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For those who ignore the question “why baseball?” and watch and thrill and learn as the game rolls on.





[image: e9781616081966_i0002.jpg]


[image: e9781616081966_i0003.jpg]


INTRODUCTION

From the first time a group of boys began playing an ancestral version of baseball, the game has looked pretty easy from afar. Throw ball, hit ball, catch ball, run! The game has always belonged to those who can master these skills. The stands are filled with those who only mastered them in theory or never made it in practice.

Baseball history goes back as far as you are willing to chase it. Bat and ball games have been documented back some 3,500 years ago to ancient Egypt. The game can be traced to eighteenth century New England or to a cow pasture in Cooperstown, New York, for those who like their baseball tales told tall. Wherever you want to say baseball began, it is forever moving back toward home, and every game is both utterly different and remarkably the same.

Baseball Miscellany selects twenty-seven fundamental questions about the game—as many questions as there are outs required for a nine-inning win. Since baseball is a series of unique moments ever reminiscent of previous events, some information is repeated. Corralling this information was as challenging as tracking down a deep drive on the dead run in center field with the wall approaching.

Baseball requires skill and strength plus the heart of a poet. In Shoeless Joe, author W. P. Kinsella sums up baseball’s pull with a speech by a fictionalized version of J. D. Salinger—the character’s name was changed to Terence Mann (played by James Earl Jones) in the film version, Field of Dreams:


I don’t have to tell you that the one constant through all the years has been baseball. America has been erased like a blackboard, only to be rebuilt and then erased again. But baseball has marked time while America has rolled by like a procession of steamrollers.


I don’t have to tell you that I made up the questions, but the answers belong to a lot of different people who provided information for the responses. First, thanks, as always, to my editor, Mark Weinstein, and my agent, Anne Marie O’Farrell. Special appreciation goes to John Thorn, Paul Lukas, and former pitcher Jerry Reuss, the renowned southpaw, who also contributed his photographs to the book. Photo help was provided by Tim Wiles, John Horne, Freddy Berowski, Pat Kelly, and Bill Francis from the National Baseball Hall of Fame Library. Kudos for last-minute help from Al Yellon, Tim Donovan, Dan Sullivan, Joe LeMar, plus Bill and Liam Butler. Michael Guilbault. Heartfelt thanks for the photography of Dan Carubia and Bill Nowlin. Photos not credited belong to the author, who can be contacted at metsilverman.com.

As for written sources, here’s a quick roster of Web sites: Athleticscholarships. net, Baseball Almanac, Baseball Fever, Baseball-Reference, Boston Sports Then and Now, ESPN, the Free Library, Inside Science, Jock Bio, LA84 Foundation, Louisville Slugger, Major League Baseball, Mental Floss, Michigan Daily, NASA, New York Times, Nine, SABR’s Bio Project, San Francisco Museum, Science20.com, Seamheads.com, Sports Illustrated, Suite 101, UCLA, USA Today, and the Wall Street Journal.

And where would we be without baseball books? Notably Baseball Before We Knew It by David Block, Crazy ’08 by Cait Murphy, Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life by Richard Ben Cramer, The ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia by Gary Gillette and Pete Palmer, The Neyer/ James Guide to Pitchers by Bill James and Rob Neyer, Now Batting Number . . . by Jack Looney, Red Sox Threads by Bill Nowlin, Total Baseball by John Thorn, et al., Whatever Happened to the Hall of Fame by Bill James, Why a Curveball Curves by Popular Mechanics (edited by Frank Vizard), Wrigley Field: The Unauthorized Biography, by Stuart Shea, and especially The Dickson Baseball Dictionary by Paul Dickson.

Now batter up.
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WHY DOES THE VISITING TEAM ALWAYS BAT FIRST?

Go to any baseball game, be it Little League, Pony League, International League, or American League, and the team stepping up to the plate first is the visiting team. Asking which team is in the field as a game starts is one of those questions that anyone knowing anything about baseball would not ask. Why does the visiting team bat first? Well, that’s a good question.

It is seen as a tactical advantage for a team to have “last licks”—the chance to score in the bottom of the final inning and not have to defend in the field if they take the lead. The same is true if the game goes extra innings. Records show that the home team has about a 51 percent chance of winning in extra innings—compared with 54 percent in regulation. Still, the idea that the home team could win at any moment in “bonus time” has kept many people in their seats even after beer and hot dog sales have been shut off at the ballyard.

Yet it has not always been this way. Visiting teams have not always batted first and have enjoyed this home-field advantage even while wearing the visiting gray. The home team long held the option to bat first or second. If there hadn’t been a formal rule put in the books in the 1950s, one gets the feeling that Tony LaRussa’s teams would bat first at home . . . with the pitcher hitting eighth.

Back in the day, LaRussa might have had a point. Before 1920 only a handful of baseballs—and sometimes just a single ball—made it into a pitcher’s hand over the course of a game. (The death of Cleveland’s Ray Chapman after being hit in the head by a pitch from Yankee Carl Mays on August 16 of that year led to umpires being instructed to put new balls—which are whiter and thus easier for the batter to see—into play more often.)

When fewer balls were used, the team leading off had the first chance to hit with the new ball. If that team had the lead, it had the benefit of a completely darkened and beat-up ball to pitch with by the time the last of the ninth inning came around.

Though sometimes the home team batted first more for promotional than strategic considerations, the reason why two American League home teams opened the 1903 season as visitors has been lost to time. The Washington Senators led off at home in the first game played by the team now known as the New York Yankees (who had just relocated from Baltimore). Ironically, visiting New York, then known as the Highlanders, scored first while batting second, yet they did not cross the plate again versus Al Orth, who earned the 3–1 win over Jack Chesbro. That same day, the St. Louis Browns batted first against the Chicago White Sox in chilly St. Louis. It didn’t do much for the home club as Chicago romped, 14–4. The next day both the Senators and Browns reverted to type and let the visiting team bat first; in both cases the visiting team won. The Senators and Browns are probably not great examples of strategy since they both finished far off the pace in 1903.
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Around the Horn

Around the horn has two meanings, though both describe whipping the ball quickly around the infield. There is the around the horn double play, from third baseman to second baseman to first baseman (5–4–3 for those scoring at home). The other around the horn is more relaxed, though it also involves sharp throws; the ball is thrown around the horn after the first or second out if nobody is on base (the shortstop is usually included in the latter version and the first baseman is left out, presumably because he handles the ball more frequently and doesn’t need the mid-inning practice). The term refers to sailors going around the tip of South America at Cape Horn to travel from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Because of quickly arising storms, it was an often perilous journey; travel between the two oceans became far safer—and shorter—with the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914.



For a more recent example, look no further than June 25–27, 2010, to an interleague series between the Toronto Blue Jays and Philadelphia Phillies. Originally scheduled for Toronto, it was moved to Citizens Bank Ballpark in Philly because of the G-20 Summit in Toronto, the fourth meeting of the Group of 20 (finance ministers and central bank governors from nineteen countries plus the European Union). With more than 11,000 uniformed police officers, security, and military personnel on duty in Toronto—a total higher than the attendance at eight Blue Jays home games at the Rogers Centre in 2010—authorities decided it best if the Jays made themselves scarce that weekend rather than create even more areas to monitor. The games could have been relocated to any number of neutral sites (the New York Mets and Florida Marlins, for example, would play three games the following week in San Juan to further enthusiasm for the game in Puerto Rico). The Blue Jays, however, opted to give the weekend games to Philadelphia instead, where they would likely sell out and the Blue Jays would enjoy a nice slice of revenue.


The first time the Arizona Diamondbacks got to bat first—or wear road grays—was in Los Angeles on April 7, 1998. Clad in white at home, the Dodgers and the battery of Chan Ho Park and Mike Piazza were unkind hosts in a 9-1 victory.


PHOTO CREDIT: JERRY REUSS
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Did You Know?

Kekiongas Kick Off

The first game in the first professional league was won by the Fort Wayne Kekiongas in Indiana on May 4, 1871. Fort Wayne’s Bobby Mathews blanked the Forest City club of Cleveland 2–0 in the debut of the National Association. The National Association existed for five often precarious seasons before the National League took its place in 1876. While the NA laid the groundwork for professional baseball on a league-wide basis, the NL is considered the first “major league.”



The Blue Jays took the field first in Philadelphia with the Phillies batting first in road gray. The designated hitter was used—the first regular-season game in a National League park to utilize the DH (the 1984 World Series in San Diego marked the last time it happened at an NL park at all). It was very much like a game in Toronto, save for the 44,000 people hoping the Blue Jays would lose. The Blue Jays obliged, losing two out of three in their home away from home. Roy Halladay, Toronto’s marquee player before being traded to Philly the previous winter, blanked his former team in seven innings in his first game as a “visitor” against Toronto. Wink, wink.

And Philadelphia finally got people to call the home team the Blue Jays. Back in the 1940s, new Phillies ownership attempted to change their name of the team to the Blue Jays, but it didn’t stick. This G-20/2010 scheme took that wish just a bit too far.

Now what do scientists have to say of the batting last debate? The April 2010 issue of the magazine Inside Science took on the idea of an advantage for team’s batting last: “In most games in which participants take turns, such as bowling or horseshoes, there’s an advantage to going last. In baseball, the pitcher and the defense both have numerous strategic choices that affect the other’s success, whereas in horseshoes, no one’s trying to catch the final throw.”

Theodore Turocy, a baseball fan and economist specializing in game theory summed it for laymen fans everywhere: “I don’t think that has anything to do with batting last. It has everything to do with being at home.”
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HOW DOES A CURVEBALL CURVE?

There has been enough research on the curving of a curveball that you’d think scientists should get scolded for spending so much time on baseball. But science, technology, and persistence have proven that a curveball does indeed curve . . . though some in the scientific community still contend that the way the ball is viewed makes the break on a curve seem larger than it is.

Testimony that a curveball curves can be acquired from any batter at any level of the game whose career was cut short by an inability to hit the hook, a line that stretches back to when the pitch was invented by Candy Cummings—some say Fred Goldsmith—in the late 1860s (or early 1870s, depending on which pitcher you favor as originator).

There’s never been a doubt in the mind of pitchers as to whether a curve curves. Dizzy Dean, the National League’s last 30-game winner (in 1934), summed it up best: “Stand behind a tree 60 feet away, and I’ll whomp you with an optical illusion!” When asked his opinion, Jerry Reuss, who won 220 games over four decades (1969–1990) took a more down-to-business approach: “As a player, I didn’t concern myself with the physics behind a curve . . . that was above my pay grade. I was concerned with grip, finger position and, most important, location.”

Scientists, on the other hand, have been concerned with balls curving since before baseball existed. One of the greatest scientific minds of all, Isaac Newton, pondered the properties of a ball after it was struck in the popular seventeenth century game of tennis. The Bernoulli Principle, named for eighteenth century mathematician Daniel Bernoulli, has been applied to how an airplane stays aloft as well as how a knee-buckling curve can fall in or out of the strike zone at the last instant.


Tim Lincecum of the 2010 World Champion San Francisco Giants has one of the better curves in the game.


PHOTO CREDIT: SHUTTERSTOCK IMAGES
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Did You Know?

Eating for the Cycle

Part of Astros reliever Charlie Kerfeld’s 987 salary was paid in Jell-O. Born in Knob Noster , Missouri, the former first-round pick liked the number 37 and gelatinous desserts. In addition to his $110,037.37 salary, the Astros had to present Kerfeld with 37 boxes of orange Jell-O. Overweight relievers do not live on orange Jell-O alone. Kerfeld was caught eating ribs during a game that season and was banished—with his 6.67 ERA—to the minor leagues. He did not reappear in the majors for three years.



So let’s take Bernoulli out to the ballgame. A pitcher puts force on one side of the baseball to generate topspin. That creates an area of low pressure on the side of the ball with no force on it. The low pressure area makes the ball spin faster on that side. So a ball that looks like it is sailing wide of the plate tails back in and catches the corner. Stee-rike!

Popular Mechanics wrote the book on the subject, literally: Why a Curveball Curves from Hearst Books in 2008. Those mechanics credited the work of nineteenth century German physicist Gustav Magnus, who never threw a curve but hurled a neat theory on the subject. As Popular Mechanics summarized, “The effect is to generate a pressure difference across the ball, creating a lateral force component that pushes the ball sideways. This lateral force, at right angles to the forward motion of the ball, is known as Magnus force.”
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How’s that for an illusion? Jerry Reuss breaks off a big bender for the Cardinals in 1971.


PHOTO CREDIT: COURTESY OF JERRY REUSS
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Backdoor Slider

A backdoor slider is a slider that moves in the opposite direction of a traditional slider. A slider thrown by a right-handed pitcher should move to the outside corner for a left-handed batter, but a backdoor slider will seem to be headed to the outside only to cross the plate on the inside. Its late unexpected movement often results in strikes and outs—or at least gives the hitter something to think about.



In the late 1940s, with the discovery of the atom bomb and world tyranny taken care of, scientists could again turn to the important question of whether a curve really did curve. Aeronautics engineer Ralph B. Lightfoot used a wind tunnel and high-speed photography at the behest of his employer, Sikorsky Aircraft, to show that the curveball was real, though his findings were not published in a scientific journal. The debate continued.

Even NASA, which knows a thing or two about air currents against objects, has weighed in on the subject. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration points out on its Web site that the amount of force generated by a spinning ball depends on the amount of spin, the velocity of the ball, the size of the ball, and the density of the air. Taking the surroundings into account explains why a ball does not move as much in Denver’s mile-high elevation. The Colorado Rockies installed a humidor in 2002 to prevent the baseballs from becoming drier and harder than balls at sea level. The humidor and the semblance of normalcy it brought to Coors Field baseball was a boon for all who ply the pitching trade.
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To throw a curveball, start with these materials. Add arm.


PHOTO CREDIT: SHUTTERSTOCK IMAGES




Shifting from the physics lab to the operating table, be warned that the arm movement involved in throwing a curveball can harm developing arms. Some experts say the pitch should not be tried until age 16. Little League Baseball takes care of that by claiming research on the pitch is “inconclusive” and calling the curveballs thrown by the 12-year-olds in its nationally televised tournament “breaking balls.” Now that’s quite a curve.
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WHY WAS JOE DIMAGGIO CALLED “THE YANKEE CLIPPER”?

Joe DiMaggio had no shortage of success or nicknames during his fabled career with the New York Yankees.

Because it was a time where ribbing based on ancestry was a given, DiMaggio was called Dago when he got to the Yankees in 1936—the plethora of Italian American Yankees resulted in veterans Frank Crosetti and Tony Lazzeri having “Big” and “Little” stuck in front of the same nickname. Italians all across the world—plus a plucky yet unlucky Cuban fisherman in Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea—would pass down their affection for the Yankees through generations. Playing off that ancestry, newspapers called DiMaggio The Roamin’ Roman and Wallopin’ Wop. There was Little Bambino (a tribute to his Ruth-like prowess and an allusion to the man he essentially replaced) and Big Giuseppe (even though he was technically Giuseppe Jr.). And everyone remembers the famous nickname Joltin’ Joe, not to mention the simpler DiMag or Joe D. Mr. Coffee even entered the lineup when he served as pitchman for his beverage maker of choice.

But no name seemed to capture the imagination like the one bestowed on him in 1939. Richard Ben Cramer, author of Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life, pinpointed the creation of the name to an Arch McDonald broadcast: “Batting cleanup, Joe DiMaggio—the Yankee Clipper.” Pan American airlines was calling its long, sleek airplanes “clippers,” a name that conjured up images of a nineteenth century clipper ship sailing majestically and swiftly across a sun-dappled bay on a crystal clear morning. The same kind of image that DiMaggio invoked as he gracefully roamed the massive outfield at Yankee Stadium, effortlessly tracking down long drives with seeming ease.

The name Yankee Clipper created images of swift vessels of sea and air, but a fishing boat was more appropriate for DiMaggio. Fisherman Giuseppe Paolo DiMaggio Sr. left Sicily in 1898 and settled in Martinez, California. He later moved to San Francisco’s Fisherman’s Wharf and had nine children, enough for a baseball team. The three youngest indeed grew up to play in the major leagues: Vince, Joe Jr., and Dom. Their father didn’t want any of them playing baseball—“Too many shoes, too many pants,” he complained—but when San Francisco mayor Angelo Rossi halted a game at Seals Stadium in front of a packed house to run out and shake Joe’s hand after the teenager broke the Pacific Coast League record by getting a hit in his 49th straight game (DiMaggio would eventually hit in 61 straight for the San Francisco Seals), the parents DiMaggio were suddenly on board with this baseball thing.


Did You Know?

One More Time

Since the modern World Series started in 1903, the longest period without a repeat world champion has been fourteen years. After the New York Yankees won consecutive World Series in 1977–78, it wasn’t until the 1992–93 Toronto Blue Jays that a champion repeated. The 1980s marked the first decade without a repeat world champion. The Yankees and Oakland A’s are the only teams to win at least three consecutive world championships.







	Repeat Champs
	Years



	Chicago Cubs
	1907–08



	Boston Red Sox
	1914–15



	New York Giants
	1921–22



	New York Yankees
	1927–28



	Philadelphia Athletics
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“The story of the curve ball is the story of the game itself.
- Some would say, of life itself.” —Martin Quigley, writer
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For Sla.r'ler-s

“Say this much for big league baseball—it is beyond question
the greatest conversation piece ever invented in America.”
~ —Bruce Catton, writer
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