMAR

Few infielders have ever defended their little patch of ground with the vigor and skill that Roberto Alomar brought to the post. That’s why the motto of his countless fans might well be “Remember the Alomar!” In 1994, the Scouting Report said of the Toronto second baseman: “Roberto Alomar really doesn’t need to get any better—but he keeps doing it anyway.” Now that the dust has finally settled around his keystone position, Roberto Alomar can lay legitimate claim to the title “best second baseman of his day” and arguably “the best of all time.”

* * * *

Of the countless vivid images that are summoned when Roberto Alomar’s name is mentioned, many are centered on second base, where he was a magician. His conjuring, rabbit-from-the-hat defense amazed and stunned fans. He turned certain hits into outs and turned double plays with presto-change-o ease.

But lest you think his magic was limited to defense, he had unlimited offensive cards up his sleeve, too. Was it the greatest home run in Blue Jays history? No, Joe Carter has that one all wrapped up and tucked away. But it certainly makes the short list. It was Game Four of the 1992 ALCS against the Oakland Athletics. The game was in the ninth inning and the Blue Jays were losing 6-4 with colorful, cocky, dashing, swashbuckling Zorro-like Dennis Eckersley on the mound for the A’s. Eckersley had won the Cy Young Award and American League MVP award the previous season, so despite the fact that he had coughed up two eighth-inning runs that were charged to Jeff Parrett by allowing RBI singles to John Olerud and Candy Maldonado, A’s manager and acknowledged baseball genius Tony LaRussa made no move to the bullpen. His faith was rewarded, as the man they called Eck registered the third out, a strikeout of Ed Sprague. As he left the mound, he turned toward the Blue Jays dugout and defiantly pumped his fist.

The gesture did not go unnoticed by the Jays. In fact, it was like waving a red flag in the face of a bull.“It woke us up,” Derek Bell said later. “We jumped off the bench and yelled back at him.” If it had been audible to the TV audience, viewers of the exchange would have heard more bleeps than back-to-back episodes of Trailer Park Boys. After the game, a smiling Joe Carter surmised, “Maybe he forgot he had to pitch the ninth.” To which Robbie Alomar added, “He thought he had stopped the bleeding.”

After all, during the regular season, Eckersley had accumulated more saves than a preintervention participant on Hoarders. Of the 54 save opportunities he was presented with, he succeeded in 51 of them. In short, LaRussa could scarcely be faulted for having a high level of confidence in his relief ace. So what if he had blown a save the previous day? All the more incentive for this fiery competitor. Who better to face the top of the Jays’ potent lineup than the brash, Errol Flynn-channeling right-hander? Not only that, but the A’s had been an astonishing 82-1 during the season in games where they held the lead after eight innings.

But Errol Flynn was about to go from dashing to dashed. Devon White singled and scrambled to third when the ball skidded past left fielder, and future Jay, Rickey Henderson. Alomar stepped into the batter’s box. Later he told reporters, “I remembered Kirk Gibson did it to him. Why not me?” (He was referring to Gibson’s inspiring pinch hit homer off Eckersley to win Game One of the 1988 World Series for the underdog LA Dodgers against these same A’s. Gibson had injuries to both legs and literally hobbled to the plate to deliver the winning blow.) The second baseman worked the count to 2-2 and then sent the next pitch, a fat fastball over the heart of the plate, high and deep to right. As it fell into the stunned crowd, he soared around the bases, his unrestrained joy all the more striking because of the funereal pall that he had single-handedly cast over the patrons of Alameda County Coliseum in Oakland. Eckersley walked a few steps off the mound and stood watching, in apparent shock. The score was now 6-6, and Eck was a wreck.

Extra innings followed, and the Jays eventually won it in the 11th frame on a Derek Bell walk followed by a single by Candy Maldonado that put runners on first and third with none out. After Kelly Gruber lined out to third, Pat Borders hung a rope to left field, and Bell tagged up and easily beat the throw. The Jays held the A’s scoreless in the bottom of the frame. But the home run against baseball’s best fireman is what everyone remembers about the game. “Ol’ Eck stuck it to us and gave us a good reason to come back and stick it to him,” said gloating Toronto starter Jack Morris. “The poor guy wouldn’t look over at us when he didn’t strike Alomar out. Little League stuff.” The win was crucial for the Jays and helped to catapult them past the A’s in six games. Alomar confessed in his book Second to None, “That was the best game I ever played in my life in baseball.” Anyone who saw it would have to agree.

* * * *

One of the few low points of Alomar’s Hall of Fame career came in the form of some not-so-great expectorations. The incident is one of the few black marks against the seemingly squeaky-clean player that every woman in Toronto either wanted to marry or mother.

Now a member of the Baltimore Orioles, Alomar was facing his former team on September 27, 1996. He argued a called third strike with umpire John Hirschbeck and lost his temper. The end result was that Alomar spat in the umpire’s face. He then compounded the offense by telling reporters that Hirschbeck was “bitter” because his son had recently died of ALD. Hirschbeck was understandably incensed at this insensitive remark, and Alomar was suspended for the first five games of the following season. He was very remorseful and donated $50,000 to ALD research. The two combatants ultimately shook hands and have become friends.

“We have done some things with charity,” said Alomar when he retired. “God put us maybe in this situation for something.”

* * * *

“Growing up in the San Francisco area, I was able to watch Willie Mays and I was also able to cover Roberto Alomar during his days here in Toronto,” announcer Jerry Howarth details. “They are the two best ballplayers I’ve ever seen. I say that because of the way they play in all areas of the game. They had a sixth sense for the game that some very few are just blessed with. Those two had it. They knew how to win and could beat you with anything from a bunt, to a home run, to a defensive gem.

“Roberto is one of the nicest human beings I’ve ever met. It all went part and parcel with winning and he covered a position and a half out there at second base and it was a delight to watch.

“Everyone remembers the John Hirschbeck incident. In my opinion, that’s what makes a Hall of Famer on and off the field. How do you come back from adversity? He had made his mark on the field and it was an ugly incident, a black stain on Roberto’s career at that point.

“After Robbie was dealt to Cleveland, a wonderful thing happened. John Hirschbeck lived in the Cleveland area and his kids love the Cleveland Indians and as a result when Roberto became a member of the Cleveland ball club, the kids said to their dad, ‘What do we do?’ and he said, ‘Let’s get together.’ The result was that one of the umpire’s attendants there brought Roberto together with John in a game that he umpired against Cleveland. John brought his family and Roberto was so extremely disappointed with himself and sincerely apologized to John.

“John had lost a son to a rare disease and Roberto said, ‘Not only do I want to be your friend for what I did, but I want to help you raise money for a cure, to help other kids who are in the same situation.’ They became friends and they are friends to this day and they respect one another. That’s how you come back from adversity. That’s how you respect people in the game—not for what they do well but for how they come back from things they don’t do well. It’s real life. That’s why I have the greatest respect for Roberto Alomar.”

* * * *

Roberto Alomar could steal home and then steal home, all without going outside. Alomar’s home for much of his time with the Blue Jays was a room at the SkyDome Hotel.

* * * *

J. P. ARENCIBIA

Tom Hanks, eat your heart out. J. P. Arencibia possesses a flair for the dramatic that rivals anything the two-time Academy Award winner could muster. And his timing is perfect. His debut performance was positively Forrest Gumpian in terms of its unlikely script. He arrived in the major leagues early on August 4 and played his first game on August 7, 2010. It’s not a day he’s likely to forget. Nor will Blue Jays fans. Playing against the Tampa Bay Rays, he had the kind of entrance that you dream about when you’re a card-collecting, gum-chomping, wide-eyed, hero-worshipping kid. First time up, first pitch he had ever seen in the big leagues, he clubs a Jamie Shields delivery over the outfield barrier for a two-run homer. Only 27 players in the long history of baseball had ever homered on the first offering they had seen. Where do you go from there? Well, allow me tell you.

Next time up, he doubled, followed in order by a single and—yes, another homer. At this point he had to be thinking, This major league baseball stuff is a piece of cake. His 2-homer performance put him on a list of only five players to ever go deep twice in their major league debut. “It’s nuts,” he told the Lion’s Den University. “I don’t really think about it, then when I see highlights, I get chills. It’s still hard to believe.”

* * * *

The following 2011 season was his official rookie campaign. Once again, J. P. made both a grand entrance and a grand encore. As the starting catcher in the Jays’ home opener, he homered twice and stroked a triple.

* * * *

On Opening Day of the 2012 season, once again Arencibia became the hero, this time with a three-run homer in the 16th inning (record for the length of an Opening Day game in MLB history) to defeat the Cleveland Indians.

* * * *

Arencibia rates Justin Verlander as the toughest pitcher he has faced. Nevertheless, he was the one who destroyed Verlander’s hopes of a perfect game on May 7, 2011, outlasting the pitcher in a grueling 12-pitch battle to draw a walk.

* * * *

Arencibia has a talent for channeling NHL hockey players’ postgame interview banter. After a recent game, he talked about going “top shelf” after hitting a home run. When asked about what he’d want to be if he wasn’t playing baseball, his response was immediate: “NHL enforcer.”

* * * *

Asked by Lion’s Den U which pitcher, in the long history of baseball, he would most like to catch, he replied, “Babe Ruth, and take him out for a few beers.”

* * * *

The media hype about the newly minted 2013 Blue Jays was waaay over the top. Arencibia put things into perspective after the Opening Day loss to Boston at the Dome. “Unfortunately, my dream of 162-0 is not going to be realized,” he said.

* * * *

While Arencibia came in with a bang, he left with a whimper. The likeable catcher had a terrible 2013 season, batting .194 with an on-base percentage of .227. When Dioner Navarro was signed, J. P. was no longer in the Blue Jays’ plans and moved on to the Texas Rangers and Tampa Bay Rays.

DOUG AULT

First baseman Doug Ault was not a star ballplayer. He was, at best, a journeyman and may have never made it to the big leagues if it had not been for expansion. Nevertheless, he will forever hold a special place in the hearts of Blue Jays fans. When the Blue Jays played their very first game on April 7, 1977, Ault became an instant hero for the baseball-starved populace of Ontario. The label was attached in the bottom of the first inning when the 27-year-old rookie first baseman attacked an 0-1 pitch and sent the ball over the wall of Exhibition Stadium, to the rapturous delight of the capacity crowd of 44,000 fans. As an encore, he homered in his second official at-bat as well and hit four in the first four games of the Jays’ existence. Three years later, he was gone from the Blue Jays and out of the majors for good.

* * * *

Ault once worked on an oil rig in the North Sea. He had had some experience on Louisiana oil fields and, short of funds during a vacation in England, thought he’d give it a try.

* * * *

Ault was a rarity, a left-handed thrower who batted from the right side. Usually it’s the other way around. He was a switch-hitter when he was in his midteens and said, “I always seemed to hit better right-handed, so I stuck with that.” Ault was a southpaw pitcher in junior college and once started and won both ends of a doubleheader, the first one 1-0 in 10 innings and the nightcap 2-1 in 11 innings.

* * * *

The Doug Ault saga has a tragic ending. Just three days before Christmas of 2004, the deeply depressed former ballplayer died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound in the driveway of his Tarpon Springs, Florida, home.

BOB BAILOR

Bob Bailor was the Jays’ first legitimate shot at a “franchise player,” the guy they hoped to build a team around in 1977. He was the first Blue Jays pick—second overall—in the expansion draft and became their first Player of the Year, leading the team in hits with 154 and stolen bases with 15. His .310 batting mark set a new standard for an MLB expansion team player. He was also named to the Topps All-Rookie team despite not having a defined defensive assignment, 53 games at shortstop being his longest stint at one position. He captured team Player-of-the-Year honors in 1978, as well.

* * * *

The most impressive thing about Bailor was his versatility. He was a jack of all trades and master of many. He covered third base, shortstop, and all three outfield positions and even took a few turns on the mound. The first such appearance came in 1980 in a desperation move when the Jays didn’t want to further deplete the bullpen in a lopsided game. In total he entered three games in an emergency relief role.

* * * *

On April 20, 1977, Bailor struck out for the first time as a major leaguer. He had survived 52 at-bats until the Yankees’ Sparky Lyle finally rang him up. The following year he struck out just 21 times in 621 at-bats as the everyday right fielder. In 1979 his average slipped to an anemic .229, with a lone home run and 38 RBIs. His defense was more impressive. He had 15 assists to tie him with Boston’s Dewey Evans for the AL lead that year among right fielders.

* * * *

Bailor did not like to lose, but with an expansion franchise, it was inevitable that it would happen a lot. He once admitted to the Globe and Mail that it sometimes wasn’t easy to maintain his optimism. He once told Alan Abel, “I’m standing out there in the outfield and it’s the second inning and we’re down three or four runs already, and I just think, ‘Aw geez, here we go again.’ Then you find yourself behind, 14-0, and you stand there and say, ‘God, hurry up and get this over with.’”

* * * *

Bailor became known as the “Leetle Mon,” as opposed to veteran Rico Carty, who was “The Beeg Mon.” The nickname was born when Bailor was being interviewed on CBC, and Carty walked up and placed his chin on the shorter man’s head. “This is the ‘Beeg Mon’ speaking to you from behind the ‘Leetle Mon,’” he said. The name stuck.

JESSE BARFIELD

Who can forget the golden arm of Jesse Barfield unleashing laser-beam throws from the deepest recesses of right fields throughout the American League? Barfield combined with Lloyd Moseby in center field and George Bell in left to form what has often been called the best defensive outfield of the 1980s.

As radio broadcaster Jerry Howarth said, “Bell, Moseby, and Barfield—what a trio. They were the building blocks for the Blue Jays future. They were young, they were talented, they were enthusiastic. They all brought different skills and talents to the table to help the Blue Jays win, but they also played together so well. They were always positive, they were upbeat, they were learning as they went. They wanted to get better and they brought everyone along with them. And they also borrowed from the veterans to make themselves better as well.”

In truth, it was Moseby and Barfield who earned the defensive plaudits. They also earned one of the most colorful—and appropriate—tandem nicknames in the game, bestowed by teammate John Mayberry: Shake and Bake.

* * * *

It was Jesse Barfield who bridged the rookie-veteran divide that once existed on the Blue Jays.“Jesse was the changing of the guard,” recalls Paul Hodgson. “In 1980, Barfield was in camp as a roster player, and he started playing his boom box. Rookies didn’t play music, it was an unwritten rule. One day there was almost a free-for-all between the vets and Jesse. Jesse wasn’t going to do the fighting, but Willie Upshaw came to his rescue along with Lloyd Moseby and a couple of the veteran black players. In 1979 we [rookies] sure as hell were not welcome.”

* * * *

Barfield once dropped a ball during a ballgame in Milwaukee. After the game, writers asked him what had happened to the usually sure-handed Jay to cause the defensive lapse. His answer took them aback. “Well,” he said, “I was looking up and a UFO flew right across. It was weird. I never saw anything like that in my life.” Barfield was shocked when his joking comment made it into the next day’s sports section.

* * * *

In the 1984 season, Barfield was platooning in right field with Dave Collins. He was hungry for more playing time and more at-bats. The following year Collins was a member of the Oakland A’s, and the position was all his. He responded with a great season at the plate, including multiple Grand Slams, the kind you eat, that is. Barfield was addicted to the calorie-packed breakfast offering served at Denny’s restaurants. Deciding that more is better, Barfield regularly ordered an extra flapjack. If you’re scoring at home, that’s two pancakes, two scrambled eggs, two bacon strips, and two sausages. At a cost of under $3.00, that gave him over $40.00 in meal money to spend on Pepto-Bismol. “I get teased about it a lot,” he admitted, “but I love the pancakes.”

* * * *

Barfield enjoyed his playing days in Toronto. Prior to the 1987 season, he admitted that he and his teammates didn’t get as much press coverage as baseball clubs south of the border, but he didn’t mind. “That’s how it is,” he said philosophically. “I don’t let it bother me. It doesn’t matter if I play in Egypt, I still have a job to do. Personally, I like it in Toronto. It’s a great place to raise kids.”

He did express some less-than-enthusiastic thoughts about playing in New York. “I’d get more attention if I played in New York, but I really don’t think I’d enjoy living there at all. I mean I’d go if I had to, but I just think it would be hard to play there.” As fate would have it, in April of 1989, Barfield was traded to the New York Yankees for pitcher Al Leiter. He never returned to the hitting form he had known in Toronto, although he did lead AL outfielders in assists in both 1989 and ’90.

DARWIN BARNEY

It might be pushing the parameters of pundom, but it’s a fact: Darwin has evolved into an effective role player during his time in Toronto.

Barney received some Rookie of the Year recognition during his official rookie year with the Chicago Cubs in 2011 (he had played 30 games the previous season). In 2012 he won a Gold Glove for his stellar play at second base.

The youthful-looking utilityman offers the kind of versatility every team needs over the course of a long season. The ultimate team player, he even took the mound for the Blue Jays on Canada Day, 2016, in the 19th inning of a game with the powerhouse Cleveland Indians, who were looking to set a franchise record of 14 straight wins.

As inning after inning passed, the Jays bullpen was emptying out like at closing time. Finally it was depleted, and manager John Gibbons inserted position player Ryan Goins, who loaded the bases in his inning of work but induced Chris Gimenez into hitting an inning-ending double play

It would be great to say that Barney prevailed, but his first appearance on the mound since high school resulted in a loss, as he served up a home run pitch to Indians DH Carlos Santana. After the tough loss, Barney said that his pitching goals had been modest. “All I was trying to do was not hurt anyone,” he said.

MIGUEL BATISTA

Pitcher Miguel Batista’s stay in Toronto was a two-year whistle stop on an odyssey through the majors. He started with the Pittsburgh Pirates before moving on to the Florida Marlins, Chicago Cubs, Montreal Expos, Kansas City Royals, Arizona Diamondbacks, Blue Jays, Arizona (again), Seattle Mariners, Washington Nationals, St. Louis Cardinals, New York Mets, and Atlanta Braves.
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