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  Watching Baseball




  

    “A masterful work that tells you more about the game, the strategies, the approaches taken by players and by managers, than you’ll find anywhere else.”




    —Waterbury Republican-American (Waterbury, CT)


  




  

    “Get it and be a smarter fan. Five Stars!”




    —Fenway Nation Book Reviews
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    To Phoebe, my best friend and confidante, the backbone in my life and career.




    —Jerry Remy



  




  

    To Janice, my favorite southpaw, who takes baseball (and me) so very seriously.




    —Corey Sandler
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  Foreword




  It’s not easy being a green monster. People talk to me all the time, but I don’t really like to answer. I just watch.




  I was around here in 1912 when Fenway Park opened; we won the World Series that year, don’t ya know? And we did it again in 1915 and 1916 and 1918 . . . and then there was a brief interruption.




  For eighty-six years I watched the Red Sox play hard, win a bunch of games, and break a lot of hearts. And then in 2004 there was a change in the air around here. There was a new flag flying from Fenway Park, and I heard the distant echo of what sounded like a Nation full of cheers, tears, and joy.




  The next two years were exciting, but in the end . . . no joy. But things were very special in 2007: The cheers started on Opening Day and the joint was rocking all season long. And now there are two new World Championship banners hanging on Yawkey Way.




  Like I said, I am a monster of few words. I’ve traveled with the team, flown on the charters, sat in on clubhouse meetings, and visited the press box buffet in every major league park.




  Here’s what I know: This Jerry Remy guy is not as dumb as he looks. He knows more about baseball than many managers, coaches, and players. Heck, he even knows more about the game than I do.




  Jerry has been part of the Red Sox for thirty years; that’s almost a third of the history of Fenway Park.




  Born near Fall River, Massachusetts, he was a high school star at Somerset High School. After coming up to the bigs and playing three seasons with the California Angels, Jerry returned home to Red Sox Nation in 1978. He was a dirt dog at second base for seven years, and then someone got the crazy idea of giving him a microphone in 1987. He hasn’t stopped talking since.




  I know this guy, and he’s the real thing. This is not a history of baseball or a locker room confessional; there are more than enough of those. Instead, allow yourself to let Jerry talk to you about how to watch baseball, just like he tells me during every game.




  WALLY THE GREEN MONSTER
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  Nothing would have been the same without my wife, Phoebe. We’ve been married more than thirty years now, and across all of my years in baseball and broadcasting, she’s had most of the responsibility for raising the family. She’s the strongest person I know.
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  Walt Hriniak, hitting coach for Boston and my close, trusted friend for many years, taught me to put the best effort into everything I do.




  Thanks to Jeremy Kapstein—without him I wouldn’t have had a clue about the business side of baseball. He’s as trustworthy as they come, always looking out for my best interests, and still my close friend.




  The late, great Ned Martin was my first partner in broadcasting and helped me ease into the job. Mercy.




  Sean McDonough brought out the best in me as an analyst.




  And I’ve also been lucky to work with Bob Kurtz and most recently with Don Orsillo and the rest of the NESN broadcast crew, friendly booth and traveling companions.
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    The Oracle of Fenway, answering questions from the NESN studios in a “Triple Play” segment.




    Photo by Corey Sandler
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    Coauthor Corey Sandler in the NESN broadcast booth at Fenway Park.




    Photo by Tessa Sandler


  




  I thought I knew a lot about baseball until I heard Jerry Remy on television analyzing the choreography of a double play, and so I went back to school, listening to him across a season.




  And then I got the chance to spend much of a hot stove league winter across the table from Jerry, enrolled in a one-on-one graduate course.




  The result is this book, a labor of love for me. This is the fourth edition, revised and updated. I hope you’ll come away with a new appreciation of the whys and wherefores of baseball, a game that combines athletic ability, ballet, and intellect in a way no other sport does.




  Jerry is the real deal: smart, funny, and a great teammate for a book. He is the Rem Dawg.




  Thanks, too, to longtime facilitator Gene Brissie. We extend our thanks to editor Tom McCarthy, a guy who knows a good team when he sees one. Thanks, too, to Dan Spinella, Shelley Wolf, Casey Shain, and Melissa Evarts at The Globe Pequot Press. And Janice Keefe converted hours of audiotape to megabytes of words in her inimitable style.




  We appreciate the assistance of Eric Kay and the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim Baseball Club. Thanks, too, to Debbie Matson, Meghan McClure, Brita Meng Outzen, and the Boston Red Sox for research and photographs from their archives.





  COREY SANDLER
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  I N T R O D U C T I O N




  Why Baseball Matters




  I love baseball and I will always love it. My favorite time begins when the umpire says “play ball” and ends with the final out.




  I have never been a big fan of the politics of the game. I don’t particularly care for pregame predictions and postgame comments. I don’t care about contracts. I don’t care about collective bargaining agreements. I just like the game.




  When I first wrote this section, the ground was blanketed with snow, but people were already talking about the beginning of spring training in a few weeks. People here in Red Sox Nation are so much in love with baseball that they’ll tune in to the annual spring training exhibition game between the Sox and Boston college students in March. I guess it brings hope at the end of the harsh New England winter that spring has arrived.




  One more thing: The first edition of this book was published in the spring of 2004. Since it came out, the Red Sox have been World Series champions twice. Coincidence? I think not.




  Baseball is part of the fabric of our lives. It’s a love that is handed down from father to son, mother to daughter. Baseball was huge with my father and my grandfather when I was a kid in Somerset, Massachusetts.




  All of us cherish the first time we went to a major league ball game. I remember the first time I walked up the ramp inside Fenway Park and stepped out into the grandstand. The first thing that I saw was the wall, a huge green thing. And then there was the beautiful grass and the colors of the players’ uniforms. I was stunned. I guess I still am.




  It bothers me when people say baseball is a boring game. It’s not boring if you learn how to watch the game closely, and that’s what this book is all about. If it really were so boring, I don’t think you would see 35,000 people at Fenway for every game and millions tuning in on television and radio. People love watching the great players play.




  

    “Jerry Remy is an extraordinary broadcaster. He makes the victories sweeter and soothes me when the Red Sox suffer a defeat. He’s a great analyst, but the best part is that you feel like you’re having a beer with a friend while you’re watching the game.”




    THOMAS C.WERNER, CHAIRMAN, BOSTON RED SOX


  




  In recent years they’ve cheered for pitching stars like Curt Schilling, Daisuke Matsuzaka, Josh Beckett, Tim Wakefield, and Pedro Martínez. Today’s fans have been thrilled by stellar players like Manny Ramírez, David Ortiz, Jason Varitek, and Mike Lowell.




  And Fenway still echoes with the ovations for Jim Rice, Carl Yazstrzemski, Carlton Fisk, and Ted Williams. And the record books tell the stories of fabled Boston players like Cy Young, Tris Speaker, and Joe Cronin.




  When we talk about a place called Red Sox Nation, we’re talking more about a state of mind than a set of states; the Red Sox hear the cheers of the faithful almost as much on the road as they do in friendly Fenway. And New England Sports Network (NESN) broadcasts have moved beyond local cable in New England and are carried by satellite signals across the country.




  No matter where these fans live, their connection to the Boston Red Sox is deeply embedded in their hearts and minds. It’s a wondrous mixture of hope . . . and longing.




  There are going to be so many ups and downs over 162 games and six months of playing: wins, losses, injuries, players upset at the manager, the manager upset with the players, superstars who refuse to talk to the press, and superstars who talk too much.




  In football you have one game on Sunday and then it is all preparation until the next game a week later. Baseball changes every day.




  During the off-season people ask me all the time who’s going to be in the lineup on opening day. First of all, I have no idea what kind of trades the team will make and who will look good in spring training. And then three days into the season, the opening day roster could be thrown out the window if a rookie gets hot or a proven star breaks down.




  Over the course of a season, we don’t know if our star shortstop is going to get hurt or if our superstar pitcher’s shoulder is going to fall apart. We don’t know if a guy with a great career record as a hitter is inexplicably going to have a terrible season, or if some unheralded rookie is going to tear the cover off the ball for the entire season and take the job of a veteran. These are the days of the baseball soap opera.
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  While “Hail to the Chief” blasted through the speakers at Fenway Park, I threw out the first pitch before Game 1 of the American League Division Series in 2007. It was my first official act as the first President of Red Sox Nation.




  Photo by Brita Meng Outzen
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  C H A P T E R O N E




  We’ve Got to Think about the Game




  Looking Deeper into Baseball




  If all you do is follow the ball, you’re missing much of the game.




  Baseball is much more complex than that. One of the great things about the sport is that, from the first pitch to the final out, it’s all presented right in front of you on a beautiful green stage.




  Everyone second-guesses the manager; that’s a lot of fun for everyone except the manager being second-guessed. That’s what you hear all day on the sports talk shows and read in the newspaper columns. But if you’re really going to get into the game, start first-guessing.




  As you’re watching a game, think about what you would do right now if you were in charge. Would you call for a hit-and-run play? Would you instruct the batter to work the count?




  Should the first baseman hold the runner? Are the infielders adjusting their positions for each batter and changing them as the count changes?




  Watch the pitcher. Is this a good time for a pitchout? Does he have a plan to get the batter out? Is he out of gas? Who’s ready in the bull pen? Is it time to bring in a right-hander or a lefty?




  Watching a play




  Here’s the way a casual viewer might see a baseball play:




  

    	The pitcher, who has been showing a blazing fastball all through the game, throws an unexpectedly slow pitch to the plate, completely baffling a right-handed batter.




    	The batter swings way before the ball is over the plate and hits a sharp ground ball to the left side of the infield.




    	The shortstop is standing directly in the path of the oncoming ball.




    	The fielder catches the ball and fires it across the infield to the first baseman, with the ball arriving a half step ahead of the runner.
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    The view from the Fenway broadcast booth, high up above home plate.




    Photo by Corey Sandler


  




  If that’s the way you watch baseball, you’re seeing the essential action, but you’re missing almost all of the game within the game: the strategy, planning, and execution.




  In this book you’ll learn how to really watch a baseball game. I’ll show you how to look at the game through the eyes of a player or a manager . . . or a television color analyst.




  On the very simple play outlined earlier, ask yourself the following questions:




  

    	Why did the pitcher throw a changeup?




    	Why was it likely that the batter would swing on a 2–0 count?




    	Why had the shortstop moved two steps to his right as the pitch was delivered, ending up exactly where the ball was headed?




    	Why did the catcher follow the runner up the base path toward first?




    	What was the right fielder doing coming in toward the infield on a play at first?


  




  Along with learning how to watch a game, together we’ll look at much more complex elements of the game, including the art of pitching, hitting, fielding, and baserunning. I will try to take you inside the minds of the players and the coaches.




  This is not a tutorial on how to play baseball or a history of the Boston Red Sox; there are plenty of those already on the bookshelves. Instead, in this book I’ll show you how to open your eyes to the inside game of baseball.




  Picking a Place to Sit




  As much as I love the way television takes you deep inside the game with up close shots, when you watch games on TV, you only see what the cameras show you. When you sit in the stands, you can watch a lot of things that you’ve missed on TV. You might want to watch the center fielder the whole game or concentrate on the defensive adjustments that the shortstop makes with each pitch.




  In general sitting behind home plate is the best place from which to see a baseball game. You are squared up with the pitcher and can see the location, movement, and velocity of pitches. You pretty much see the field the way the hitter does; a good hitter takes note of the positions of the infielders and the outfielders.




  Some people like to sit along the first-base line or the third-base line to be close to the players when they go on or come off the field. In most—but not all—parks, the home team’s dugout is along the first-base line and the visitors are on the third-base line.




  If you’re seated along the line, you also can watch for the signs exchanged between the second baseman and shortstop when there’s a runner on first base to indicate who’s going to cover second base on a throw from the catcher or pitcher.




  Although it’s a long way from home plate, you can get some idea of the location of pitches when you sit in the outfield bleachers. And if you’re looking for an overview of the whole field and the positioning of the defense, the bleachers are a great spot to sit.




  

    Rem Dawg Remembers




    The Boys from New York




    I don’t hate the Yankees; I never did. I respect them.




    I think more of the rivalry is between fans, although from time to time there were a lot of guys on both teams that did not like each other. In the 1970s there was Carlton Fisk and Thurman Munson, Fisk and Lou Piniella, and a few others.




    There were a lot of personal relationships that were not good. But how can you not respect teams that have done what they have done? I really like Hideki Matsui; he showed me a lot in 2004. This guy is an all around solid baseball player. And Derek Jeter is one of the best competitors in the game. You may not like the uniform they are wearing or the city they play in, but you can’t argue with success.


  




  From the bleachers you can also watch the communication between outfielders about how to defend against the batter at the plate. You may be able to see into the dugout and watch the coach who is in charge of positioning outfielders yelling to get their attention; you can see if they listen to him or not.




  Before the pitch, watch the catcher. If he is setting up outside, do you see the infielders moving toward the hitter’s opposite field (left field for a right-handed hitter; right field for a lefty batter)? Does the center fielder, right in front of you, make an adjustment?




  Another great spot is in the grandstand right above home plate. You see pitches break and had a good look at the positioning of outfielders and infielders.




  And then there’s my seat, a bit higher over home plate. It’s been my view ever since I left the field, and it’s a great privilege to watch from there.
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    I watch the pitches and close plays on the monitors; the screen to my right is the Telestrator, where I can scribble lines, arrows, and the occasional comment.




    Photo by Corey Sandler


  




  




  C H A P T E R T W O




  Pitchers




  The Starting Pitcher




  Everything starts with the pitcher.




  The three people with the best view of the incoming pitch are the batter, the catcher, and the umpire. All the rest of us have a secondhand view: from above, the side, or far away. From the stands—and from the dugout—it’s pretty hard to tell the location and movement of pitches.




  Here is where television really shines: You get a great view of the pitch from the camera that looks over the pitcher’s shoulder toward home plate. That’s the one we watch most closely in the broadcast booth.




  If you’re at the ballpark, there are other things to watch. Most parks now display the speed of the pitch; you can watch the variations in fastballs and spot breaking balls. And you can learn something about the pitch by the adjustments the infielders make.




  Watch the pitcher’s body language. Some pitchers lay claim to the mound with a sneer and a swagger. Others seem to dissolve before your eyes, with a deer-in-the-headlights panicked stare when they give up a few runs.




  A guy may be on top of his game, and all of a sudden he has a bad inning and his shoulders drop. The man at the plate is so close to the pitcher he can see the look in his eyes and the droop in his shoulders. If the message is, “I don’t want to be here,” the batter knows he has the advantage.




  A good starting pitcher is one of the most valuable commodities in baseball. In today’s game most pitching coaches try to keep him healthy by limiting the number of pitches he throws per outing.




  The starting pitcher used to be expected to pitch a complete game, unless he was ineffective or got hurt or if a pinch hitter replaced him in the lineup. There are still some pitchers who can go out and pitch nine innings, but complete games are now about as rare as 50-cent hot dogs.




  In 2007 the Red Sox had a grand total of four complete games in the regular season. (By way of comparison, the great Cy Young completed forty-one games all by himself in 1902.) One was the heart-breaking one-hitter (he came within one out of a no-hitter) by stalwart veteran Curt Schilling. A second was tossed by Daisuke Matsuzaka, a solid MLB rookie with a proven record in Japan. The third was a gem by Kason Gabbard, a promising rookie who was traded to Texas late in the season for reliever Eric Gagné. The fourth complete game was the extraordinary no-hitter by Clay Buchholz, who became the first Red Sox rookie ever to throw a no-hitter; it came on his second major league start, on September 1.




  Today most managers say, “Give me a solid six or seven innings and the bull pen will take over.” From there they’ll go to the setup man for an inning or two and then to the closer.




  During the game, among the pitching coach’s principal assignments is paying attention to the pitch count; before the game begins he’ll usually decide how many pitches he wants the starter to throw. The magic number for most pitchers is around 115; anything above 100 pitches and most managers are looking for the moment to lift him.




  Back in the day, a guy like Luis Tiant would tell the manager, “No, no, no. I am finishing my game.” And I played in games with Nolan Ryan when he threw 150 or 160 pitches in completing a game.




  But a complete game is now so rare that even if a pitcher is carrying a no-hitter into the seventh or eighth inning, the manager and coach may be secretly hoping for a harmless single to end the zeros in the hit column.




  When Buchholz threw his no-hitter, the rookie had not thrown more than 98 pitches in any game all year, and Red Sox general manager Theo Epstein confirmed that he had spoken with manager Terry Francona during the game. They had set a limit of 120 pitches; Buchholz completed his gem with 115 pitches. I think there would have been a riot if they pulled him from the game.




  The emphasis on pitch count can sometimes affect the course of the game. The starter might have had a tough first couple of innings, throwing fifty pitches, and then he’ll try to economize the rest of the way, which may or may not be the best way for him to pitch.




  Is a 100 MPH fastball all you need?




  There have been more than a few ballplayers who were capable of throwing a fastball at 100 miles per hour but who had no success as pitchers. These guys are throwers, not pitchers.




  If every pitch is 99 miles per hour, a good batter will eventually learn to time his swing; mixing in an off-speed pitch, say at 92 miles per hour, at the proper time can be very effective.




  A thrower doesn’t know how to set up the hitter this way. And when a thrower becomes a pitcher, it’s not all about velocity: It’s where he puts the ball.




  It’s just like real estate: location, location, location. That’s pitching.




  Control is the most important skill: A pitcher needs to throw strikes, make quality pitches, get ahead of hitters, and expand the strike zone when he gets ahead in the count. You can’t pitch successfully in the big leagues from behind in the count.




  If you can paint the corners all day long, move the ball in and out and up and down, change speeds, and otherwise keep hitters off balance, you are going to be a good pitcher. I think of a guy like Greg Maddux, who is not a hard thrower but is headed for the Hall of Fame.




  Pitchers also have to make adjustments. In any particular game only two of his pitches might be working, and sometimes everything deserts him but one pitch, and he’s got to be able to win with that.




  And then you have great pitchers who once were fireballers but continue having success late in their career because of their ability to put a good pitch in a good place, even if it no longer scorches the air on the way to the plate. Over the course of the 2007 season, Curt Schilling moved into that group.




  The expressway to the majors




  Today a guy who can pitch well often does not spend much time in the minors; the parent club will rush him up to the majors as quickly as possible. There simply are not enough quality pitchers at the major-league level.




  But sometimes a great pitcher takes a long time to reach his peak. Nolan Ryan is the perfect example. When Ryan came up to the Mets at age nineteen, he could throw the ball through the wall but sometimes couldn’t find the strike zone with a map. His effectiveness as a pitcher developed through experience, and part of that came from realizing that he didn’t have to throw every ball that hard.




  Opening the Door to the Bull Pen




  Most teams have a well-defined routine for use of the bull pen. If the starter gets in trouble early, the manager is going to bring in a new arm; if he’s doing well, the starter may last until the seventh or eighth inning before the door to the bull pen is opened. In today’s game, though, there is no such thing as an all-purpose reliever; they’re all specialists in the bull pen.




  The long reliever has to be ready from the beginning of the game; if the starting pitcher gets in trouble, the long reliever may come in during the first inning and pitch a large piece of the game. The middle reliever is called on for three or four innings of help if the starter falters a little later on.




  Then there is the setup pitcher, who is typically expected to keep things under control during the seventh and eighth innings of a close game. And finally there is the closer, who will watch the game in the clubhouse and walk out to the bull pen around the seventh inning only if it looks like a game in which he is going to be used.




  The middle reliever




  Most pitchers would like to be a starter or a great closer. I don’t think anybody says, “I want to be a middle reliever.” The pitcher in this role usually is a starter who has been bumped out of the rotation. The middle reliever’s job is to eat up the middle innings of the game, keeping his team close. He may pick up a couple of runs on his earned run average (ERA) but not a win.




  The setup man




  Late in a close game, the manager may bring in a setup man. These are specialists who come in for just an inning or two, or sometimes just for a few batters, to shut down the opposition. Managers like to have two setup men; if lefties are coming up, they may bring in the left-handed pitcher first and perhaps follow with the righty. The goal is to keep the other team off the board until they can get to their stud closer to pitch the ninth inning.




  

    Remy Says: Watch This




    The Rules of the Bull Pen




    Pitchers sitting out in the bull pen are sometimes in a world of their own, which may explain some of the strange things that go on out there. Most of these guys spend a couple of hours not directly involved in the game, and I guess they have to keep occupied doing something.




    It is their little sanctuary, their home away from the clubhouse. They talk a lot. They tell jokes. In some places they watch for fights in the stands. You don’t see anybody going out to the bull pen with a lunch box, but I am sure plenty of hot dogs have changed hands between fans and players. Some players have been known to send out for food.




    It can also get a little weird. In 2007 Boston’s excellent relief corps—mostly young arms like those of Papelbon, Okajima, and Manny Delcarmen—were taken under the wing of veteran Mike Timlin. With a lot of time on their hands, these guys chose to reenvision themselves as the crew of a pirate ship, complete with secret names, handshakes, and a stuffed parrot as a mascot. And they put together a powerful rhythm section in the bullpen, pounding away during rallies and in crucial pitching situations with water bottles, fungo bats, and anything else they could scavenge from their kit. Obviously it worked: In the playoffs, the Angels, Indians, and Rockies were robbed on a regular basis.


  




  There is a theory now, and I think it is mostly true, that some of the most important outs in the game may come in the seventh inning. But the problem with that is if the manager uses his best guy then, who does he use in the ninth? Someone not as effective?




  In 2007 the Red Sox received the most pleasant of surprises from Hideki Okajima . . . the other Japanese pitcher they signed. Not all that much was expected of the thirty-one-year-old veteran from the Yomiuri Giants and the Hokkaido Nippon Ham Fighters; all eyes were on the much-heralded Daisuke Matsuzaka. But Okajima made his presence known early in the season shutting down the Yankees in a game when Jonathan Papelbon was not available.




  Then he went on to establish a remarkable streak as the eighth- (or seventh-) inning setup man who kept the game in control until Papelbon could close.




  Okajima doesn’t have a blazing fastball, but there’s something about his windup, including the fact that he looks away from the plate at a critical moment in his delivery, and a few wrinkles in his “Okey-Dokey” pitch that make him very effective. He called himself the “hero in the shadows.”




  The mind of the closer




  The perfect closer is Mr. Lights Out: a pitcher who can come in and mow down three batters in the ninth inning before the other side can even think about putting on its rally caps. He almost never comes in when his team is behind and rarely when it is tied. His job is to close the door when the win is on the line.




  The best closers are usually strikeout pitchers: The less contact a batter makes, the less chance you have of getting beat. Most closers have a trick pitch, like a splitter or a cut fastball. Or they have overpowering velocity.




  A closer has to be able to take the mound knowing there’s nobody else warming up. It’s his game to hold . . . or blow . . . the lead.




  Intimidation is a big part of being a closer. Troy Percival, in his prime, squinted at the batter like Mr. Magoo, put a frightening scowl on his face, and then threw a 100 MPH fastball.




  The closer also needs a short memory. He is not going to save every game, but he has to be able to forget what happened last night and go back out there the next day. As a hitter, if I went 0 for 5 in a game, I would go to bed tossing and turning. I am sure closers do the same thing after they blow a game. But while a hitter hopes for a .300 average, if a pitcher is .500 as a closer, he is not going to be working very long.




  

    Schilling Talks




    Curt Schilling lays it all out there on his blog. He talks about his contract, his life, and everything else. I could never have done that sort of thing. Schilling pitches once every five days so he has the time, and more to the point he loves it. Check it out at 38pitches.com.


  




  

    “You don’t always make an out. Sometimes the pitcher gets you out.”




    RED SOX GREAT CARL YASTRZEMSKI


  




  The manager doesn’t have to hold back the closer for the last innings; some are brought in for sticky situations in the eighth. Let’s say there is one out and the other team has runners on second and third. The manager really needs an out, and the safest way would be to keep the ball out of play and get a strikeout. In that instance the manager might go to the closer and ask him to give the team five outs instead of three.




  In 2006 we saw the emergence of a great closer in Jonathan Papelbon, but by the end of the season he was shut down because of strain on his arm from near-daily throwing. As the 2007 season approached, Paps was supposed to be changing over to a starting pitcher—and he probably would have been a good one—but at spring training he solved a critical need on the Red Sox by asking to go back to the bull pen.




  Papelbon had a spectacular year in 2007, in the class of Mariano Rivera. He finished with a postseason in which he was almost untouchable: 4 saves, 1 win, and no runs in seven appearances. And his victory dance, a Texas version of an Irish jig, earned him a spot on the Late Show with David Letterman and the thanks of a grateful Red Sox Nation.




  Distractions from the Mound




  You’ve got pitchers who windmill their arms, kick their legs above their shoulders, turn their backs, and do just about anything you can imagine in their windup. Hitters will tell themselves they’ve got to pick up the baseball when the pitcher releases it from his hand; they’ve got to put all of the windup theatrics aside because none of it means anything.




  A pitcher’s delivery is like a hitter’s stance before he swings: You can have any stance you want at the start. It’s how you finish that matters, how you make contact. A pitcher can do three flips and a handstand and then throw the pitch. Regardless of what the windup looks like, at some point the pitcher has to release the baseball and that’s what the hitter is supposed to focus on.




  

    Now pitching, Terry Francona




    Red Sox manager Terry Francona played for parts of ten seasons in the Major Leagues, coming up with the Montreal Expos in 1981 and later playing for the Chicago Cubs and the Cincinnati Reds in the National League and then the Cleveland Indians and the Milwaukee Brewers of the American League.




    A lefthander, he began as an outfielder but shifted to first base for the latter half of his career. He finished with a career batting average of .274 in 1,731 at bats. He hit a total of 16 home runs and drove in 143 runs. Oh, and he pitched one perfect inning.




    On May 15, 1989 the Milwaukee Brewers were being pounded by the Oakland Athletics on the road, behind 12–2 after seven innings. Francona volunteered to give the bullpen a rest, and came in to pitch the bottom of the eighth inning. Three up, three down: 12 pitches, no hits, no walks, and one strikeout. Stan Javier, not a bad hitter, went down swinging on three pitches thrown by Francona.


  




  Today pitchers are not supposed to wear jewelry and other things that might distract the batter. When I played, I faced guys with chains and pendants and other stuff. We had Oil Can Boyd pitching for Boston in the 1980s. Let me put this carefully: He was a bit excitable. He used to wear all these chains and some opposing managers would let him start the game, and if he got himself in a pretty good groove, they would try to disrupt him by asking umpires to make him take the stuff off.




  Curt Schilling wears a necklace and various emblems and slogans for causes that are important to him. Josh Beckett also hangs a collar-like “sports necklace” around his neck.




  In recent years there have been some funny incidents regarding fashion statements by players. In 2001 Seattle’s Arthur Rhodes came in to face Omar Vizquel, then with Cleveland, in the ninth inning. It was a sunny day and Vizquel asked the umpire to tell Rhodes to take off a big jeweled earring he was wearing.




  Now it is quite possible that the glare from that earring really was bothering Vizquel. Or it might have been an attempt to aggravate the pitcher and get him out of his rhythm. In any case Rhodes absolutely lost his composure and started yelling at Vizquel, and there was a bench-clearing tussle that ended up with Rhodes thrown out of the game. All for an earring.




  Pedro Martínez got called on the carpet a few times, too. Once the home-plate umpire made him change his glove because it had red stitching that was distracting. He also used to cut his sleeves, and they would be flapping with his delivery. I don’t think he was trying to bother the hitter with it; he just felt comfortable that way. But the rules say you can’t do that.




  When you’re up against a guy as good as Pedro, you look for any kind of edge. But with him, it probably works the other way. I don’t know that I would want to get Martínez ticked off at me when I was up at the plate.




  And in 2003 Roger Clemens—before he retired, unretired, retired, unretired, and retired—took to the mound for the Yankees against the Red Sox with hopes of winning his 300th game in front of his traveling troupe of friends and family. Right at the start of the game, manager Grady Little complained to the umpires about a flashy “300” patch Clemens had attached to his glove. He had to change gloves, and he was sent to the showers in the sixth inning. The glove escapade just may have nudged the Rocket off course.




  [image: chpt_fig_008.jpg]




  

    Men at work midgame in the broadcast booth. Don Orsillo calls the plays while I study the monitors for details and Wally keeps an eye on the wall.




    Photo by Corey Sandler


  




  




  C H A P T E R T H R E E




  Pitches




  Four-tenths of a Second




  It takes just four-tenths of a second or so for a baseball to travel from the pitcher’s hand to the plate. In that time a good hitter tries to figure out what kind of pitch is coming, where it’s going, and whether it’s worth a swing.




  One key to recognizing the pitch is to focus on the pitcher’s hand as it comes through to the release point. Attentive hitters also pay attention to the arm slot, which is the angle of the arm as the ball is released. A pitcher can have an over-the-top, three-quarter, sidearm, submarine, or any other arm slot.




  When he throws a curveball, his arm may be more on top. When his wrist is facing home plate, the pitch is probably going to be something straight like a fastball. When the wrist is turned in a position like pulling down a shade, that’s going to be a breaking ball or a curve.




  Pitching coaches try to encourage pitchers to have the same release point for every pitch, but that is a very difficult thing to do. There are so many tiny differences in the way the pitcher might throw the ball or release it. One sinker might drop more than the other. One splitter might break down and away, while the next pitch might be straight down.




  A good slider is supposed to be hard, breaking down and away. If the pitcher changes his arm angle to drop more to the side, that slider is going to stay flat in the zone, and those go a long, long way when a batter makes contact with them.




  Seeing the spin




  If it’s a slider, the rotation of the ball is around the seams, and it looks like a dot coming at the hitter. A slider breaks the opposite direction from a curveball—from a left-handed pitcher that’s down and in to a right-handed hitter. A right-handed pitcher’s slider breaks down and in to a lefty at the plate.




  When a pitcher throws a curve, the release is more over the top and the rotation of the spin is from twelve o’clock to six o’clock, as if it were tumbling toward the hitter. A right-handed pitcher’s curve breaks down and away from a righty at the plate; a left-handed pitcher’s curve moves in the opposite way.




  There’s very little spin on a fastball, which comes in a straight line, although some pitchers’ fastballs rise or sink. With a changeup or splitter, hitters don’t see any flow to the rotation of the ball. Many players can pick up the lack of pattern pretty easily.




  Hitters see the spin on a ball better in day games than at night. And some stadium lights are better than others.




  Submariners




  Submarine pitchers who throw from the ground up are pretty rare in baseball, and that is one of the reasons some of them have success. ByungHyun Kim, who passed through Boston in 2003 and 2004, had uneven success; Mike Venafro had a similar career.




  Batters are accustomed to pitchers throwing three-quarter, sidearm, or over the top, and all of a sudden there’s this guy scraping his knuckles against the mound. To hit a submariner the hitter has to look down toward the rubber instead of looking up high for the release point.




  When submarine pitchers throw a sinker the ball darts down and away from a left-handed hitter and down and in to a right-handed hitter. And their breaking balls usually seem like Frisbees, like they are going uphill; if they don’t hit the right spot with it, the ball is going to go back the other direction a long way.




  Dan Quisenberry was one of the best, a very good closer for Kansas City. He would bury the ball down and in on right-handed hitters.




  My approach as a left-handed hitter was to try and hit him the other way because I figured most of the time the ball would be down and away. So I’d be leaning out over the plate and trying to make contact, and Quisenberry would bust a pitch inside because that was the last place I was looking for it.




  

    Remy Says: Watch This




    Pitching Mechanics




    See if you can spot differences in the pitcher’s delivery. Does he use a different arm slot when he throws a curveball? If you’re sitting behind the plate—or watching on TV—can you see the spin on the ball?




    The pitching rubber—the white rubber slab a pitcher must keep contact with as he starts his windup—is twenty-four inches wide. Watch where the pitcher plants his back foot; some start from the first-base side, some toward third, and some right in the middle.




    The pitcher’s position on the rubber affects the angle of the ball coming in toward the plate. You’ll sometimes see a pitcher who has always thrown from the first-base side of the rubber move to the right side because the pitching coach has noticed something in his delivery or because he wants to show the hitter a different angle.


  




  The Fastball




  The fastball—the heat, cheese, smoke—is the basic pitch in baseball and the easiest to put in a particular location. A typical major league pitcher throws the fastball at about 90 miles per hour. Some reach the upper 90s and a few cross over 100 MPH on some pitches.




  There are three different types of fastballs, and they vary by how the pitcher grips the seams.




  The cross-seam fastball (or four-seam fastball ) is a straight pitch with very little movement. Thrown hard and flat, the ball rotates bottom to top, from six o’clock to twelve o’clock. When it is thrown hard, it almost looks as if it rises as it comes to home plate. Truth is, a rising fastball doesn’t jump up as it nears the plate. It’s just going uphill. You’ll see batters swinging underneath a rising fastball because a high pitch always looks better to hit than a low pitch.




  The two-seam fastball is a sinking fastball, or a sinker, or a heavy fastball. Released the same way as a four-seam fastball and thrown just as hard, the wrist is turned just slightly. As a result the ball rotates off-center; it still spins bottom to top, but it might come in more like one o’clock to seven o’clock. It is also a little more difficult for the pitcher to hit a precise location in the strike zone with this pitch.




  A two-seam fastball has good velocity—in the vicinity of 90 MPH for most pitchers—but it takes a hard dip at the end because of the rotation of the seams. If a batter makes contact, it feels like he’s hitting a shot put. This was Derek Lowe’s specialty, a ball that moves down and in to right-handers or down and away to a lefty.




  And then there is the cutter or cut fastball, which is somewhere between a fastball and a slider. To throw a cut fastball, the pitcher holds it a little off-center from his normal grip. It looks like a fastball coming in, and at the last moment it cuts a little bit; thrown by a righty, it goes in on the hands of a left-handed hitter or toward the outside of the plate against a righty.




  This is Mariano Rivera’s bread and butter. You would think that after batters see it a few times, they would be able to hit it, but most can’t. It is so deceptive.




  A right-handed batter is likely to swing as a cut fastball moves away. With luck the batter hopes to at least be able to hit a cut fastball off the end of the bat, going to the opposite field. When he hits a ball off the end of the bat, he generally gets less power on the ball, and the bat often breaks.




  

    Remy Says: Watch This




    Eight Feet off the Ground




    Another factor that comes into play is the height of the pitcher. As good as he was, Pedro Martínez is only of average height, about 5’11”. Curt Schilling and Josh Beckett each stand 6’5”. In 2007 the tallest pitcher for Boston was reliever and spot starter Kyle Snyder at 6’8”.




    And then remember Randy Johnson at 6’10”. Standing on top of the mound, which is ten inches higher than home plate, and whipping his arm over his head, Johnson released the ball about 8 feet in the air.




    Even the tallest batters were looking up at Johnson at an unusual angle. By the time he finished his stride, he might be just over 50 feet away from the batter. And oh, by the way, he’s a lefty and when he was right he threw the ball at something close to 98 miles per hour.


  




  Or the hitter can hope the pitcher misses over the plate.




  It’s just the opposite for a left-hander. When it cuts, it moves toward the label of the bat. He gets jammed and probably breaks the bat.




  Either way, when a hitter faces a guy like Rivera, he had better have a good supply of bats.




  The mystery of the Gyroball




  Does he or doesn’t he? We’re not talking about whether Daisuke Matsuzaka colors his hair. The question is: Does he throw a gyroball? Or maybe, does such a pitch exist?




  The answer, thus far, is a definite maybe.




  It appears to me that among his wide arsenal of pitches there is one that may—sometimes—act a bit differently. I’m not convinced that it is a completely new pitch. I think it may be a slightly different spin on a slider or a cutter; some says it’s a tight screwball.




  In any case it’s a hard-thrown breaking ball with late movement that moves down and away from a right-handed batter. It’s thrown so hard that you could also think of it as a fastball with movement.




  Or maybe not.




  More variations of the fastball




  A running fastball is almost like a cut fastball, but it is usually a mistake. The pitcher may have held the ball just a little bit off-center. The result is that at the last minute it runs in on a hitter.




  Most cross-seam fastballs are thrown right over the top to three-quarters. And a lot of cut fastball pitchers are right over the top, too. Most sinker-ball pitchers release the ball down a little bit lower, still well above the shoulder.




  A fastball is a good strikeout pitch for a pitcher who can get some velocity on the ball. There’s a baseball saying: “Climb the ladder.” The pitcher climbs the ladder with each successive pitch—throwing each pitch a little higher, at times out of the strike zone—hoping that the batter will chase as the ball goes upstairs.




  A pitcher will sometimes throw what they call a batting practice fast-ball, sometimes when the count is 2-0. The batter is all geared up for the pitcher to throw something hard, and instead the pitcher will just take a little bit off his fastball and get the batter swinging out front a little bit.




  The Curveball




  The hook, the deuce, the hammer, the knee buckler, the yakker: whatever you call it, this is the basic breaking ball or curveball.




  Instead of being released in a natural manner, in the direction the fingers point at the batter, a curveball is thrown with the wrist cocked so that the thumb is on top. When the ball is released, it rolls over the outside of the index finger. The ball rotates from top to bottom, the opposite of a fastball. A typical major leaguer’s curveball is about 7 to 10 miles per hour slower than his fastball.




  A curveball thrown by a right-hander breaks down and away from a right-handed hitter, which makes it difficult to hit; a curve by the same pitcher will break down and in to a lefty, which is a location most batters prefer.




  A curveball thrown by a left-handed pitcher breaks in the opposite way, which is tougher on a lefty at the plate and easier for a righty.




  When a pitcher has a good breaking ball, you’ll see what I call a jelly leg curve. That happens when the pitcher throws the ball directly at the hitter and it curves back out over the plate. The hitter thinks he’s going to get hit, his legs buckle, and all of a sudden the ball is by him over the plate. That’s a nasty pitch.




  A bad curve—hanging breaking ball—stays belt high and is often rede-posited over the fence by a power hitter.




  The break of the pitch depends on arm angle. If the pitcher releases the ball straight over the top, the break is going to be twelve o’clock to six o’clock. If he drops down a little bit more to the side, it’s going to be two to eight. The basic definition of a curveball calls for it to start inside and finish away, but there are very effective pitchers like Mike Mussina, whose successful curves break almost straight down.




  A right-handed pitcher can also throw a backdoor curve to a left-handed hitter. That’s a pitch that starts outside and breaks in to pick up the outside corner. Many lefties quit on that pitch because they expect it to be outside.




  

    “[Satchel Paige] threw the ball as far from the bat and as close to the plate as possible.”




    CASEY STENGEL


  




  The screwball is a pitch we don’t see very often any more because it is so demanding on the arm and the elbow, and it is difficult to throw. It breaks in the opposite direction of the curve. It also doesn’t have the arc of a curve. A screwball from a right-hander goes into a righty at the plate and down and away from the left-hander.




  The Slider




  A slider has a bigger break than the cut fastball but less than a curveball. It is thrown harder than a curveball, perhaps 4 or 5 miles per hour slower than a fastball. Today you see more sliders than curveballs, probably because it is an easier pitch to throw and control.




  The pitcher holds his first two fingers close together, off-center, down the length of the seam on the ball. The late break in the pitch is caused by its off-center spin.




  Sliders can be nasty because they look like a fastball out of the hand. Left-handers are generally good low-ball hitters, but if the slider arrives down and in off the plate, it is almost a blind spot.




  If a pitcher makes a mistake with a slider, it goes a long way in the other direction. A slider has good velocity, and if the movement brings it out over the plate, the batter gets a good fastball-like swing on a pitch that is not thrown as hard.




  The Split-Finger Fastball




  To me the split-finger fastball or the splitter is the most difficult pitch to hit. It’s thrown like a fastball and the bottom just falls out. The pitcher is trying to get the batter to swing at a pitch that usually ends up out of the strike zone. He thinks he is swinging at a knee-high fastball and it is not there.




  

    Remy’s Top Dawgs




    Ever wonder what it’s like to face a tough pitcher? I played with Nolan Ryan on the Angels and then against him with the Red Sox. I saw him change more opposing lineups than any pitcher on a team I played on. If he was pitching, you would see guys ask for days off or report in with bad backs, the flu, a headache . . . whatever. Guys just didn’t want to face him.




    When I was playing with him, every fastball was 99 or 100 miles per hour, and he had a hard curveball. As he matured in his career, he continued to intimidate but also learned how to pitch. He developed a changeup and turned the ball over now and then.




    He had seven no-hitters; I can’t imagine that record ever being broken.


  




  The grip for a splitter has the fingers spread very wide on the ball. A similar pitch is the forkball, but with the forkball the pitcher actually sticks the ball between his fingers. The splitter can be thrown harder. The result is a weird rotation that picks up some drag on the way to the plate, usually about 4 or 5 miles per hour slower than a fastball.




  A good splitter goes down to drop out of the strike zone, but some may go down and in or down and away. When a pitcher has a good splitter going, he is going to keep his catcher real busy throughout the game, blocking a lot of balls on one hop. The pitcher needs to have confidence that his catcher can block a pitch when he throws it with a man on third base.




  When I was playing, I thought this was the worst pitch ever invented; the only chance I had was when the pitcher made a mistake and it ended up belt high.




  The Changeup




  A good changeup—also known as an off-speed pitch, a dead fish, a circle change—is a very effective pitch. Done right, the arm action, the speed of the arm, and the angle of release are exactly the same as for a fastball.




  The fastball is the fastest pitch; a slider is not quite as hard, but it is still moving. And a curveball is slower. But for most pitchers, the changeup is the slowest of all.




  Hitting is timing, and batters generally gear themselves for fastballs. The changeup is designed to keep hitters off-balance with a pitch that looks like a fastball and has fastball movement but arrives at the plate just late enough to throw off their swing. And a smart pitcher makes it even more difficult by throwing an off-speed pitch on counts when batters think they are going to get a fastball.




  The ideal changeup is low, about knee high or lower.




  The pitcher holds the ball back in the palm of his hand and squeezes it tight, often with the thumb and forefinger touching in a “circle” on the side of the ball. While a fastball uses the full leverage of the arm to give it speed and picks up its spin from the first two fingers, the changeup grip spreads the force around more of the ball.




  A good major league changeup may be 10 or 15 miles per hour slower than the same pitcher’s fastball, but it looks the same at the point of release. In theory a changeup is not as tough to hit as a splitter because it is off-speed and straight, while the splitter has that downward action. But for most batters, a changeup is a very tough pitch to hit.




  When Pedro Martínez was king of the hill, he had a very effective changeup that acted almost like a screwball. He was the kind of pitcher who could walk up to home plate and tell the batter, “I am going to throw you three changeups and you won’t hit them.”




  You would think that if a batter knew a changeup was coming, he could adjust his timing. But if a pitcher like Martínez throws a good one down and away, the batter may hit it, but not well.




  There’s got to be a good spread between the fastball and the changeup to make the off-speed pitch effective. If Martínez is throwing the heat at 95 miles per hour, his changeup might be 78 MPH. That’s a pretty good ratio. If there’s a guy who’s throwing 87 miles per hour and his changeup is 83 MPH, that is not going to be good enough.




  The Knuckleball




  The knuckleball is not necessarily the most difficult to hit, but it is certainly the most unusual pitch a batter is ever going to see. It is a freak pitch, different from any other pitch. It’s slow—it can flutter in there as slow as 50 or 60 miles per hour—but there’s no predicting where it’ll go. Knuckleball pitchers themselves don’t always know.




  I hope all Red Sox fans recognize the privilege we have in seeing Tim Wakefield throw the knuckler. He is among just a few of the great pitchers of modern baseball to be able to win with the pitch. I was going to say “master” the pitch, but I’m not sure that even Wakefield would use that word.




  When Wakefield is having success, some of the best hitters in the game look like Little Leaguers swinging with their eyes closed at a curve ball. But when his knuckler flattens out, it sometimes looks like batting practice.




  I’ve always wondered what a pitching coach can say to Wakefield when he starts to lose the ability to throw strikes or if the pitch stops knuckling. The ordinary bits of advice for a pitcher don’t apply.




  But there is no arguing with success. As of the end of the 2007 season, Wakefield had 154 wins as a member of the Red Sox (plus 14 more from the beginning of his career with the Pittsburgh Pirates.) That puts him into second place on the all-time wins list for Boston, behind Cy Young and Roger Clemens who each recorded 192 wins for the Red Sox. (Mel Parnell is in fourth place with 123 wins, Luis Tiant won 122 games, and Pedro Martínez and Smoky Joe Wood are tied for sixth with 117 wins.)




  To throw a knuckleball, the pitcher grips the ball with the tips of his first two fingers on top and the thumb anchoring it from below. The ball is pushed out toward the plate rather than thrown. (Contrary to what you might have thought, the knuckles are not involved in the pitch as it is thrown today; the name of the pitch comes from an old baseball term about the ball knuckling on the way to the plate.) A well-thrown knuckle-ball has no spin at all, and its movement on the way to the plate is affected by wind currents.




  There have been a thousand theories on how to hit them: move up toward the pitcher, get closer to the plate, swing at the early pitches in the count because the pitcher is just trying to get one over for a strike. Or try to get hit by the pitch to get on base; it doesn’t hurt much.




  There’s a baseball saying: If it’s high, let it fly. The theory is that if a knuckleball stays up high, that’s a good one to hit. If it is down low, it is probably going to dart all over the place. I’m not sure either theory works.




  But knuckleball games can turn into disasters in a hurry if the pitcher loses control of the pitch and starts making wild pitches. Or the catcher may simply be unable to grab the ball or block it. Either way you’ve got guys running all over the bases.




  And if the knuckleball stops knuckling—if it comes in flat—it goes back the other way a long distance. I have seen knuckleball pitchers start off great and all of a sudden the magic is gone. I have seen guys go through one inning when they can’t control the thing, and then they have a great one.




  There’s not a lot a batter can do to prepare for a knuckler. Even if there’s someone who can throw a knuckleball in batting practice, many hitters say, “Why waste my time practicing against a pitch that is going to screw up my regular swing? I would rather take my normal batting practice against fastballs, feel good about my swing, and then take a chance in the game.”




  Most pitchers would love to have the wind behind them; it helps their pitches move around and it bothers hitters to have the wind in their face. Knuckleballers want the wind against them because it seems to make the ball dance more. But for some reason Boston’s Wakefield has always seemed to do well in indoor stadiums, where there is no wind current to play with the ball as it comes in.




  For most knuckleball pitchers their fastball becomes very effective when they throw it at a time when the batter is expecting a slow knuckler. Just like a change-up from a guy who throws heat, a change from a knuckleball to a fastball throws off the hitter’s timing.




  A knuckleball pitcher may have a very ordinary fastball, maybe 80 MPH, but it can look like it is coming in at 90 MPH if the batter is looking for the knuckler.




  If a knuckleball pitcher gets into a 2–0 or 3–0 count and he worries he might walk someone, he might sneak in a curveball or a fastball to try to get a strike. As a batter, that may be the last thing you’re expecting. So the fastball and the curveball become his trick pitches.




  The Spitball




  Years ago, we used to hear about pitchers who threw spitballs or Vaseline balls or who cut the ball in some way; you don’t hear much about that anymore. I am sure that still goes on, though. If a pitcher is throwing a fastball that is doctored with a foreign substance, the batter sees a different rotation, maybe one similar to that of a splitter. If the pitcher cuts into the hide, that may make the ball sail or make it dart away, depending on where the cut is. I don’t think the pitcher knows where it is going to go, but he knows it is going to do something different.




  Of course, if a pitcher is caught doctoring the ball, he is gone from the game and probably due for a visit to the league office. But some guys are pretty crafty at their trade.




  Sometimes a pitcher may just get lucky and receive a baseball with a cut in it from the last play. He’d be crazy to ask the umpire for a fresh ball. That’s why when a batter hits a foul ball that bounces around a bit, the umpire will take it out of play because there could be a cut on it. Or the batter might ask the ump to check it.




  Is doctoring rampant? No. Are there certain guys who I think do it consistently? Yes. There always will be players trying to gain the advantage in some way.




  Pitchers who throw illegal pitches can really mess with the mind of a hitter. He’ll keep stepping out and asking the umpire to check the ball and end up psyching himself out.




  Joe Niekro had a file fall out of his back pocket on the mound. There are guys who have had tacks in their gloves. Some have had stuff sewn into their glove. In 1999 Brian Moehler, pitching for Detroit at the time, got caught with a small piece of sandpaper taped to his thumb and was suspended for a few starts.




  I don’t know if it is true or not, but they used to say that Gaylord Perry would soak himself in baby oil prior to a game; when he started to sweat, he could get oil anywhere he wanted. Toward the end of his career, he used to throw a puffball; he would take the rosin bag and get a bunch of it in his hand, and when he threw the ball, it would seem to explode out of a cloud of rosin.




  He didn’t mind being accused of all that stuff. The more he got batters thinking about it, the more it was to his advantage. He wanted them to think he was going to do something crazy.




  I’m not making this stuff up, you know; Perry even wrote an autobiography about his life . . . and oils.
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    Checking my swing on a lunge for a bad pitch.




    Photo courtesy Boston Red Sox


  




  




  C H A P T E R F O U R




  Pitching Strategies




  Who Owns the Inside of the Plate?




  Pitchers have to be able to throw to the inside part of the plate. If that is taken away, hitters will lean out over the plate to hit nasty pitches on the outside corner.




  A pitcher who doesn’t have the ability to work inside or is afraid to do it is not going to have great success.




  One of the keys to pitching is intimidation of the batter; if the batter is not a little nervous at the plate, the pitcher has not done his job. A great pitcher wants batters to be worrying: Is this next pitch going to be inside or away?




  Many of the great power pitchers achieved their success by establishing the inside of the plate; if they can make the batter move back a bit, that allows them to paint the outside corner with pitches that are harder to hit or harder to drive with power.




  You can start with some of the all-time greats: Nolan Ryan and Roger Clemens among them. In today’s game some of the pitchers who owe at least some of their success to throwing inside include Justin Verlander of Detroit and Boston’s own Josh Beckett.




  At the same time batters seem to be getting more and more upset about pitches inside: jamming, handcuffs, brushbacks, whatever you call them. Today it is almost to the point where anytime a pitcher throws inside, he gets at least a hard stare from the batter, and sometimes more.




  It’s absurd because that’s the way the game is supposed to be played. If a pitcher is going to pitch inside, occasionally batters are going to get hit; that doesn’t mean it was intentional. If a batter gets hit because the pitcher is working inside, he should be happy to get on base.




  The use of aluminum bats in high school and college may be one reason why some pitchers are reluctant to throw inside, and why some batters coming into professional baseball are not used to seeing pitches in on their fists. With an aluminum bat, many batters can still hit the ball well if they’re jammed, and an aluminum bat is not going to break with a swing on an inside pitch.




  Another reason pitchers can’t claim to own the inside of the plate is the body armor that some batters now wear. They’ve got all this junk on and they are not afraid to get hit.




  A warning from the umpire




  There are, of course, situations in which some pitchers will purposely throw at a batter; often it is in retaliation for something done to a player on their team. Sometimes, though, a batter gets hit because the pitcher loses command of a pitch. The batter, the fans, and the umpire have to know the situation.




  Players used to police themselves; a pitcher who hit a batter knew that a guy on his side was likely to get plunked later in the game. Or in the National League, the pitcher himself would have to come up to bat sooner or later.




  But now umpires have been instructed by Major League Baseball to get more involved. Today any time an umpire believes a pitcher has intentionally thrown at a batter, he can immediately eject the pitcher. Or he can warn both managers that the next time either side hits a batter or even comes close, the pitcher and the manager will be out of the game.




  Look, I’m not saying that pitchers should be throwing at guy’s heads. That is dangerous.




  But when he was at his peak, many managers were quite happy to see a pitcher like Pedro Martínez issued a warning by the umpire against throwing inside.




  The fact is that a pitcher like Martínez doesn’t care about warnings; he still has the control to be able to pitch inside. At this point we’ve got to trust the umpire. He has to have a knowledge of what’s going on in the game. Is this guy trying to hit somebody, or is he just pitching inside?




  A warning to Martínez or Clemens made no difference. They were not going to stop throwing inside. That’s why Martínez and perhaps Clemens are going to go to the Hall of Fame.




  

    The Rem Dawg Remembers




    I’m Coming In





    Batters coming to the plate against Roger Clemens or Pedro Martínez at their peak never got too comfortable in the box.




    Just before the 2003 All-Star Game, the Red Sox came into Yankee Stadium with their bats blazing, bashing David Wells and Clemens in back-to-back games. Clemens hit Kevin Millar with a high-and-inside pitch—perhaps because the Sox had hit seven home runs the day before, or maybe just because he wanted to establish his ownership of the inside of the plate.




    Millar was angry, but it was Clemens who was upset. “Guys don’t get out of the way anymore,” Clemens told reporters after the loss. “If you’re throwing a ball 85 or 88, you’ve got a chance. But I rush it. When I’m coming in, I’m coming in hard.”




    Former Boston dirt dog Trot Nixon had a great response, depositing Clemens’s next pitch over the fence. And David Ortiz hit two more out.


  




  All that said, when Clemens faced Martínez in Game 3 of the ALCS in 2003, Pedro did not cover himself in glory in the third inning with his pitching to Karim García and his taunts to Yankee catcher Jorge Posada.




  And then the next inning, when Manny Ramírez overreacted to a high pitch from Clemens, the benches cleared and out came Yankees coach Don Zimmer, charging at Martínez. Here was a seventy-two-year-old guy still thinking like a twenty-year-old. But Zim’s a baseball lifer. He forgets sometimes, and his competitiveness takes over.




  Here Comes the Heat




  Baseball lore includes stories about a pitcher announcing to the batter that he’s going to throw a fastball, daring him to hit it. It’s not all fiction.




  I remember an episode between Bernie Williams of the Yankees and Pedro Martínez on the Red Sox. Bernie had this thing where he would step out of the box and just stand there; it drove Pedro crazy. And so Martínez starts yelling at Bernie, “Let’s go.”




  In that situation everyone knew he was coming with his fastball because he was angry. Pedro did throw a fastball, and of course, he struck Williams out.




  There have also been situations where great players are up for their final at bat in the big leagues, and the catcher will tell them—as a sign of respect for a player headed to the Hall of Fame—“Here comes a fast-ball.” I think that happened to Yastrzemski. But the problem was that the pitcher threw it a little too soft, and Yaz popped it up in his last at bat.




  Intentional Walks




  There are some top-notch pitchers who feel they are giving in to a hitter if they are asked to issue an intentional walk. The great pitchers are hungry for a test; that’s why they are great pitchers. They have the ability and they don’t feel there is anybody in the world who can hit them. They have no fear of an awesome matchup.




  I remember one game when the manager came out and told Nolan Ryan to walk the next batter, and he said, “No.” Ryan told the catcher to get back behind the plate, and then he struck out the batter. He was a superstar player and he was not going to be embarrassed by issuing a walk to this guy. It was: “I am Nolan Ryan, and you are who you are, and I am going to get you out.”




  And what do you think the manager had to say about it? Something like: “Nice going, Nolan.” What else was he going to say to him?




  But most pitchers go along with the program. If the manager puts up four fingers—the signal for an intentional walk—they’re okay with it. They know the manager is trying to set up a double play, or pitch around a really tough hitter.




  And of course there was the 2002 World Series during which Barry Bonds was walked nearly every time he came up to bat in a meaningful situation. In all the time that I have been in baseball, I have never seen anything like that. For the record he was walked thirteen times in seven games. He still managed to hit four home runs, but it was the Angels who won the Series. And in 2003 Bonds was given six more intentional walks and the Giants fell to the Florida Marlins in the divisional series.




  There are obvious situations when a pitcher should walk a great hitter, places where a walk will hurt a lot less than a hit. But I had never seen the game being played around one player. Actually, I don’t blame the manager, Mike Scioscia; I would have done the same thing. But as a pure baseball fan I would have loved to see Bonds swing the bat; he is one of the greatest home-run hitters of all time.




  In 1998 Buck Showalter of the Arizona Diamondbacks ordered Bonds walked with the bases loaded; the D-Backs had an 8–6 lead, and they walked him to make it 8–7 to get to the next guy. It worked; the D-Backs won the game.




  In July of 2007, just before the All-Star break, the Red Sox were facing the Detroit Tigers in a tight game. David Ortiz started off the game with a two-run homer, and Manny Ramírez was scuffling. And so, Detroit’s wily manager Jim Leyland had slugger Big Papi intentionally walked three times, and Ortiz earned a fourth free pass on his own. Oh, and the Tigers won the game 3–2 in the bottom of the thirteenth inning.




  The pitch-around




  Not all intentional walks are as obvious as the catcher standing up and moving outside of the batter’s box to receive four pitches. Sometimes the way it works is that the pitcher is instructed to throw nothing hittable; if the batter chases a bad pitch, that’s fine because he’s likely to pop it up or hit it weakly. But if the batter refuses to swing at bad stuff, so be it. Let him walk instead of putting the ball over the fence. The manager is saying: It wouldn’t kill us if we walked him, but let’s see if he will swing at something bad. We call that a pitch-around.




  In the 2007 postseason, Boston’s two big boppers, David Ortiz and Manny Ramírez, received fourteen and sixteen walks respectively over fourteen games. Only a handful were intentional, but you can bet that most of the others were the result of a pitcher and manager saying, “I’m not going to let you beat us with one swing.” Of course, there was also Mike Lowell and five or six other good bats in the lineup and the Red Sox got the flashy rings once again.




  Good hitters know when pitchers are doing that, and don’t get fooled. On the other hand, an impatient hitter might be tricked into swinging. He is not a disciplined hitter, or he may be young and inexperienced.
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    Not a particularly good follow-through, probably a swing that resulted in a weak ground ball or a soft fly to the opposite field. When I got to Boston, Walt Hriniak changed my swing more downward to get the ball on the ground and on the line.




    Photo courtesy Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim Baseball Club


  




  




  C H A P T E R F I V E




  The Primary Skill




  Hitting the Ball




  The primary skill in baseball is hitting. That’s the toughest thing in baseball, and it may be the most difficult thing to do in any sport. Every player who goes to the plate wants to hit. Great defensive players take pride in their fielding, but even they want to go up and hit. That’s the fun of the game.




  Over the history of organized baseball, a .300 batting average has always been the mark of a good hitter. It hasn’t changed all that much over the years; I guess that has to do with the skills of the guy throwing the ball and also the fact that there are eight other players out there trying to get the batter out.




  Now consider someone hitting .406, like Ted Williams did for the Red Sox in 1941. That’s an incredible number. That’s why he always had the great respect of players, because they know how difficult that is to do: a little better than 2 for 5 across an entire season.




  Batting for average




  One of the most telling things about baseball is that a superstar batting .300 is someone who fails to get a hit at least seven out of ten times to the plate.




  Over the history of modern baseball, team batting averages have remained pretty consistent: A successful team usually bats somewhere in the range of .260 to .280. Let’s take a look at a few notable years in Boston Red Sox history.




  

    

      	

        Year


      



      	

        Red Sox batting avg.


      



      	

        Comments


      

    




    

      	

        1918


      



      	

        .249


      



      	

        First place . . . and winner of the World Series.


      

    




    

      	

        1941


      



      	

        .283


      



      	

        Ted Williams batted .406 all by himself, but Boston finished seventeen games behind the Yankees.


      

    




    

      	

        1950


      



      	

        .302


      



      	

        The team batting average record, but the Red Sox ended four games behind the Yankees.


      

    




    

      	

        1967


      



      	

        .255


      



      	

        The “Impossible Dream” included a ticket to the World Series but no ring.


      

    




    

      	

        1975


      



      	

        .275


      



      	

        Another trip to the World Series, but still no ring.


      

    




    

      	

        1978


      



      	

        .267


      



      	

        My first year with the Red Sox; I batted .278, went to the All-Star Game, and Boston finished one game behind the Yankees.


      

    




    

      	

        1986


      



      	

        .271


      



      	

        First place, five and one-half games above the Yankees. Second place in the World Series, losing to the Mets in seven games.


      

    




    

      	

        1993–2003


      



      	

        .275


      



      	

        The team batting average during a decade of chasing the Yankees.


      

    




    

      	

        2003


      



      	

        .289


      



      	

        A record-breaking offense included the highest slugging percentage in MLB history, but only good enough for second place, six games behind the Yankees.


      

    




    

      	

        2004


      



      	

        .282


      



      	

        222 home runs, including 43 from Ramirez and 41 from Ortiz, good enough for second place to the Yankees once again. But once October was over, the World Series Championship flag would fly over Fenway Park for the first time since 1918.


      

    




    

      	

        2005


      



      	

        .281


      



      	

        The highest team batting average in the major leagues. The Red Sox also had the highest number of runs scored and RBIs in all of baseball. The Sox won ninety-five games, same as the Yankees, but they did not win the division title because New York won one more game in the series between the teams. Neither Boston nor the Yankees advanced past the divisional series in postseason.


      

    




    

      	

        2006


      



      	

        .269


      



      	

        192 home runs (including 54 by David Ortiz) but only 86 wins to finish a dismal third in the standings behind Toronto and the Yankees.


      

    




    

      	

        2007


      



      	

        .279


      



      	

        The Red Sox had fewer hits and home runs (only 166) than the previous year. But solid hitting and very strong pitching allowed Boston to win 96 games, which was worth a two-game lead over the Yankees and sole possession of first place in the American League East. Oh, and they won their second World Series in four seasons.


      

    


  




  When I played, the great hitters were batting .320 or .330. Now they are hitting .360 or .370. Why? I’d start with better training. There are smaller ballparks. And great pitching is spread pretty thin.




  At the same time that the averages of the better batters have inched up slightly, there continue to be players who reside at or near the “Mendoza Line.” (Mario Mendoza, a pretty good defensive shortstop for the Pirates, Mariners, and Rangers from 1974 to 1982, batted as low as .180 for a season and ended up with a career batting average of .215. Many sportscasters, writers, and fans look to see who is at or below .200, which has become known as the Mendoza Line.)




  It doesn’t take that many hits to improve a so-so average to a notable one. Calculating a batting average over the course of a season with 500 at bats, the difference between batting .290 and .310 is just ten hits:one more hit every sixteen games.




  I was a pretty good bunter, and coaches used to tell me all the time that if I got twenty-five extra bunt hits a year, I would hit forty points higher.




  If I had a couple of hits and went 2 for 5, I figured I had done pretty well. If I was 1 for 4, I figured I had survived. Players hope the occasional 2 for 2s and 3 for 3s will keep them afloat.




  A man with a plan




  Being a hitting coach is not an easy job. The coach may have a philosophy, but he’s the coach for fifteen position players, and they all have different hitting styles. Anyway, players have a tendency to go to anyone they think can help them, whether it is the coach or the clubhouse guy.




  Some hitting coaches say their goal is to have every player come to the plate with a plan. That means knowing the opposing pitcher, knowing how he pitches to you, and knowing how he adjusts with men in scoring position. And it means learning how to work the count to increase your chances of getting a pitch you can hit.




  One common goal is to try to get to a hitter’s count. The problem, though, is that many players get in a hitter’s count, let’s say 2–0, and then fail to swing at their pitch.




  Even with a plan there are players who are very set in their ways and well known for their habits. There are some batters who almost always swing at the first pitch. If pitchers know someone is a first-pitch hitter, they’ll usually try not to throw something hittable to open the at bat.




  That’s not to say that there haven’t been a lot of great first-ball hitters in the history of this game: Paul Molitor, Kirby Puckett, and Nomar Garciaparra among them. Everybody in the world knew they were going to swing at the first pitch if it was a strike. But the big difference: If it wasn’t a strike, they would let it go.




  At the other end of the spectrum, you have some batters who never swing at the first pitch, preferring to get some sense of the pattern and speed of the pitches. In his rookie season of 2007, Dustin Pedroia took the first pitch 84.8 percent of the time.




  And Manny Ramírez has gone entire seasons without swinging at a 3–0 pitch; some coach somewhere must have drilled that into him. It hurts sometimes to see a pitcher lay one right down the middle of the plate on that count and watch Manny take it.




  On many teams today it all comes down to an increased emphasis on boosting a batter’s on-base percentage. Let me define that: On-base percentage is a recalculated batting average that includes hits, walks, and times hit by a pitch. It gives a better sense of how often a player gets on base and sets up a chance for a run.
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