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Tom Seaver displays the classic motion that helped make him one of the game’s outstanding pitchers.



Introduction

Not every youth can become a Sandy Koufax or a Tom Seaver, but every youth can become a pitcher—and a modestly successful one at that. It is the difference between a craftsman and an artist; the former can be taught, while the latter requires a special gift. To be a great pitcher, like Seaver was, one must have a superior arm and a great fastball. But over the years there have been numerous successful pitchers—Whitey Ford, for example—who have been able to compensate for a modest fastball by developing a keen pitcher’s intelligence, a smooth, deceptive delivery, pinpoint control, and a wide assortment of off-speed and breaking pitches. All of these attributes can be taught to any modestly talented, willing, and intelligent youth. You can learn how to pitch! Your success might be limited to high-school baseball or maybe to Babe Ruth American Legion baseball or—perhaps even collegiate baseball, or baseball as advanced as the minor leagues. But still, with practice, you will have experienced not only some of the joys of pitching but—even better—some of the thrill of pitching right.

Young pitchers, especially preteens, should concentrate on three aspects of their craft. First and most important, they should learn to throw the ball with a natural and proper motion. This includes both their arm motion and their pitching delivery (pump, kick, follow-through, and so forth). A pitcher’s motion is like the foundation of an elaborately constructed mansion. No matter how expensive the interior paneling may be, that mansion will be a failure if its foundation is flawed. The same is true with a pitcher’s motion. It is what leads him to his best fastball, sharpest curve, and finest control. It is the foundation on which every single aspect of his craft rests. No matter how much a pitcher sweats and strains, he will never develop his best fastball unless he first develops his proper motion.

Second, as a young pitcher you should try to develop strength in your arm so that you can throw your best and most natural fastball. You should, as quickly as possible, reach the limits of your natural talent. The secret of pitching is to develop a good fastball first, and only later, for the times when the fastball will be insufficient, to develop other, less natural pitches, like the curveball. A young pitcher should throw only fastballs until his teenage years. At that point he can begin work on other pitches.

There are two dangers in a young pitcher throwing curveballs too soon: it could damage his arm, and it could take away speed from his developing fastball. Damage can occur when the pitcher begins throwing a curveball with an incorrect motion, an easy habit to fall into when young. On the other hand, a properly thrown curveball puts less strain on a pitcher’s arm than a properly thrown fastball, since a curveball motion is more natural than a fastball motion. And since there is less strain, the arm will remain weaker, more undeveloped than if the pitcher were throwing mostly fastballs.

The third basic of pitching is control. While the young pitcher is developing his motion and speed, he should simultaneously be developing his control—i.e., his ability to throw the ball over any part of the plate. All three basics are intertwined so that the development of any one leads to the advancement of the others. The more naturally you throw the ball, the faster your pitch will be and the easier your ability to control it.

If there is a fourth basic to pitching, it is a basic so intangible that it cannot really be taught. With time and pitching experience, you should develop what is commonly called “savvy,” which is really a pitcher’s intelligence. Some say it is instinct. Others claim that savvy can be learned, that all it requires is a modestly intelligent, willing, and attentive mind. Whichever is true, only time will tell, and the best you can do is to remain mentally alert and receptive to experience whenever you are on the mound. For example, when a batter takes such a hard swing at your pitch that he pulls your best fastball into foul territory, your intelligence should tell you that he will miss a slower pitch—so throw one.

The only way to develop all three (or four) basics of pitching is by pitching. There are no drills or calisthenics that can develop these basics as quickly, as properly, and as naturally as the simple act of pitching a baseball. However, you cannot pitch a game every day, nor should you throw a ball every day. The strain on your arm would be too great. At most, a young pitcher should pitch no more than two games a week, and should throw a baseball (i.e., warm-up and/or game) no more than four times a week. The ideal throwing schedule is to warm up two days before you pitch in a game, and then to warm up two days after. In between these bouts of throwing, you should not put any strain on your arm. This does not mean you can’t “soft-toss” a leisurely game of catch, but even in this soft-tossing you should concentrate on your craft of throwing a ball, no matter how easily, with the proper motion. A pitcher should always throw like a pitcher, even when playing catch with an infielder. His every baseball moment should be designed to practice his natural pitching delivery until it no longer becomes a thing learned but simply a natural extension of himself, like walking.
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Even when tossing on the sidelines, smart pitchers always throw with the proper motion.

Warming up, an art in itself, can determine a pitcher’s success, or lack of it, in any given game. The proper way to warm up before a game is to begin by taking a light run around the park to loosen your muscles and get the adrenaline flowing; then, after a light set of calisthenics (e.g., touching toes, jumping jacks, sit-ups), you should start throwing to the catcher from a distance of, say, 45 feet—assuming you intend to pitch from the regulation major-league distance of 60 feet 6 inches. This “short throwing” is more for psychological ease than anything else, and you should advance to the regulation distance as quickly as possible. On each successive pitch you should extend your arm farther. A sustained period of soft lobs accomplishes nothing. Conversely, throwing your best fastball before you are sufficiently warmed up can damage your arm. Only after you have advanced to your best fastball and have thrown about eight of them should you begin lofting slow curveballs until, again, you are throwing your hardest curveball.

At this point the pitcher should begin to mix up his pitches—fastball, curveball, fastball, and so forth—just as he would in a game. He should finish his warm-ups ten to fifteen minutes after he has started throwing. To throw longer than fifteen minutes will tire a pitcher out before he even takes the mound, and to throw less than ten minutes will risk the possibility of injuring an insufficiently loosened-up arm.

Waiting to start a game, and between innings of a game, the pitcher should keep his arm warm. He should never expose it to an air-conditioned room or a cold wind. However, after he has finished pitching, he should pack his shoulder in ice for about ten minutes to alleviate the swelling caused by the strain put on his arm during the game.
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To reduce swelling and minimize stiffness after pitching a game, most major-league pitchers soak the arm in ice water for about ten minutes.

On off days when a pitcher is not throwing—even on days when he will merely warm up—he should undertake a routine of calisthenics and running designed both to loosen the muscles in his limbs, back, and shoulders and to strengthen the muscles in his legs. A pitcher’s legs are almost as important to his pitching as his arm is. They must sustain the strenuous effort of pushing off the rubber for more than one hundred pitches a game.

Throwing a baseball is a stretching, reaching motion that requires elastic, loose muscles, and calisthenics should include a variety of muscle-stretching and -loosening routines. Sit-ups, toe touching, jumping jacks, and so forth are excellent for this purpose. On the other hand, routines that tighten and constrict a pitcher’s muscles, such as push-ups and weight lifting, are less helpful and are sometimes even harmful—although in some isolated cases, weight lifting can be beneficial. If a pitcher’s arm is basically weak or if he is recovering from a sore arm, then weight lifting can help. But in general, a young pitcher should avoid weight lifting until well into his teens, when he will better know whether or not he will need its special benefits.

For running exercises, you will get more benefit from short, all-out sprints than you will from leisurely jogging. Jogging will loosen up a pitcher’s legs, but short sprints will develop leg power, and strong legs are what sustain a pitcher over a long game. A good sprinting routine is to run full speed for 100 yards, walk 50 yards, run 100 yards, and so on for about ten to twenty sprints a day. But remember: Running and calisthenics are merely peripheral aids to throwing a baseball. No amount of either can be anywhere nearly as beneficial as the simple act of throwing. The only way anyone can become a pitcher is to pitch.
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Sandy Koufax, one of the greatest pitchers of all time, was known for his blazing fastball and flawless delivery.



1

The Motion

All successful pitchers succeed for the same reason. They throw the ball with a smooth and classically correct motion. Such a motion is the common denominator which, over the years, has separated the Tom Seavers, Jim Palmers, Sandy Koufaxes, and Nolan Ryans from their less successful brethren. Granted, the motions of each of these great pitchers contain certain idiosyncrasies, but they all contain the same basic pitching mechanics, are all part of a carefully constructed routine whose purpose is to produce the maximum effort. A pitcher’s motion is like an auto engine. Both contain a dozen revolving and pumping parts, all of which help build up power and rhythm that propel the ball—or the car—in a particular direction at a particular speed. A proper pitching motion will help the pitcher throw the ball with his maximum strength, will help him throw the ball in a desired direction, will put the least amount of strain on his arm (a fragile limb never designed for the steady throwing of a baseball) and, finally, will help him deceive his opponent, the batter.

Let me define and illustrate proper pitching mechanics. Our subject pitcher will be a right-handed thrower, although the same rules will apply equally (although conversely) to left-handed throwers.


THE MECHANICS OF GOOD MOTION

The Stance

The purpose of a proper stance on the rubber is to give the pitcher correct balance before he begins his elaborate motion, in order to make sure his weight is properly distributed in preparation for the shifting back and forth which occurs throughout a pitcher’s delivery.

With no runners on base, the pitcher takes his sign from the catcher with his right foot bisecting the rubber and pointing toward the catcher. His left foot should be a few inches behind and to the left of his right foot. The left leg should be slightly flexed so that most of the pitcher’s weight is forward on his right leg, as if he is already about to explode toward the batter. The pitcher can take his sign in either of two ways: with his glove hand at his side and his ball hand behind his back, or with his ball hand and glove hand joined in front at his waist as if in prayer. The purpose of both positions is to conceal his grip on the ball so that the batter will not be able to tell what kind of pitch will be coming.
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The Stance.
The right-handed pitcher’s right foot rests on the center of the rubber and the left foot remains behind.

The Stance
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The pitcher’s weight is forward on his right leg and his left leg is slightly flexed.


The Pump
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As the pitcher’s hands rise, his weight shifts back onto his left leg (A). Then, as his forward motion begins, his right foot turns parallel to the rubber (B).
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