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INTRODUCTION

It isn’t much of an exaggeration to say that the history of the Boston Red Sox is the history of baseball. Born in 1901, the Boston franchise was a founding member of the American League. The first modern World Series was played in 1903 between the Boston Americans, as they were then known, and the Pittsburg Pirates, with the Boston nine emerging victorious. Rechristened the Red Sox by 1908, they won again in 1912, 1915, and 1916. In 1918, as the First World War was ending, a young Boston pitcher named Babe Ruth led the American League with 11 homers (and compiled a 13-7 record on the pitching mound), Ted Williams was born, and the Sox won their fifth World Series. Then, just when it was beginning to look as if the 20th century belonged to the Boston Red Sox, Ruth was sold to the New York Yankees (who became the “hated New York Yankees”). Eight decades later, the annual New England cry of “Wait ’til next year!” had been replaced with “Maybe next millennium!”

When the first Tales from the Red Sox Dugout was published, we were still waiting.

Despite the extended championship drought, it could nevertheless be argued that the Bosox showcased the greatest practitioners of the two basic facets of the game: hitting and pitching. They boasted Ted Williams, whose name will forever be synonymous with the science of hitting, and Cy Young, the man permanently identified with excellence in the art of pitching. Of course Babe Ruth, the personification of baseball around the world, perfected both skills at Fenway before that carpet-bagging New Yorker named Harry Frazee sold him to the Yankees for cold, hard cash (and even gave the Yankees a mortgage on Fenway Park). Frazee failed to realize that the real drama and melodrama was to be found with his Red Sox. The rise of Ruth as a bona fide Boston star and that eventual sale to the Yankees sums up the Red Sox saga—blessed and cursed in equal measure. Blessed with wonderful heroes and unforgettable heroics; cursed with bad luck and squandered opportunities.

All this made the Red Sox more than just an American institution; it made them a beloved team. You can’t say that about many multimillion dollar corporations. You certainly can’t say it about the Yankees: maybe the Mets…sometimes; the Cubs and the old Brooklyn Dodgers, certainly; but never the Yanks. Teams don’t become beloved strictly by winning, nor do they achieve this status by being just plain bad. Elements of both are necessary. There must be a core of greatness—tempered with comedic relief and at least one tragic flaw. The Red Sox have had stars, heroes and anti-heroes in abundance. Like Sisyphus, the Sox keep pushing the rock up the mountain—only to have it roll right down again. They have shown periodic flashes of brilliance—only to fall just short, often in dramatic style. For every Ted Williams hitting a home run in his last at-bat, there is a Bill Buckner with the ball going through his legs. For every Carlton Fisk game-winning home run, there is the specter of Bucky Dent’s devastating 1978 playoff homer. For every 1967 Impossible Dream, there is the very real nightmare of the 1986 “One Strike Away” World Series. And then along came 2004. And 2007. Did success make the Red Sox less eccentric? Less interesting? Not on your life. More on that later, but let’s also keep in mind 2011. Sox fans have been reminded what humility (and humiliation) is all about.

The Red Sox image is a curious mix of vulnerability, humanity, and humor. America loves underdogs, and for decades the Sox were the perpetual underdog. As such, they were more convincing in the role of “America’s Team” than the media-hyped and image-conscious Atlanta Braves or Yankees.

This book is meant to capture the many sides of the Boston Red Sox: the humor, the brilliance, the humanity, and the countless eccentricities that make them what they are. Anyone who has followed the Red Sox even casually has a favorite story about this team.

My own favorite anecdote about the Red Sox? In the early ’80s, I wrote a number of articles on Ted Williams and in 1995 co-authored a book with Williams, entitled Ted Williams’ Hit List, a ranking of the greatest hitters in baseball history. As a result of all this, Ted’s name became a household word in our home. In 1983, I visited Fenway Park to see a game between the Red Sox and Kansas City Royals. By the third inning, my three- year-old daughter Catherine had dozed off in the hot August sun just as Carl Yastrzemski launched a long homer into the bleachers. Abruptly awakened by the cheers, Catherine joined in the spirit if not the substance of the celebration. “Hooray for Ted Williams!” she said. Although those words had probably not been uttered at Fenway much since September 28, 1960, they sounded not at all out of place. Fans around us seemed to understand and smiled approvingly, as if those unspoken words had been rattling through Fenway Park for decades and needed only a naïve child to give voice to them. The Red Sox are like that—a great, unfinished novel with lots of intriguing characters. To get the full impact of what happens in any one chapter, you should have a working knowledge of previous chapters. The effect is cumulative. The Red Sox are connected to the past yet timeless, and what happened in 1939 or 1960 still means something today.

Red Sox fans know that for good or for bad they are cheering for an American original; the most fascinating franchise in professional sports. I hope the stories in this book help to capture some of their magic for you.

—Jim Prime


Harry Agganis

Harry Agganis’ promising career was cut short when he died at the age of 25 in 1955. The man known as the Golden Greek appeared in an official capacity at both Braves Field and Fenway Park on the same day in 1954. He began the day by hitting a game-winning homer for the Bosox and ended it by receiving his Boston University degree in ceremonies at Braves Field. The former pigskin star at B.U. was one of the few to go from horsehide to sheepskin all in one day in two major league ballparks in two different leagues. We are not sure if there is a record for this sort of thing, but if there is, we’re sure Harry holds it.
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Billy Consolo was Agganis’ teammate with the Red Sox. He has fond memories of the former football All-American, who could have been a pro on the gridiron as well as the diamond. “Man, I tell you, if you’re talking about a man’s man, it was Harry Agganis. When I was rooming with him in ’53, the Cleveland Browns called him up saying, ‘Otto Graham has retired and you’re our number-one draft choice. You don’t want to play baseball.’ I heard all those conversations, man. He could have been a professional football player, quarterback for the Cleveland Browns.”

Dale Alexander

Alexander is a forgotten Red Sox player, but in 1932, despite totaling only 392 at-bats, he led the league with a .372 average. Author Ed Walton documented how the Tennessee farmer’s career came to an unexpected halt. Doc Woods, a former trainer for the Yankees, was hired and decided that a leg injury Alexander had suffered should be treated by heat therapy. He placed Alexander under a heat lamp and went out to check on how the game was going. It must have been a good one, because he forgot to go back in to check on Alexander, who was out for a couple of weeks after being cooked to a “well-done” degree. Talk about your red-hot hitters!
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Luis Aparicio

Larry Andersen

In Red Sox lore, he will forever be known as the player whom Lou Gorman obtained for Jeff Bagwell. Larry Andersen was in his 13th year of baseball at the time, an excellent reliever. Gorman acquired him at a crucial point in the 1990 pennant race, and Andersen threw 22 innings, with 25 strikeouts compared to just three walks. His ERA was 1.23. He was extremely effective in helping the Sox to win the division by just two games over the Blue Jays. Meanwhile, native son Bagwell, born in Boston, became a star with Houston the very next year—and after 15 years with the Astros sports a lifetime .297 average with 449 homers and 1,529 RBI. Gorman has long been ridiculed but when the trade was made, it reflected good baseball sense.

[image: image]

Andersen was, in Floyd Conner’s choice words, “the Steven Wright of baseball. He pondered such matters as why slim chance and fat chance meant the same thing, and how do you know when invisible ink is dry?” The reliever was puzzled by something he saw most every day: “Why does everybody stand up and sing ‘Take Me Out to the Ball Game’ when they’re already there?”

Luis Aparicio

It was 1971, and Red Sox shortstop Luis Aparicio was mired in the worst slump of his long and distinguished major-league career. He had been held hitless for 11 games and 44 at-bats. On June 1, he singled, a small oasis in a desert of batting futility, but then went hitless for two more games and was now l-for-55. On June 4, he received a note from President Richard Nixon, who wrote: “In my own career, I have experienced long periods when I couldn’t seem to get a hit, regardless of how hard I tried, but in the end, I was able to hit a home run.” Inspired by the President’s support, the 37-year-old Aparicio went out that day and earned a standing ovation for knocking in two runs. His slump was over. As for Nixon, his next slump would prove to be his last.

[image: image]

On the final day of the 1971 season, Luis was preparing to head back to Venezuela. Something of a fashion plate, he wore his Oleg Cassini jacket, his Oleg Cassini pants and his Oleg Cassini shoes to the ballpark. He had already sent the rest of his luggage to the airport, and all he had was his ticket, his uniform and the elegant clothes on his back. Carl Yastrzemski, a brutal practical joker who wasn’t playing that day, went to the clubhouse in the late innings of the game and cut his pants at the knees, cut the lapels off his jacket, cut his tie in half and nailed his shoes to the hardwood floor. Luis was forced to make his way back home in borrowed Bermuda shorts.

Elden Auker

Ted Williams once told Elden Auker, “You’re about the only friend I have who doesn’t want something from me. You’ve never even asked for my autograph.” Auker replied, “You never ask me for my autograph so why should I ask for yours?”
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Before John Valentin (1992-2001), the only Red Sox players to wear a number 13 jersey were Bob Fothergill (1933), Elder Auker (1939), Reid Nichols (1985) and Billy Joe Robidoux (1990.) After five seasons with the Red Sox, Nichols was traded the year he donned the number. 1990 proved to be Robidoux’s last year in the majors.

The Killer B’s

They are known as the Killer B’s, a swarm of young Red Sox stars that includes Mookie Betts, Xavier Bogaerts, Jackie Bradley Jr., and Andrew Benintendi. Also part of the hive is Brock Holt who achieved honorary membership because of his first name and the fact that he can sting opposing pitchers with the best of them.
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The Killer B’s swarm. Andrew Benintendi, Jackie Bradley Jr., and Mookie Betts perform a victory dance

Jim Bagby

Red Sox reliever Jim Bagby was once warming up in the bullpen while consuming a hotdog. Cronin called the kid in the bullpen and said, “Tell Bagby to get in here. Bagby hands the hotdog to the kid. “What am I going to do with the hotdog, it’ll get cold?” the kid says. Bagby said, “Well, who am I going to pitch to?” The kid said “DiMaggio, Henrich and Keller.” Bagby said “Hold the f—ing hotdog, I’ll be right back!”

Daniel Bard

Daniel Bard was part of the first swarm of "B's" for the Red Sox—the trio of pitchers with Michael Bowden and Clay Buchholz who it was thought would ensure a home-grown Red Sox rotation for years to come.

Buchholz threw a no-hitter in his second start, and has had success with the Red Sox, including a remarkable 12-1 (1.74) season in 2013 sandwiched around injury.

Bard, a first-round draft pick who had a 100-mph fastball, was effective working out of the Red Sox bullpen, particularly with his 1.93 ERA in 2010. But he wanted to be a starter and manager Bobby Valentine gave him the opportunity in 2012. He just couldn't seem to harness it, and saw his ERA climb to 6.22 that year. He was gone from the majors with only two appearances in 2013, and couldn't manage a comeback in the low minors or Puerto Rican Winter League ball. There was even the time in 2014, pitching in Single-A in the Rangers system that he recorded two outs (and that's all) while walking nine and hitting seven batters. Raw talent for sure, but something had gone awry.

Jack Baker

Late in the 1977 season, Jack Baker stepped to the plate for the Red Sox, and his first major league hit was a home run into the screen at Fenway. Was this a new “Home Run” Baker in the making? Not quite. This Baker lacked the Ruthian recipe. In 22 other at-bats at the tail end of 1977 and in three more in 1978, he only managed two other hits. The career .115 hitter moved on to another career—perhaps as a butcher, or candlestick maker.

Matt Batts

Blessed with one of the most fitting—and Suessian—names in baseball history, Batts once incurred the wrath of legendary Boston manager Joe McCarthy. In August of 1948, the Red Sox were locked in a pennant race with the Cleveland Indians. Indians sparkplug Lou Boudreau stole home against Red Sox pitcher Mickey McDermott and catcher Batts. McCarthy stormed out of the Red Sox dugout to dispute the call at home plate and ended his tirade by kicking Batts in the posterior. Or as Dr. Suess might put it: Manager Mac attacks Matt Batts’ slats.

Don Baylor

Don Baylor was a stylish hitter, an intelligent ballplayer, a born leader with fire in his belly—and a winner. He came to the Red Sox late in his career, bringing that winning tradition with him. The best designated hitter in baseball at the time, he became the first player to reach the World Series in three consecutive seasons for three different teams—the 1986 Red Sox, the 1987 Minnesota Twins and the 1988 Oakland Athletics. Baylor was fearless. He’d stand close to the plate and defy pitchers to throw at him, yelling as a reliever strode to the mound: “You’re the guy I’ve been waiting for since batting practice!” Often they obliged, making Baylor number one on the all-time hit-by-pitch list. Baylor was hit by a season-record 35 pitches in 1986 and took one for the team a total of 267 times in his career. Ouch!
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When Baylor came to the Red Sox in 1986 from the New York Yankees, Yankee owner George Steinbrenner predicted that the aging, 36-year-old slugger’s bat would be “dead by August.” August came, and Baylor hit seven home runs and drove in 14 runs. Steinbrenner later apologized, claiming he had been misquoted. Actually it was his Yankees that were on life support.
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Rod Beck
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Baylor was perhaps best known for the Kangaroo Courts he established. The idea was to have some fun while at the same time keeping players loose and boosting morale. Baylor was the judge, and fines could be imposed for almost any on-field “infraction.” Some players, of course, were repeat offenders. Steve “Psycho” Lyons was fined for fraternizing with opposing players, socializing with fans, being on the field without his cap and so on. When Lyons was traded from the Red Sox, Baylor lamented: “There goes half our Kangaroo Court fund.”

Rod Beck

It may have been the longest trip in from the bullpen in the history of baseball. He had never been to Boston, let alone Fenway Park, but when reliever Rod Beck came over to the Red Sox in a trade with the National League’s Chicago Cubs in the middle of the ’99 stretch drive, the long-haired, mustachioed right-hander was immediately pressed into action. Arriving at Fenway after a six-hour flight from California followed by a stressful 40-minute cab ride from the airport, the Sox’s brand new closer had scarcely located the bullpen when he was called in against the Kansas City Royals in the ninth inning. “The Red Sox fans gave him a great ovation,” said Nomar Garciaparra. “I mean, he was with the Cubs—in the other league—but they still knew how good he is, and they give him a great reception. It just shows how knowledgeable Boston fans are.” First baseman Mike Stanley literally had to introduce himself to Beck during the meeting at the mound: “How you doing, Rod? Welcome to the Red Sox. I’m Mike Stanley, and I’ll be your first baseman today.” Catcher Jason Varitek extended his hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Jason Varitek,” he said. “What do ya got?” Despite his long trip, Beck’s first outing was successful. He threw eleven pitches and recorded his first save for the Red Sox. “I’d never met him either,” recalls Garciaparra, “but I figured I’d introduce myself after the game.” In his initial eight appearances in a Sox uniform he was almost untouchable, allowing just four hits in his first 10 pressure-packed innings of work.
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Rod Beck wishes no one—especially his dental hygienist—had noticed. But the TV cameras caught it all one summer night in an inter-league game with the Expos in Montreal during the 2001 season. Beck, celebrating after a key strikeout, accidentally spit out his gum. Not missing a beat, Beck bent down, picked it up, and popped it back in his mouth. “Now it looks even more like I’m the dirt bag everybody thinks I am,” Beck said. “It landed on the turf, not on the mound,” he insisted. “It fell on a clean spot.” But he admitted that had it landed in the dirt he still would have chewed it. “That had never happened before,” he explained. “I considered that my lucky gum.”

Mark Bellhorn

One of the very few Red Sox players born in Boston, Mark Bellhorn sometimes seem to just stand at the plate without swinging the bat. He led the A.L. with 117 strikeouts in 2004, but he was third in the league with 88 bases on balls. And he hit 17 homers during the regular season, with 93 runs scored and 88 driven in. But it was the postseason where he made a big mark. After hardly hitting at all for the first seven games, he hit a three-run homer against the Yankees in Game Six (the initial call of a double was overturned) and a two-run homer in Game Seven, then snapped a 9-9 tie in the eighth inning of Game One of the World Series with yet another home run. The Yankees may have thought they were getting something big when they picked him up later in 2005, but he only hit .118 for them.

Andrew Benintendi

It may be heresy. It may be premature. These words you are reading may someday be looked at with scorn and ridicule. But Andrew Benintendi has a Ted Williams swing. That’s not to say that he will be the next Ted Williams. There were many qualities that made Ted the greatest hitter in baseball history and The Swing was only one of them. Ted had a passion for hitting, a willingness to learn from others, intelligence, power, and an intimate knowledge of the strike zone. But Benintendi has the swing. A swing that renders even cynical, battle-hardened baseball men rhapsodic in their enthusiasm.
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Andrew Benintendi ascended to the majors so quickly that it’s a wonder he didn’t suffer from the bends. Benintendi went directly from Double-A Portland to the Boston Red Sox, comparable to skipping your senior year at college and being awarded your degree anyway. In 2015, as a member of the University of Arkansas Razorbacks, he had won the Golden Spikes Award, as the best amateur player in the country. Other future Red Sox players to win the prestigious award include Jason Varitek, David Price, and J.D. Drew. Benintendi was the seventh outfielder to capture the honor; the first was Terry Francona in 1980.
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Benintendi’s major league debut came on August 2, 2016, when he was sent to the plate to pinch hit. The next day he got his first big league start and collected two hits. In 34 games, he batted .295 with 31 hits, 2 homers, and 14 RBIs.
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It didn’t take long for Andrew Benintendi to win over the populace of Red Sox Nation. On August 9, 2016, sports columnist, author, and passionate Red Sox fan Bill Simmons tweeted the following: “Benintendi rapidly climbing the ladder of most important people in my life … I think he just passed 10 cousins, 4 uncles, and 3 aunts.”
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Although the Red Sox were swept by Cleveland in the 2016 ALDS, Benintendi batted .333 in the series. Batting out of the ninth spot in the lineup, the 22-year old outfielder hit a home run in Game One, making him the youngest Red Sox player to go deep in a postseason contest.
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The garage of Andrew Benintendi’s uncle Brian has become a repository for assorted family memorabilia, both athletic and academic. Naturally many of the recent additions have to do with Andrew’s rapid advancement to the major leagues. Brian and Andrew’s dad Chris also use the place to watch ballgames on the internet. It is known as the Garage Mahal.
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Benintendi’s hair has garnered a lot of attention since he joined the Red Sox. His flowing black locks started innocently enough, but as they grew and he moved from Double-A to the majors, baseball superstition took over and Andrew was loath to shear them. His coif became so large that he was in the market for a larger hat. And then his mom came to Boston for a visit and he suddenly decided to get a haircut. The power of superstition takes a backseat to mom power.
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Dennis “The Menace” Bennett

Pitcher Dennis Bennett used to carry five guns with him on road trips. One evening, he got into a heated argument with roommate Lee “Mad Dog” Thomas over who should get up to turn out the light in their room. Players in the next room overheard the angry shouts and then were startled by a loud gunshot. Expecting the worst, the players rushed to the scene of the mayhem, passing a rapidly retreating Thomas in the hallway. When they reached Bennett’s room, they discovered that he had solved the dispute by shooting out the light with his pistol.
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Lacking sufficient money for a plane ticket to a teammate’s wedding, Bennett enlisted the help of a stewardess friend and stowed away on a cross-country flight. Giving new meaning to the term “relief pitcher,” Bennett remained in one of the plane’s toilets, protected by a sign that read “Out of Service.”
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Moe Berg

Moe Berg

Red Sox catcher Moe Berg was a spy. No, not just another one of those guys who gets to second base and tries to steal the catcher’s signs in order to relay them to the batter—although had he reached second more often, he doubtless would have become quite adept at that too. Berg was a real spy for the U.S. during World War II.

In 1934, Berg visited Japan as part of an All-Star barnstorming tour. With a puny .251 average, Berg’s credentials for such a trip paled beside those of teammates such as Ruth and Gehrig. Why then was he chosen? While there he reportedly took a large number of photographs which years later were used by U.S. intelligence to plan air attacks on Tokyo.

[image: image]

It was once said of Berg: “He could speak a dozen languages and couldn’t hit in any of them.” During a 15-year career, he compiled a modest .243 batting average, with just six home runs.
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Prior to departure for the series of games in Japan, Babe Ruth asked Berg: “You’re such a brilliant linguist; do you speak Japanese?” The catcher replied that he did not. After two weeks on the high seas, the ship carrying the baseball stars arrived in Japan. As they were disembarking, Berg engaged a welcoming committee in animated conversation—in apparently fluent Japanese. Ruth was astounded. “I thought you didn’t speak Japanese,” he said. “That was two weeks ago,” Berg replied.

[image: image]

On one 1937 trip between Washington and Philadelphia, the Red Sox had four players fluent in four languages on the team. Mel Almada was born in Mexico, Fabian Gaffke was German, Gene Desautels was French and Dom Dallessandro was Italian. Moe Berg was able to talk with each reasonably fluently. Impressive, but would he have been able to communicate with Jimy Williams in Jimywocky?
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Moe Berg was a Phi Beta Kappa Ivy Leaguer (Princeton), a Rhodes Scholar and an attorney. Apparently Berg could write in Japanese, too. Once he startled some visitors from Japan by autographing their ball in Japanese. When Joe Garagiola described catcher’s equipment as “the tools of ignorance,” he was obviously not talking about Moe.
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In the Big Book of Jewish Baseball, the author claims that catcher and part-time spy (or is it the other way around?) Moe Berg actually met with Albert Einstein in 1945. Now that would be a conversation worth recording. Berg reportedly impressed Einstein with detailed knowledge of his recent writings on atomic warfare. And then it was Berg’s turn to be impressed when Einstein described an article that Berg had penned on the subject of catching. Little wonder! The physics of splitting the atom are one thing, but the physics of the knuckleball remain beyond the realm of human knowledge. The two men had something else in common; neither could hit worth a darn.
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Berg was a back-up catcher and rarely started a game. Instead, he spent long periods of time warming up pitchers in the Red Sox dugout. So when manager Joe Cronin once brought him in to catch the final innings of a game, Berg broke up the dugout by loudly inquiring of Cronin, “Joe, I can’t remember. Do the batters still get three strikes in this league?”
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Berg graduated magna cum laude from Columbia University Law School and pursued the study of philosophy at the Sorbonne in Paris but in some quarters that just doesn’t measure up with being able to deliver a whack on the head, a tweak of the nose or a poke in the eye. When a publisher approached Berg with an offer to pen his autobiography, it looked like Berg’s fascinating life story would finally be told. Unfortunately, the editor mistakenly believed he was negotiating with Moe Howard of the Three Stooges, and when it was discovered that Berg was only a major league ballplayer and international spy, the offer was promptly rescinded.

Mookie Betts

Aside from an Elvis style sneer when he looks out at the pitcher, he does not have the look of a star and at 5’9”, 180 pounds he is far from intimidating.

In 2016, he committed only one error all season and was awarded a Gold Glove as the best right fielder in the league. He topped the major leagues in defensive runs with 32. The home opener against the Washington Nationals was the Mookie Betts Show. In the outfield he committed grand larceny, robbing Bryce Harper of a sure homer. The robbery continued on the base paths as he swiped two bases. He topped off the crime wave by stealing the hearts of the Fenway faithful, blasting a home run over the Green Monster.
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Betts’s break-out year was 2016, as he was selected to his first AL All Star team. He also reached the coveted 200-hit plateau with 214, second best in the junior circuit. The right fielder was at or near the top in an assortment of offensive categories, leading the league in at-bats (672) and total bases (359). He finished second in runs scored (122), beat out 42 doubles, hit 31 homers and contributed 113 RBIs. His batting average was .318 (2nd). Once on the base paths he continued to be a threat, stealing 26 bases and rattling opposing pitchers.
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As a child, Mookie was so small that even his extra small pair of baseball pants were in constant danger of falling down. His mother, Diana Benedict, solved the problem by buying him suspenders. He chose the ones with Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles on them and his mom bought him a matching Ninja Turtle glove.
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For such a clean cut ballplayer, Mookie spends a lot of time hanging out in alleys. Bowling alleys that is. He is so good that he someday hopes to join the PBA tour. He has bowled four perfect games and participated in the 2015 PBA World Series of Bowling in Reno, Nevada. Baseball experts see a World Series of another kind in his future.
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Mookie has a guardian angel. At the age of 12 he was returning from a bowling trip with three teammates. His stepfather was driving and his mother was in the front seat as the boys snoozed in the back. Suddenly the car struck a utility pole and careened across the busy interstate, finally coming to rest upside-down next to the median.

Ignoring her broken shoulder, his mother tried frantically to open the door. She could see the other three kids scramble through a window but Mookie, who hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt, was nowhere in sight. A few desperate moments later, he was spotted lying face down and stunned in the middle of rush hour traffic. For his mother, the next sequence of events seemed to play out in slow motion.

Seemingly out of nowhere, a driver got out of his car and carried Mookie to safety, away from the oncoming traffic. The man then stopped the two-way traffic until emergency vehicles arrived. “To this day I don’t know who saved him,” Diana Benedict told Sports Illustrated’s Tom Verducci in 2015. “He was God’s little angel.” As for Mookie, he escaped with a broken jaw and an assortment of scrapes and bruises.
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It couldn’t have been scripted any better. Betts’ first major league hit came against the Red Sox archrivals, the New York Yankees, at Yankee Stadium. His mother, father and fiancée were at the game. To put a cherry on top of a perfect day, Yankee shortstop and future Hall of famer Derek Jeter realized the significance of the hit, retrieved the ball and rolled it to the dugout for the budding superstar.
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Mookie’s favorite TV show is SpongeBob SquarePants, and he confesses to binge watching it during the offseason. Aside from SpongeBob himself, his favorite character is Squidward.
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Despite his young age, Mookie is already a pioneer. Betts was still a student at Overton High School in Nashville in 2011 when Red Sox scout Danny Watkins came calling. Watkins asked the young ballplayer to play a series of computer games. These games were not your usual shoot ’em ups however. They were actually a battery of state-of-the art baseball tests designed to measure the previously unmeasurable. It is relatively easy for an experienced scout to assess a player’s swing. Such things as bat speed, technique and mechanics are all tangible, or at least quantifiable elements in a hitter’s skill set. But what about pitch recognition and decision making?

Mookie was a guinea pig in a concept known as neuroscouting, a tool developed to rate a player’s baseball mind, how fast and intuitive his baseball IQ is in real time. It tests how well a players sees a pitch and how well he reads the pitch. Former Red Sox general manager Theo Epstein was one of the first to embrace the technology. Mookie was told to tap the space bar when he saw a certain spin on the ball.

Incredibly, neuroscouting also attempts to assess the character of the player being tested. To that end, certain errors are built into the program. If a player is frustrated or makes excuses based on the irregularities, he is likely to be a complainer in the majors; if he ignores it continues to perform, he is more likely to handle the ups and downs of major league play. Not surprisingly, Betts scored incredibly high in all aspects of the test, “ridiculously high,” according to one source.

Little wonder that Theo Epstein saw enough potential to draft Betts in 2011, his last season as Red Sox GM before moving over to the Chicago Cubs.
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Betts is among the most opportunistic of players, especially on the base paths. He once pulled off the rare double-steal-by-one-person-on-a-single-pitch trick. It happened on Opening Day at Fenway on April 13, 2015, in a game against the Washington Nationals. On first with David Ortiz at the plate, he took off for second and just beat the throw from the catcher. As he popped out of his slide he glanced toward third and saw that no one was covering the base. He took off, leaving the helpless shortstop holding the ball. By the time third baseman Ryan Zimmerman received the throw ran back to his base, Betts slid in just beyond the tag. The Nats challenged both safe calls—at second and third—but after a lengthy pause, Betts was declared safe at both bases. He later scored on a David Ortiz hit.
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Mookie is a key member of the outfield dance troupe that performs “win dance repeat” after every Sox win. His contributions include “The Carlton,” “Jump On It,” and the “Macarena.”
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Humble, team-oriented, talented, Mookie is the poster boy for the sport. Jerry West’s silhouetted image is the symbol for the NBA. Betts already has a head start to be his baseball counterpart. His full name is Marcus Lynn Betts, as in MLB. His best Red Sox pal Jackie Bradley Jr. still addresses him by that name.
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Betts was once asked about his biggest fear. His answer? “Rust. I hate rust, it messes me up. It makes my skin crawl,” he told Katie Nolan of Garbage Time. “I have to get away from it. It’s been this way pretty much my entire life. I don’t know why I don’t like it, if I see rust it just really messes me up.” This might have been a legitimate concern for atrocious fielding former Red Sox first baseman Dick Stuart, aka "The Man With The Iron Glove" but not for the sure-handed Red Sox right fielder. It’s just a matter of time before he is the proud owner of multiple Gold Gloves. And gold doesn’t rust.
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Mookie’s mom was his first Little League coach. Mookie’s uncle is Terry Shumpert, a former major leaguer with several teams. The nickname Mookie was inspired by his parents watching Mookie Blaylock, then a guard for the NBA’s Atlanta Hawks.

Clarence “Climax” Blethen

Some major league ballplayers exit the game having left a mark on posterity; still others depart with a mark on their own posterior. Red Sox pitcher Blethen was one of those players who left little mark on the game, but the game made a distinct mark on him. He was once bitten on the butt by his own teeth! He wore dentures and placed them in his back pocket when he played. Maybe he didn’t trust his 1923 teammates enough to leave them in the clubhouse. One day, on a slide into second base, the teeth snapped shut on part of his anatomy.

Xander Bogaerts

David Ortiz has called Xander Bogaerts “the best shortstop in the game, by far” and few would argue that he’s at least in the top echelon at that position. At the plate, his bat is lightning quick. He once hit a home run on a pitch that was so far inside, he actually apologized after the game. “I had no business swinging at it,” he told reporters.
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Xander Bogaerts, nicknamed X-Man, is a native of Aruba and can speak four languages: English, Dutch, Papiamento, and Spanish. Unlike former Red Sox catcher Moe Berg of whom it was said, “He could speak a dozen languages and couldn’t hit in any of them,” Bogaerts can hit fluently in all of them.
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As a 21-year old with only two month in the big leagues, Bogaerts helped lead the Red Sox to a World Series championship in 2013, prompting a hero’s welcome back home in Aruba. The red carpet was rolled out, a stretch limo provided. Even the Prime Minister turned out for the occasion. But for Bogaerts, the highlight was being awarded the first star on the Aruba Walk of Fame at the local mall. “That’s our Hollywood Boulevard,” he explained. “I guess that means I’ve really made it.”
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Bogaerts wears uniform number 2 in honor of his hero, Derek Jeter.
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Even before Bogaerts joined the Red Sox, writer Michael Schur saw promotional opportunities for the young prospect: “I’m excited for when Bogaerts gets to the majors, has a great first week, and Baskin-Robbins releases ‘Xander Bogaerts Frozen Yogaerts.’
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Xander’s twin brother Jair Bogaerts was also Red Sox property for a short while but he will always be part of a great Sox trivia question. He was dealt to the Chicago Cubs in 2012 as part of the deal that allowed Red Sox GM and executive vice-president Theo Epstein to take over as president of baseball operations in the windy city. Jair now works for the Beverly Hills Sports Council as a player agent.
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Wade Boggs
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Bogaerts was discovered by Red Sox scout Mike Lord during a 2009 recruiting trip to Aruba. Lord had watched several young players work out, including Xander’s brother Jair. He casually asked if there was anyone else he should see. Jair mentioned his 16-year old twin who was sick in bed with chicken pox. His mother, Sandra Brown, was finally convinced to let him leave his sick bed to try out and the rest is history.

The Bogaerts twins were first instructed in the fine art of hitting by their uncle Glenroy. Instead of baseballs, he threw them almonds from the tree in the backyard. The trunk of a discarded Christmas tree was used as a bat.

Wade Boggs

Ballplayers are a superstitious lot; none more so than former Red Sox third baseman and Hall of Fame inductee Wade Boggs. Boggs was known for drawing Hebrew letters in the batter’s box for luck. He also had a fixation with the numbers 7 and 17. He took his wind sprints at 7:17 each evening (this was before the days of the 7:05 start) and in 1984 asked the Red Sox for the precise sum of $717,000. Boggs’ major quirk was a daily diet of chicken, prepared one of fifty different ways. His wife Debbie was so inspired that she even went so far as to author a cookbook entitled Fowl Tips.
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During the 1985 season, Boggs batted .368 and showed his great patience as a hitter. He popped up just three times in 653 at-bats, and two of those were foul. During that same season, he compiled 240 hits, and 124 of those came with two strikes on him—something that would make Ted “a walk is as good as a hit” Williams smile. Boggs swung at and missed a grand total of one first pitch all season long. In 1987, he hit a robust .390 with the count at 0 and 2.
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Boggs’ days with the Red Sox were not without controversy. In 1989, a very public scandal involving Margo Adams tarnished his image and threatened to scuttle his marriage, and for a while he was forced to endure brutal heckling both at home and on the road. His season batting average fell from .366 the previous year to a slightly more earthly .330, and for the first time in recent memory he failed to capture the batting title. Boggs endured however, and when he retired at the end of the 1999 campaign with a .328 average and 3010 hits, he was a sure bet for a spot in baseball’s Hall of Fame. Defying those who dismiss him as a doubles hitter, his 3000th hit was a 372-foot home run.
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Ted Williams redux? Well, not quite maybe, but not bad. On the final day of the 1985 season, Boggs admits he was counting numbers, shooting for 240 hits which would represent the highest total since 1930. With 11 games left, he still needed 19 hits.

The last day, he still needed three, and John McNamara asked him how many at-bats he wanted. “I’ll go 3-for-3 and come out of the game,” replied Boggs. First two times up, he got a double and then a single. Next at-bat, he made an out. McNamara informed Boggs that with that 2-for-3 he was in a dead tie with Rod Carew for the batting title, and asked if Wade wanted to share the title or go for hit #240, possibly risking the loss of both goals. Boggs said, “Just give me another at-bat,” and got his hit.
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Boggs started the season going 3-for-4 and closed it the same way. On the season, he hit 187 singles, seven more than the previous A.L. record. He hit safely in 135 games, tying the major league mark set in 1930.
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Boggs averaged .338 during his 11 years as a Red Sox, getting over 200 hits in seven straight seasons. Too often in the press for one escapade or another, Boggs “left the Red Sox for the Yankees becoming perhaps the only sports star ever to move to the Big Apple in search of anonymity.” —Friend & Zminda.
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“According to The Sporting News, over the last four years, Wade Boggs hit .800 with women in scoring position.” —David Letterman.

Dennis “Oil Can” Boyd

“I sometimes act like I’m from another planet.”

—Dennis “Oil Can” Boyd

Oil Can Boyd courted controversy during his fiery tenure with the Red Sox. General Manager Lou Gorman describes why, after the disastrous sixth-game loss to the Mets, Oil Can didn’t pitch in Game seven of the 1986 World Series.

“Then it all fell apart. The wild pitch. The error. Then the loss. We were devastated. The next day, we were rained out and I met with [manager] John McNamara about what we were going to do in the seventh game. Oil Can Boyd was fresh, rested, and wanted to pitch the game. But Mac decided to go with Bruce Hurst. Hurst had won two games already in that series, though he was going to go without his normal rest. If he got in trouble early, we were going to bring in Boyd, and then finish up with [Calvin] Schiraldi. We had the lead going into the sixth inning, but then Bruce started to get into trouble. We were going to go to Boyd, but we couldn’t find him.” Will McDonough, (Boston Globe 4/8/2000)
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