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To Margo, Elizabeth, and Katie






Foreword by George F. Will


Baseball fans are an argumentative tribe. Suppose (supposing is what those of us do who do not know, as Posnanski does, pretty much everything about baseball’s history) there have been, say, two left-handed middle relievers from north central South Dakota. If so, this much is certain: Wherever two or more fans are gathered, there will be a heated dispute about who was the best of this cohort. This volume will ignite a splendid conflagration of arguments.

Do you agree with Joe Posnanski that Arky Vaughan is “the least-known great player”? If not, you also disagree with Bill James, who in his Baseball Historical Abstract said the two greatest 20th century shortstops were Honus Wagner and Vaughan. Posnanski says that Miguel Cabrera’s 2017 Triple Crown season was the most impressive of the 17 such seasons in Major League Baseball history—better than Mickey Mantle’s in 1956 (.353 average, 52 home runs, 130 RBIs). Disagree? Game on.

Those of us who for many years have relished Posnanski’s baseball writings have a question or two. First, how many Joe Posnanskis are there? If the answer is “just one,” our second question is: How old is he? Methuselah, the Bible tells us, lived 969 years. Posnanski must already have lived more than 200 years. How else could he have acquired such a stock of illuminating facts and entertaining stories about the rich history of this endlessly fascinating sport? He probably was there on June 19, 1846, when the 25-year-old Alexander Joy Cartwright, in a meadow by a pond in what is now the Murray Hill section of Manhattan, made one of the most important and durable decisions in human history: Cartwright decided that base ball’s (it was then a two-word noun) bases should be 90 feet apart.

We all know, and not just because John F. Kennedy famously said so, that life is unfair. But, really, it is simply not fair that Posnanski has had the opportunity to gather the material in the volume. Or that he has the talent to present it in such a delightful way. His book is a deep dive into the history of an institution woven into two centuries of a nation that soon will celebrate its 250th birthday.

This is emphatically not just a compilation of what is called, by the intellectually careless, “baseball trivia.” Leave aside the fact, which it is, that nothing about baseball is trivial. This book is, however, chock-full of fascinating facts. For example:

As a center fielder Tris Speaker made six unassisted double plays. Ichiro Suzuki led his league in singles 10 consecutive years and is the only person to have 200 singles in a season, which he did twice. The only player with at least 400 homers, 500 doubles, 1,500 RBIs, 1,500 runs, 300 stolen bases, and fewer than 50 caught stealing is Carlos Beltrán. Although Tony Gwynn was not a power hitter (135 career home runs), he was such a dangerous hitter he was intentionally walked 203 times, more than Ernie Banks (512 homers) or Mike Schmidt (548 homers). And for 19 consecutive seasons (1983–2001) Gwynn had more walks than strikeouts. He faced Greg Maddux 107 times and never struck out. Frank Thomas did something that neither Babe Ruth nor Lou Gehrig nor Barry Bonds did—hit .300, score 100 runs, drive in 100 runs, and walk 100 times in seven consecutive seasons. Among all pitchers in the live-ball era, Robin Roberts allowed the fewest walks per nine innings. (Also, from 1952 through 1955, he completed 118 of his 154 starts.) Johnny Mize was 34 and just back from war when in 1947 he hit 51 home runs while striking out only 42 times.

It is often said that baseball has had only two distinct eras, the Deadball Era, which ended in 1920, and all the seasons that have come after it. (It would not be clarifying to dignify the PED—performance-enhancing drugs—parenthesis in baseball’s history as an era.) This is, however, not quite accurate.

A new era began in the early afternoon of April 15, 1947, in the borough of Brooklyn, when Jackie Roosevelt Robinson trotted out to play first base in the top of the first inning against the Boston Braves. The long exclusion of breathtaking talent from the highest level of baseball competition began to end. Willie Mays, Frank Robinson, Ernie Banks, and others were coming. Pitching records compiled by those who did not have to face Josh Gibson and Cool Papa Bell must be considered with this in mind. As must the hitting achievements of those who never faced Satchel Paige.

So, this book is, among other fine things, a rendering of justice. Among his 100 finest players, Posnanski includes, never implausibly, some of the great stars of the Negro Leagues. One pleasant aspect of this is that it gives us refreshing relief from the tyranny of modern metrics. Because newspaper coverage of the Negro Leagues was often haphazard, and because of the sometimes improvisational nature of the schedules, and because exhibition and barnstorming games were important to the players’ careers, there is less statistical basis for making assessments. And that is, in a way, liberating. We must rely—how wonderfully anachronistic and quaint this is—on the judgments of baseball people who actually saw the Negro Leagues’ stars.

If Casey Stengel thought Bullet Rogan was the best all-around player in the world, and perhaps the best pitcher who ever lived, that is good enough for Posnanski, and for me. When Honus Wagner, the greatest of all shortstops, was told that people were calling Pop Lloyd, the Negro Leagues’ star, “the black Honus Wagner,” he replied, “It is a privilege to have been compared with him.” “Josh Gibson,” said Bill Veeck, “was, at a minimum, two Yogi Berras.” Roy Campanella, whose race kept him out of Major League Baseball until he was 26, but who was arguably the best MLB catcher not named Johnny Bench, said Monte Irvin “was the best all-around player I have ever seen. As great as he was in 1951 [when he was 32], he was twice that good 10 years earlier in the Negro Leagues.”

Furthermore, Posnanski makes the following elegant point:

Henry Aaron was born in Mobile, Alabama, in 1934. Willie McCovey was born there four years later, six months before Billy Williams was born in the nearby town of Whistler. “If,” Posnanski writes, “you ever find yourself wondering about the quality of the players in the Negro Leagues, think about this: If Aaron, Williams, and McCovey had been born 20 years earlier, all three of them would have spent their primes in the Negro Leagues, and their stories would be told as legend. People would be telling tall tales about the power of Stretch McCovey or the impossibly quick bat of Henry Aaron or the gorgeousness of Billy Williams’ hitting and… would you believe it? I wouldn’t worry about people overrating Negro Leaguers. I’d worry about people underrating them.”

I assume that this small sample of Posnanski’s facts and judgments has whetted your appetite for the feast that awaits you in this book. I will stop here, so that I do not further delay the fun you are about to have.






Introduction

This seems as good a time as any to tell you about my mother, Frances Posnanski, who came to the United States in 1964, less than three years before I was born. In her entire life, I suspect that my mother has not watched a complete inning of baseball. I don’t mean in a row; I’m talking cumulatively. I sincerely doubt that she has actually seen three baseball outs.

Her stubborn and unyielding lack of interest in baseball undoubtedly was inherited from her father, my grandfather, Usher Perel, a gentle and learned Eastern European man who every morning—at least in my presence—would make a show of spreading out the morning paper, delicately separating the sports section from the rest of the news, and then energetically stuffing said sports section into the kitchen garbage can.

Though my mother has never watched baseball herself, she has played an enormous role in my own love of the sport. When I was nine years old, she decided to help me collect and coordinate the complete set of 1976 Topps baseball cards. She did this because while she had no use for baseball or her oldest son’s growing obsession with it, she could never resist the joys of organizing. As such, she spent the summer dutifully recording the cards we collected in an accountant’s ledger and arranging the cards numerically, alphabetically, by team, and by position.

“What is a Des. Hitter?” she asked me when we came across the baseball card of the Connecticut-born Joe Lahoud, a part-time slugger who had once cracked three home runs in a game for his beloved Boston Red Sox. In the photograph, Joe stood at the ready, as if waiting for his next pitch, while he squinted into the sun.

“That stands for designated hitter,” I said. “Those are players who only hit, they don’t play in the field.”

“Well, that’s stupid,” she said in her thick accent, unknowingly speaking for the countless traditionalists who railed against the DH. She unwillingly created a new column in the ledger.

That was the summer that baseball took hold of my life. In the afternoons, I would play catch with my father, Steven, who had played soccer semiprofessionally in Poland but determined that being an American father meant introducing your child to baseball. And in the evenings, Mom and I would go over our baseball card collection, marveling at how many Sixto Lezcanos we had acquired—there seemed to be at least two Sixtos in each pack—and lamenting our inability to acquire even one Boog Powell no matter how many cards we bought.

“Who is this Boog Powell?” my mother would complain. “He must be some gantse macher.”

“Gantse macher” is Yiddish for “big shot,” but not really; like all Yiddish terms it’s more sarcastic than that, more like, “Ooh, look who’s such a big shot.” Anyway, I remain convinced it is the only time that the term was used for Boog Powell, a wonderful and still-beloved bopper who hit 339 home runs in his career.

Boog Powell is not officially ranked in this book. I wouldn’t have had to go too much larger to get to him—if this was the Baseball 350 or the Baseball 400, he certainly would have made it. Anyway, I would like to believe that his spirit is in here. What I tried to do in these pages—not to make myself some sort of gantse macher—is tell the story of baseball through its 100 greatest players. It is their stories that motivated me. This book contains almost 300,000 words, just about all of them originally written over a 100-day stretch when this series first appeared on the web pages of “The Athletic.” I lived this book twenty-four hours a day during those weeks, writing, reading, learning, dreaming baseball. But, really, my entire baseball-loving life led to this book.

I suppose I should say a few words about the rankings themselves. One day, over dinner with the family, my phone rang with a Milwaukee area code call. My wife encouraged me to pick it up; the call turned out to be from Bud Selig, the Hall of Fame former commissioner of baseball. He was generally kind but, yes, he also had a bone to pick with the rankings.

You will have bones to pick, too. As you will see, in many cases I didn’t so much rank the player as connect them with a number that seemed to be their match. I don’t want to ruin the surprises ahead, but, just as an example, Joe DiMaggio is ranked 56th. This is much lower than he is generally ranked in such lists, but I never considered putting him anywhere else. Joe DiMaggio’s legendary hitting streak was 56 games. Joe DiMaggio, in my mind, is 56.

Toward the end of the book, in one of the chapters, I’ll put together a little key that explains a few of the numerical surprises.

That said, these are my rankings, and I stand firmly behind them, and I expect you to come hard at me with vigorous disagreements. What fun would it be otherwise? Let’s be honest: It takes a lot of gall—a lot of chutzpah, as my mother would say—to put together a list of 100 players and announce to the world, “Yes, these are the 100 greatest players of all time” (and in order, no less). It reminds me of another baseball moment I shared with my mother, this one after I had my first-ever baseball story published in the local newspaper.

“I read your story,” my mother said that morning. “And it was very good. But I have one question.”

“Yes.”

“In here, you talk about this team scoring an unearned run.”

“Right.”

“Who are you,” my mother asked, “to decide whether a run was earned or unearned?”

Who am I, indeed? I hope you enjoy.






A Short Glossary of Terms

A few people have mentioned to me that I have a bad habit as a writer: I often punctuate statements with the phrase “as you probably know.” Some version of that phrase was repeated, no exaggeration, dozens and dozens of times in this series—I’ve tried to take them all out (apologies if I missed any). My thought is: The last thing I want to do is insult the reader’s intelligence by trumpeting something that they already know.

As such, I was initially reluctant to offer up this short glossary of terms, feeling that there will be a pretty good number of you who will roll your eyes and say, “Come on, I know what Deadball is” or “are you really explaining what a baseball Triple Crown is?”

But then I remember: My mother will read this book. Maybe.

So, I’m going to list off a few terms and ideas here that are prominent in the book. I will not write “as you probably know” before them, but please insert the phrase if you find yourself rolling your eyes.

Batting average/on-base percentage/slugging percentage: I use this construct a lot in the book—an example would be saying that Mickey Mantle, for his career, hit 298/.421/.557. The first number is his batting average, the second his on-base percentage, the third his slugging percentage. I believe seeing those numbers, one after another, gives you a deeper understanding of a hitter’s value. And it’s useful to think of .300/.400/.500 as being a standard of excellence; any numbers higher than those are very good.

Bill James: My friend Bill completely changed the way many of us have looked at baseball. He is ever-present in this book. I will mention just two of his inventions that I reference throughout. One is “Runs Created,” which is a simple statistic that measures roughly, well, how many runs a player created. It is a much better method than looking at something like RBIs or runs. The other is “Game Score,” a fun system he uses to calculate just how well a starting pitcher pitched. He would probably say that I’m overstating the value of Game Score, but I love it just the same—a 100 or better Game Score is just about the perfect pitched game, and a 50 Game Score is about average.

Deadball: This is generally regarded as the period of baseball between 1901 and 1920, before the spitball was outlawed and when the baseballs were made of lesser stuff. These dead balls led to a different kind of game, one dominated by pitchers, and high average hitters who bunted a lot and stole a lot of bases. The home run was an almost insignificant part of the game. Before 1920 and Babe Ruth, no player had ever hit even 30 home runs in a season.

Hall of Fame: I talk a lot—a lot—about the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York. Most of it is self-explanatory, but it is good to know going in that there are two ways for players to be elected to the Hall of Fame. One is for the Baseball Writers’ Association of America—the BBWAA—to vote the player in. It takes 75 percent of the writers’ vote for election. The other way is to be elected by special veterans’ committees that the Hall of Fame puts together.

Related: I was fortunate to write—along with my friend Jonathan Hock—the movie Generations of the Game, which plays multiple times every day at the Hall of Fame in Cooperstown. This book would not be nearly as rich without my experience working on that movie.

Negro Leagues: These were the leagues (and there were several of them) that were created for African-American players in those years before 1947, when Jackie Robinson became the first black player in the 20th century to play Major League Baseball. There are numerous players from the Negro Leagues in this book, but looking back I truly believe there could have been more, such as an extraordinary outfielder named Turkey Stearnes. This is the trouble of stopping at 100.

OPS+ and ERA+: These are somewhat advanced statistics I often use when talking about hitting and pitching. The main thing to know is that adjusted stats like these—with the plus sign at the end—work on a 100-point scale—100 is average. Anything above 100 is above average (the higher the better) and anything below 100 is below average.

OPS stands for on-base percentage plus slugging percentage, so when you see that George Brett had a 135-OPS+, that is really good; it means he was roughly 35 percent better than league average when you take any number of things into consideration. ERA stands for Earned Run Average, and Clayton Kershaw as of this writing has a 158 ERA+, about 58 percent above average and one of the highest of all time.

Quality Start: When a pitcher throws six innings and allows three or fewer unearned runs, that’s called a quality start. There are people who feel like it should take more to actually throw a quality start, but this is where we are.

Triple Crown: This is when a hitter leads the league in batting average, home runs, and runs batted in. It is a pretty rare feat. Pitchers also have a Triple Crown; it’s not as famous, but this is when a pitcher leads the league in wins, ERA, and strikeouts.

Wins Above Replacement (WAR): OK, yeah, this is a big one in the book. I don’t think you want a full primer on WAR, which can get pretty complicated, but I think there are two important things to know about WAR. One, it is an effort to create a one-stop shopping number, a stat that adds up everything possible to give you the full value of a player. In 2018, for example, it was calculated that Mookie Betts was worth 10.6 WAR, meaning that when you added up his hitting, his fielding, and his baserunning, he was worth about 11 wins more than a replacement player, who would be someone you might find in the minor leagues. That was one of the best seasons of the 2010 decade. There are a couple of different ways to calculate WAR—the two big baseball websites, Baseball Reference and Fangraphs, figure their WAR differently, particularly for pitchers. A ten-WAR season is very rare; a five-WAR season is generally an all-star season. A 75-WAR career is usually Hall of Fame worthy.

The second thing you should know: WAR is very controversial among baseball fans. Some love it. Some see its value but think it is overused. Some hate it thoroughly. The ranking formula I used to come up with the Baseball 100 does incorporate both Baseball Reference and Fangraphs versions of WAR.

Who missed the list: People have often asked me who just barely missed the list. Above, I did mention the Negro Leagues star Turkey Stearnes… but I don’t want to mention anyone else. In truth, I have a list of more than 100 players who could have made this list. I think I’ll save them in case the Baseball 100 ever needs a volume 2.






No. 100 Ichiro Suzuki


[image: Image]


There are many words we sportswriters use way too often. We might write that something quite believable is “unbelievable” and that something that falls well into the realm of the possible is actually “impossible.” But, if I had to guess, I would say that most of all we use the word “unique” too often.

I do, anyway. I have used the word “unique” in place of more precise words like “rare” or “distinctive” or “special,” because “unique” has a certain power those words lack. Something wonderful, like Mike Trout’s passion for baseball, sounds so much better if you call it unique. But it really isn’t. Stan Musial had a similar passion for the game. So did Pete Rose, Vlad Guerrero, Bob Gibson, Dale Murphy, Willie Mays, Tom Seaver, and Raul Ibañez, along with a few hundred other people.

Don’t misunderstand: Trout’s devotion to baseball is something to behold. But it is not unique. Unique means the only one of its kind. Unique means unlike anything else. Everyone is technically unique, of course, but in a larger sense, as I’ve written before, people resemble each other and, in baseball, players almost always resemble others.

Tony Gwynn resembles Wade Boggs who resembles Rod Carew.

José Altuve resembles Dustin Pedroia who resembles Joe Morgan.

Chris Sale resembles Randy Johnson who resembles Sandy Koufax who resembles Lefty Grove.

Albert Pujols resembles Jeff Bagwell who resembles Dick Allen who resembles Jimmie Foxx.

Sure, there are many differences between these players, but the part that makes them a special part of baseball history—Gwynn’s hitting genius, Sale’s electric left-handed pitches, Pujols’s power—reminds us of other greats. There are only so many ways to throw a baseball, hit a baseball, field a baseball, run the bases. And, even if you manage to be unique, you inevitably inspire imitators. Babe Ruth was unique, surely, for the way he swung for the fences. But soon after there was Lou Gehrig, and then Foxx and Hank Greenberg and Roger Maris and Barry Bonds.

Uniqueness is, by definition, the highest bar imaginable in baseball.

Ichiro Suzuki was unique.

There has never been one like him. And, if I had to guess, there never will be again.



No single number could ever explain a human as thrilling, as unusual, and as wonderful as Ichiro. Think of him now—that yoga-esque warm-up before each time at the plate, the way his feet shuffled in the batter’s box, the geometrical beauty of the way he ran the bases, the breathtaking way he would unfold himself on his outfield throws (he seemed to be throwing himself as much as he was throwing the baseball). No numbers could begin to capture all that.

In fact, the numbers often do the opposite of capturing Ichiro’s singular game. His weaknesses as a player—he didn’t walk, he didn’t hit for extra bases, he was a subpar player the last eight or so years of his big-league career—drown out the essence of Ichiro. His 107 OPS+, his sub-60 WAR, his .402 career slugging percentage, all of those things are ordinary, and this is why Ichiro often misses out on greatest-ever lists such as this one. There are any number of non–Hall of Famers like Kenny Lofton, Dwight Evans, and Andruw Jones who statistically outshine him.

But none of them are Ichiro. He was a legend before he ever played in a major-league game, before he ever came to America. Ichiro was a baseball prodigy in Japan; he was a serious young man who had the word “concentration” written in his glove before he was even a teenager. His father, Nobuyuki, raised Ichiro to be a ballplayer much in the same way that Mutt Mantle had raised his son Mickey. But Nobuyuki, unlike Mutt, was so certain of his son’s future greatness that he saved Ichiro’s shoes and toys and clothes and baseball equipment for an Ichiro Suzuki museum he was sure would someday be built (and it was built in Toyoyama; tickets were $11 per person before it was closed a couple of years ago).

As a 20-year-old, Ichiro set a Japanese Pacific Coast League record by hitting .385. It was his first of seven consecutive batting titles. At age 21, he won the league triple crown. At 22, he won his third consecutive MVP award. All along, every year, he won the Japanese Gold Glove award for his extraordinary outfield defense. He was more or less the perfect player for a nation deeply in love with baseball, and it was a big shock when he decided to do something no great Japanese position player had ever done: He decided to leave Japan and see how he would match up against the best players in America’s major leagues.

There were American doubts. Lots of them. Before Ichiro, no Japanese player had managed even to play 50 games in a big-league season. So Ichiro was a curiosity. More than 100 Japanese newspaper reporters, television reporters, and camera technicians chased him around during spring training in 2001 looking for clues about how things would turn out. They wrote about everything. What he ate. Where he went. They spilled thousands of words just on his batting practices. Some reporters were assigned just to count the number of times Ichiro swung the bat.

“How many times can they watch me stretch?” a beleaguered Ichiro asked.

Nobody in baseball history, not even Jackie Robinson, dealt with this sort of media scrutiny. The closest thing to Ichiro was probably another Japanese player, pitcher Hideo Nomo, who had arrived six years earlier and found himself surrounded by similar hordes of media. But it was different for a hitter, for someone who played every day. There were no safe spaces for Ichiro, no off-days. The wave crashed in again and again and again.

For a time, people wondered if Ichiro could handle all the attention, the pressure, and still adjust to the more challenging major-league style of play. For the first three weeks of spring training, Ichiro didn’t pull a single ball to the right side. This was seen as a sure sign that he couldn’t catch up to the fastballs. Many questioned whether a player Ichiro’s size—he is now listed as 5-foot-11, 175 pounds, but in those days a reporter called him a “frail-looking 5-foot-9”—could stand up to the daily pounding of a 162-game American baseball season.

“He has looked overmatched at times,” that reporter wrote during that first spring, “showing little of the line-drive, spray-hitting style that made him the best hitter in Japan.”

“You have to give him time,” an unnamed player said. “This is a whole different ball game.”

Doubts rang loudly enough that even Mariners manager Lou Piniella stepped in to defend him… and in the process sounded a bit less than convinced himself.

“I can’t expect him to hit .370 here,” he said. “It’s totally unfair. Ichiro can hit around .300 here, steal bases, and score runs.”

Piniella was wrong. Ichiro could hit .370. He could do more than just steal some bases and score some runs. He started off his major-league career with two groundouts and a strikeout. And then, almost instantly, things clicked. In his second game, he singled to center and bunted for a single. Four days later, he had his first four-hit game. On May 18, he had a three-hit game and, blasting Piniella’s stingy expectations, raised his batting average to .375.

When the first season was done, Ichiro had done exactly what he did in Japan. He led the league in hitting at .350. He also led the league in hits and stolen bases. He won his first Gold Glove. He became the second player in baseball history voted Rookie of the Year and MVP in the same season. And he led the Seattle Mariners to a 116-win season, tied with the 1906 Cubs for the greatest regular season in baseball history.



If you had to try to find an Ichiro comparison, you could do worse than Roberto Clemente. They are not alike—Ichiro, again, was unique—but they did play with the same whirlwind energy, the same pride for their countries. And they both had those wonderful throwing arms.

Clemente was different in that he hit with power and, while he had his own style and grace, he was a mostly conventional-looking player.

There was nothing conventional about Ichiro. He had special breathing techniques he used to stay calm in the batter’s box. He moved his feet all about during the pitch and seemed to be halfway up the first-base line by the time he made contact. And he hit singles. That was his thing. Nobody has ever hit singles like him. He led the league in singles 10 years in a row. Two players in the history of the game have had 200 singles in a season. One is Ichiro Suzuki in 2004 (when he had an almost unbelievable 225 singles). The other is Ichiro Suzuki in 2007.

See, it didn’t matter what pitchers did. It didn’t matter where defenders played him. Nothing mattered at all. The pitch would come, and Ichiro would chop at it, slap at it, turn on it, bunt it, ground it, bloop it, serve it, push it up the line, or line it into an open space. Then he would blaze down the line and beat the throw (if there was a throw to beat).

If Ichiro had started his career in the United States at age 20, I feel sure he would have broken Pete Rose’s hit record. Rose has personally offered me 4,342 reasons why Ichiro would not have broken the record; that’s the number of hits Rose had, including in the postseason. I certainly respect the power of the Hit King.

But I would say this:


	Ichiro had 4,394 hits counting his postseason performances and years in the Japan Pacific League. And that is obviously more.

	No, those years in Japan don’t count but they do give us a pretty good idea of how good Ichiro would have been had he started in the United States. His statistics really did not change much when he got to the big leagues. In his seven full years in Japan, he hit .352 and averaged 177 hits per season. In his first nine years in the big leagues, he hit .333 and (because of the longer seasons) averaged 225 hits per season. I don’t think it’s unreasonable to believe he would have had more hits, not fewer, if he had started in the majors.

	Ichiro is one of the very few players in baseball history whose hunger for hits came close to that of Pete Rose. For Rose, the hit record wasn’t just about the mechanics of going out there day after day and rapping hits. No, it was the story of his ambition to win, to be the best. That ambition never faded. He played until he was 45. That ambition still hasn’t faded; if someone would give Pete Rose a bat, he’d step in right now against anybody. Ichiro, I think, is like that too.



I talk about how Ichiro really is unique: Here’s what I mean. There is no doubt that by ranking him 100, I have managed to infuriate two different camps. There are those who see Ichiro’s lack of power (he had, for example, only 362 career doubles, far and away the fewest for any player with 3,000 hits), his bland .355 on-base percentage, and his good-but-not-great WAR and think he has no business being listed among the 100 greatest players ever.

Then there are those who see a guy with 3,000 hits who ran the bases about as well as anyone ever and was also one of the greatest defensive right fielders in baseball history—people who delighted in the wonder that was Ichiro Suzuki—and they ask, “How could there possibly be 99 players better than him?”



One day after the great Negro Leagues player, manager, and spokesman Buck O’Neil died, there was an enormous bouquet of flowers sent to the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum. Nobody knew where they had come from. Then, word got out: It was Ichiro. Understand, Ichiro had never met Buck O’Neil. He had never said a word about Buck O’Neil as far as anyone knew. But apparently, he had seen Buck around and had admired him. He felt a connection.

“Buck,” Ichiro later told people at the museum, “was a man of honor.”

Not long after Buck’s memorial, Ichiro came to the museum. He was mesmerized by the history there, particularly the section that showed a barnstorming team of Negro Leaguers coming to Japan decades before Babe Ruth’s famous tour in 1934. Ichiro was equally astonished to see a photo of a teenage Henry Aaron leaving home for the very first time, looking nervous but eager to face whatever pitches the world might throw at him.

As he walked around the museum, Ichiro didn’t say much. In truth, he hardly said anything at all. But all the while, he took it in, the photos particularly. He looked into the faces of these men who played ball, who hit home runs, who pitched strikeouts, who stole bases, who made diving catches and brilliant throws even while being treated as something less than human, even while being disregarded and ignored and dismissed.

And at the end of his tour, Ichiro quietly wrote the largest check any player has ever written to the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum.






No. 99 Mike Mussina
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Some years ago, a baseball executive of some renown was explaining the excellence of Mike Mussina, and he said something that I will never forget. He said: “You know what? The best way I can describe Moose is—the guy’s just a mensch.”

That’s a complicated scouting report.

“Mensch” is a fascinating word. It’s a Yiddish word, and its meaning is hard to fully capture. Mensch literally translates to “human being,” or “person.” In the classic musical Fiddler on the Roof, Tevye the Milkman talks about how his son-in-law Motel has matured, and he says, “This Motel is a person.” He means “mensch.” I don’t think the translation works there.

The more common definition of mensch is “a person of integrity and honor.” But this doesn’t do much better at getting to the true meaning. “A person of integrity and honor” sounds like a war hero, an honest politician, a philanthropist, a person who spends life in the service of others. These people are mensches, certainly, but mensches don’t have to be any of those people.

Leo Rosten, in The Joy of Yiddish, defines a mensch as “someone to admire and emulate, with the key being nothing less than character, rectitude, dignity, a sense of what is right, responsible, decorous.”

That’s better. But perhaps it’s better to define mensch by using examples.

A mensch is someone who, when they borrow your car or lawn mower, returns it filled up with gas.

A mensch sends you a thoughtful handwritten note after interviewing you—even if you didn’t get the job.

A mensch stands up to defend you when you’re not around.

A mensch leaves a note on the windshield if they tap or dent your car.

A mensch goes back to the table to leave a few extra bucks because they feel like the tip left by the group was too small.

A mensch tells your manager or boss when you did a good job.

A mensch is the person who always brings a gift, surprises you by remembering your birthday, knows your kids’ names (bonus mensch points for knowing the dog’s name too), shovels the driveway of their older neighbor, offers to take a photo when seeing people struggling with their group selfie, and always remembers to pass along the promised book or recipe or recommendation.

In other words, a mensch is someone who tries to do the right thing, the kind of person many would call a “sucker.”

But that doesn’t bother the mensch. He or she isn’t perfect; far from it. A mensch makes as many mistakes as the next person. A mensch is the person who apologizes for those mistakes, makes up for them, keeps striving to do better in situations big and small.I

Was Mike Mussina a mensch? Like I say, it’s complicated.

As a pitcher, a mensch is an excellent description of Mussina. He more or less did everything right. The fact that it took him too long to get elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame is a celebration of his menschiness. He never did anything for show. He just pitched.

Look at him this way: Mussina is a stats geek who didn’t play for stats, a New York Yankee who loathed attention, a pitcher who finished Top 6 in the Cy Young voting nine times but never won the thing, a starter who took five no-hitters into the eighth inning but never threw a no-hitter, a guy who won 20 games for the first time as a 39-year-old and promptly retired rather than go for 300 victories (he finished with 270). He made it to the Hall of Fame despite a bold unwillingness to do anything extra to improve his chances of making it to the Hall of Fame. In that way, he was the ultimate baseball mensch.



Mussina was a brilliant high school pitcher in Montoursville, Pennsylvania, one town over from Williamsport, home of the Little League World Series. Milwaukee special assistant Doug Melvin was an Orioles scout then, and he saw Moose pitch and was blown away. Melvin said Mussina was an 18-year-old who pitched like he was 28. Moose had an advanced way of thinking about pitching. He saw it as a puzzle; Mussina has always been a puzzle guy, you know, crossword puzzles and such. He tried to think of the optimal way to keep hitters off-balance, to make them uncomfortable. With his pitching stuff and his keen mind, nobody in high school could touch him.

His father, Malcolm, a lawyer, told baseball teams not to draft him: Mike was going to Stanford, the mensch thing to do. Bob Melvin’s scouting report was so over the top that the Orioles drafted him in the 11th round anyway, on the off-chance that they could get him to change his mind.

They did not change his mind. Moose graduated from Stanford with a degree in economics in three and a half years.

Then the Orioles drafted him again, this time in the first round. He was just about major-league ready; he made just 28 minor-league starts before getting his first big-league start in Chicago at age 22. He went 7 ⅔ innings and allowed four hits and one run (a Frank Thomas homer).

And he took the loss.

That more or less captures the vibe of his career: He was terrific, a bit unlucky, and he had an aversion to fame right from the start.



Mike Mussina generally takes sour pictures. If you go on the Internet and search for Mussina images—or simply go look at the photo of Mussina at the website Baseball Reference—you will see a man who seems unable to handle even the attention of a single camera. His glare is not an angry one, not a “just take the $^#% picture already” glare.

It’s more like a “What’s the point of life anyway?” look.

His photo persona more or less describes Mussina’s general posture as a pitcher—even as he pitched in the big and historic baseball markets of Baltimore and New York, he never stopped being an introverted and small-town kid. He never seemed comfortable with all the stuff that goes with being a star big-league pitcher.

“I see him with that sourpuss,” his coach Don Zimmer said, “and I say, ‘How’s your personality, Moose?’ ”

This hardly sounds like a mensch, I realize. Mussina didn’t like dealing with the media for much of his career. He wasn’t especially friendly with teammates. He could come across as rude and distant.

“Some days, I can’t,” he explained of his distaste for talking with the media. “Some days I won’t because I know that I’m in the wrong frame of mind…. I’ll be short, and it’ll come out wrong.”

For Moose, all of this was simply another puzzle to solve. His job was to pitch well, year after year, decade after decade. He had to figure out the best way to do his job. All those reporter questions, small talk with teammates or fans, none of that helped him pitch well. It wasn’t just that he avoided the spotlight. He resented the spotlight.

See, this is the hardest part to explain: Mussina needed to feel ordinary in order to pitch well. He was never happy when people looked at him differently. When he went home to Montoursville and could feel like himself again, he opened up, got involved in every charity imaginable, coached the junior varsity basketball team, raised money for scholarships for kids around town, and talked to everybody, all of that mensch stuff. “Here, I’m just Mike,” he would say happily.

In the big leagues, though, he couldn’t be just Mike. “I think the way I’ve looked at it,” he told Newsday’s Ken Davidoff, “is I’m not going to please everybody all the time. I’m better off making sure that my state of mind is OK before I worry about everybody else’s state of mind. I’m the one who has to go out and do this.”

In other words: Talking with people was optional. But pitching lousy was not an option.



This list of near-misses in Mike Mussina’s career is long and legendary and, when taken all together, strangely touching.


	In 1992, he went 18-5—he would have won 20 games except for the eight quality starts he pitched that led to a loss or a no-decision. He finished fourth in the Cy Young voting, behind Dennis Eckersley, whose WAR that year was 2.9. Moose’s was 8.2.

	In 1994, he was 16-5 and would have been a near-lock for 20 wins had the players’ strike not canceled the rest of the season. He again finished fourth in the Cy Young voting.

	In 1995, he went 19-9 and would probably have won 20 had that season not been shortened because of the lockout. He finished fifth in the Cy Young voting.

	In 1996, Mussina did not pitch well; it was, in his own mind, his worst season. But he still won 19 games (and still finished fifth in the Cy Young voting) and had a clear chance at his 20th win in his last start in Toronto. He threw eight innings, allowed one run, left with a 2–1 lead. Reliever Armando Benítez blew the game in the ninth by allowing a homer to Moose’s old college teammate Ed Sprague, and another 20-win season was washed away.

	In 1997, Mussina had a perfect game going with one out in the ninth inning—Cleveland only managed five balls out of the infield—when he got a 1-1 fastball just a touch up to Sandy Alomar, who lined it over Cal Ripken’s head into left for a single. Mussina struck out the last two. “He threw maybe three pitches that they could hit all night,” Hall of Famer Jim Palmer said. “A high changeup to David Justice. He didn’t get the ball in enough to Sandy. Maybe it was two pitches they could hit. How do you do that?”

	That October, Moose was brilliant in the postseason—in two starts against Cleveland in the ALCS, he allowed one run in 15 innings. He didn’t get the win in either of those games. In Game 6, Mussina allowed just one hit in eight innings, no runs; he struck out 10. Benítez gave up a homer in the 11th, and Cleveland went to the World Series.

	In 2001, now with the Yankees, Moose was probably the best pitcher in the American League. He led the league in FIP and every form of WAR, none of which existed or mattered to Cy Young voters in 2001. He lost the Cy to his teammate Roger Clemens, despite having a lower ERA, more strikeouts, fewer walks, more complete games, more shutouts, etc. But Moose didn’t just lose to Clemens. He finished fifth in the voting and didn’t get a single first-place vote.

	That same year, he took another perfect game into the ninth inning, this time at Boston’s Fenway Park. This one would prove even more heartbreaking—he got two outs and had two strikes on the Red Sox’s Carl Everett. Moose threw a high fastball to Everett, more or less where he was trying to get it. Everett fought it off and singled on a soft liner to left.



“I’m going to think about that pitch until I retire,” Mussina said.

Mussina could have won 20 in 2002 but had three consecutive quality starts in September turn into losses. In 2003, he pitched brilliantly in his one World Series start against Florida and was set to start Game 7, but Josh Beckett shut out the Yankees in Game 6 to end things before Moose could take the stage.

Then, he settled into a different role as the veteran pitcher who no longer had the stuff but still tried to figure out how to get outs. It was a crossword puzzle again. He sometimes succeeded by confounding expectations; for instance, he began challenging hitters with inside fastballs after he had pitched for years on the outside half of the plate. But he took his share of beatings, too.

Then, at age 39, he got off to such a bad start that there was some talk of the Yankees removing Mussina from the rotation. But one more time, Moose found a way to solve the puzzle. He ended up leading the league in starts, walked just 31 batters in 200 innings, pitched around a whole lot of hits, kept the ball in the ballpark, and won 20 games for the first and only time in his career. He also won his seventh Gold Glove.

Then Mussina called it quits with no regrets. In his mind, he had used up all the tricks, all the sleight of hand, all the magic he had learned over his long baseball life. There was nothing left to give. A mensch knows when to say good-bye.

The day after he retired, the New York Daily News ran a story with a huge headline “Coopers-Frown,” an opinion piece about how Mussina’s career had fallen short of the Hall of Fame (and playing off Mussina’s famous frowny look). Looking back, the timing on that story seems a bit cruel and more than a bit premature—what, they couldn’t let him have one day to enjoy his career?—but, honestly, could Mussina’s career have ended any other way?

Anyway, he did make it to Cooperstown. It took a while because of all those near-misses—the almost Cy Youngs, the almost 20-win seasons, the almost no-hitters. Over time, though, almosts fade, near-misses fade, and greatness endures. Mike Mussina was one of the greatest pitchers who ever lived, even if all the while he preferred everyone looking the other way.

I. As you can see, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about the word “mensch.” I’ve spent a similar amount of time considering the French phrase l’esprit de l’escalier, which is literally “the wit of the staircase,” but really just means thinking of the perfect retort too late.






No. 98 Carlos Beltrán
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The thing about growing old as a baseball writer is that there are signposts all along the way. For a time, if you are lucky enough to start young, you are the same age as the ballplayers. You feel at least some of what they are feeling. You listen to the same music. You watch the same movies. Then, even as you get a bit older, maybe get married, maybe have kids, there are still ballplayers who are your age, the veteran players, the ones you can reminisce with.

Then comes a stage where you look around and realize that you are older than all the ballplayers… but, hey, maybe you’re still younger than the manager or the coaches. Then one day a kid comes into the clubhouse and you realize that he is the son of a player you used to cover. Then comes a day when a team hires a manager you wrote about as a player, a manager who is still young enough to call you Mr. or Ms.

And then comes the most daunting moment, when a player you watched from the very beginning—a player you first saw as a young, scared kid full of potential and doubts—retires after a great career and is elected into the Baseball Hall of Fame.

Carlos Beltrán will someday make me feel even older than I feel now.

For most of his career, Beltrán’s greatness was easily missed. His career was impacted by three special effects that I believe clouded his brilliance and made it harder to see. Well, actually, there are more than just three special effects if you count the fact that Beltrán never won an MVP award and never led the league in any major statistical category. He could have won an MVP award, particularly in 2006, and he finished second in numerous categories including runs scored, doubles, triples, once in stolen bases, and so on. Finishing second is not the same. Beltrán was also involved in the Houston Astros’ sign-stealing scandal of 2017—leading the Mets to fire him before he could even begin his job as manager—and that affects the way people see him, too.

But mainly, I think there are three reasons Beltrán was underrated and underappreciated throughout his baseball career.

Special effect 1: He played his early seasons for terrible teams.

He played his first few years for Kansas City when the Royals were practically invisible. It isn’t just that the team was bad, though they were bad. No, they were bad and they had no money and they never, ever made any news. They were barely in Major League Baseball. They never contended, never made any newsworthy trades, never signed any free agents. Becoming a Royals player was a witness protection program option back then.

And this was when Beltrán played some of his baseball. I happened to be a columnist in Kansas City at the time, or else, like 95 percent of baseball fans, I would have entirely missed it. I remember when Beltrán went to Houston and was absolutely incredible in the playoffs—eight homers, six steals, and 21 runs scored in 12 games—people acted like he had come from some other dimension. Who is this guy? Someone said to me during that postseason, “OK, I know you’ve been talking about this guy but you didn’t know he was this good.”

Only we did know. You couldn’t miss it.

Special effect 2: He swung and missed on the biggest pitch.

In the ninth inning of the decisive game of the 2006 National League Championship Series, the Mets were down two runs, and Cardinals rookie Adam Wainwright was trying to close things out. The Mets managed to load the bases with two outs. Beltrán came to the plate.

The first pitch was a fastball that Beltrán let go for a strike.

The second pitch was a curveball he swung at and tapped foul off his front leg.

The third was a curveball that Wainwright was trying to throw into the dirt in an effort to get Beltrán to chase. Instead, Wainwright made a mistake: He threw the pitch high. It broke right into the strike zone and Beltrán watched it go by for strike three.

That was bad timing. Hitters strike out looking all the time, but not in a moment like that. Beltrán was fooled on a pitch at exactly the wrong time, and forever after there would be at least one person in the crowd howling at him, “Swing the bat, Carlos!”

That’s just how it goes sometimes.

Special effect 3: He made it look too easy.

Beltrán was a unicorn, a player so graceful that he hardly seemed to be trying. He seemed for most of his career to be cruising at about 85 percent of his potential, and the story line that constantly surrounded him was, “He should be better.” I recall former baseball general manager Steve Phillips once criticizing Beltrán for various intangible and unprovable crimes (not making enough “plays,” not being a leader, not coming through in the clutch) and he was hardly alone in feeling that way about Beltrán.

Looking back, though: How much better could he have been, really? For more than a decade, he was everything. He was, in some years, the best defensive center fielder in the game. He was, in some years, the best baserunner in the game. Even now, he is the greatest percentage base stealer in baseball history. He was a rare bid, a switch hitter with power—he’s 28th all-time in doubles, 34th all-time in total bases, top 50 in homers and RBIs and runs created.

He also had that astonishing postseason in 2004, maybe the best postseason for any player in baseball history.

I’ve written about Beltrán so many times… I really have known him from the beginning. That beginning was 1999 at a long-vanquished ballpark complex in a place called Baseball City. Oh, Baseball City! For a time in the 1980s, the Royals played their spring training baseball at this oddball amusement park; the feeling was that it could be Disney World and Cooperstown put together. There was a short while when it thrived, I suppose, but by the time Beltrán came around, it was a ghost town. By then, all that was left of the Baseball City dream was a small part of the roller-coaster track that had not been torn down and the slightest whiff of cotton candy that still lingered for reasons no one could explain.

The Royals, too, had once been one of America’s best teams but by 1999 they were equally sad. They had no owner. They had no direction. They did have a nice man named Herk Robinson running the team, though he seemed to prefer gardening to baseball. That was when a 22-year-old Carlos Beltrán showed up. He spoke little English. He was paralyzingly shy. But the talent was already awe-inspiring. “He can be as good as he wants to be,” then assistant general manager Allard Baird told us. The Royals did not believe Beltrán was fully ready to play in the major leagues, but they didn’t have anybody else, so they put him out there every day and told him to at least catch the fly balls hit his way.

Instead, he hit .293, scored and drove in 100 runs, and won the Rookie of the Year.

And he played with this gorgeous grace—well, let me try to tell you what it was like just watching him run from first to third. I’ve never seen anyone do it better. He barely seemed to be trying (that, as mentioned, was both his gift and curse), but he soared. He glided. When Beltrán was on first and someone cracked a hit to right field, it felt like Opening Night on Broadway. Beltrán would take off, and you could almost see a blur behind him like in the cartoons. His cleats seemed to land a couple of inches above the ground. The way he would make the turn at second base, wow, it was a bit like watching motorcycles that tilt and then hover over their turns. It was pure joy.

There have been faster players than Beltrán just as there were faster football receivers than Jerry Rice. Beltrán’s gift, like Rice’s gift, was the genius of precision. Rice routes were so exact that they say he used to step into his own spike marks. Beltrán cut the corner with such clarity and purpose, you would have sworn he had run a straight line from first to third.

So when I would hear people complain about Carlos Beltrán not living up to his potential, I would think, “Have you not seen this man go from first to third?”

Then there was his defense. One time, the Angels’ Garret Anderson crushed a drive into the right-field gap, and it was a double for sure, and the Royals’ pitcher that day, Brian Anderson, slapped his glove against his thigh in frustration. Beltrán, impossibly, ran the ball down, caught it without even exerting himself, then wheeled and fired to first base and doubled off Chone Figgins, who was rounding third base at the time.

“You know what blew me away,” Brian Anderson would say of the catch. “There was no way he could catch that ball. No way. And then, he not only catches it, he catches it by his side. He doesn’t have to dive. He doesn’t have to stretch. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

To Anderson, it was unforgettable. But, back to those Beltrán special effects, a lot of people missed it. They saw Beltrán run the ball down and thought, “Yeah, nice catch.” That’s how easy Beltrán made it look. He did stuff like that all the time. Once he raced back on a Mike Cameron fly ball, jumped as he got to the wall, and stole a top-of-the-wall double or a home run. To the untrained eye, it was a good play. But to people in and around the game, people who had played the outfield, people who had seen thousands of games and catches, it made their eyes pop out of their heads.

“I’ve been to two hog killings and a county fair,” pitcher Curt Leskanic said. “And I haven’t seen anything like what Beltrán did tonight.”

To be fair, Beltrán did garner appreciation in the last few years of his career, when he became the grizzled veteran. He could no longer do those magic tricks he had done in his youth, but people finally appreciated his love for the sport. He played through too many injuries and kept coming back, even with his body wrecked. I don’t think most people thought Carlos Beltrán would play until he was 40. But he did.

He spent the last years of his career in San Francisco, St. Louis, back in New York with the Yankees, to the Rangers, and finally back in Houston, where this time his team won that controversial World Series.



You can have a lot of fun with Beltrán’s hitting numbers because so few players have been able to do so many things on a baseball diamond. Here is a list of somewhat arbitrarily chosen statistical combinations, and the players who achieved them.


	400 homers, 500 doubles, 1,500 RBIs, 1,500 runs, 300 stolen bases: only Willie Mays, Barry Bonds, Alex Rodriguez, and Carlos Beltrán.

	
400 homers, 500 doubles, 1,500 RBIs, 1,500 runs, 300 stolen bases, and 50 triples: only Mays, Bonds, and Beltrán.

	400 homers, 550 doubles, 1,500 RBIs, 1,500 runs, 300 stolen bases: only Bonds and Beltrán.

	400 homers, 500 doubles, 1,500 RBIs, 1,500 runs, 300 stolen bases, fewer than 50 caught stealing: only Beltrán.



Admittedly, this sort of number shuffling is just for fun. Beltrán was not Mays, Bonds, or A-Rod—he was not Henry Aaron or Stan Musial or Ted Williams, either. He was, instead, a glorious player who was not always seen.



I must end any thoughts about Beltrán with a game from 2003, a Royals-Diamondbacks game that I think about all the time. That whole 2003 season was confusing for the Royals. They were atrocious in 2002, then even more atrocious in 2004, 2005, and 2006. But somehow in this middle year they managed to be pretty good; they were in first place for the first three or four months of the season. And in September they played Arizona, and it was a reasonably important game.

In the ninth inning, the Royals were down a run and they were facing Arizona’s closer Matt Mantei, who at his peak was one of the hardest throwers in baseball. He was throwing so hard that day the Royals hitters seemed helpless. With one out, Beltrán came to the plate and in a seven-pitch at-bat he was vividly overpowered. There was no way, he realized, to get a hit. But he fouled off pitches and managed to draw a walk.

Then he stole second.

Then he stole third.

Then he scored on a sacrifice fly that was so short, the second baseman could have caught it. The second baseman let the right fielder—with his better arm—handle the catch but Beltrán still raced home and beat the throw.

It was one of the most staggering displays of sheer dominance I’ve ever seen on a baseball field. After the game (which the Royals, being the Royals, eventually lost), I asked Allard Baird what he thought.

“He can do anything,” Baird said. That’s exactly how I remember Carlos.






No. 97 Roberto Alomar
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Sandy Alomar Sr. was a player with various valuable skills. He could play any position competently (he mostly played second base, but could shift to shortstop, third base, or the outfield if necessary). He was blazing fast (he stole more than 200 bases in his career). He could bunt when called upon. He switch-hit. All of this was enough to get him 15 years in the big leagues. One year, he even made the All-Star team.

Alomar Sr.’s weakness, if you will, was that he could not hit.

This is not meant to be mean or an exaggeration. Alomar was 5-foot-9, 140 pounds, and he hit .245/.290/.288 over that rather lengthy career. His .288 slugging percentage ties Bud Harrelson for the second-lowest of any player since the Deadball Era, which ended in 1920 when Major League Baseball banned the spitball. We’ll get into that Deadball stuff later. Point is, Sandy Alomar Sr. really couldn’t hit.

But teams kept playing Alomar because of his defense, his speed, and his charisma. They didn’t seem to care that he really couldn’t hit. Alomar got more than 500 plate appearances for the 1975 Yankees. He led off for the 1970 and 1971 Angels and led the league in plate appearance both years. Leading a lineup off with a player with a sub-.300 on-base percentage is a bit like leading off your stand-up comedy bit by reading the Keurig coffee machine warranty.

Look, the year Alomar made the All-Star team, he hit .251/.302/.293. That was one of his better hitting years.

And people were willing to see past all of it because the guy was so likable, so useful in other ways. As the longtime coach (and Alomar’s mentor) Grover Resinger said: “Sandy is one of the three or four best second-basemen in the game—and I mean defensively, offensively, and inspirationally.”

All of this is to say that there was something special about Sandy Alomar Sr.; he had a charisma that he was able to instill in his two sons, Roberto and Sandy Jr., who were both (to Sandy Sr.’s great joy) much more talented than their father.



Aren’t you fascinated by baseball fathers and sons? Seven times in baseball history, a father and a son both made the All-Star team at the same position.

In the outfield, you have Felipe and Moises Alou, Ken Griffey Sr. and Jr., Gary Matthews Sr. and Jr., and Bobby and Barry Bonds.

At first base, you have Cecil and Prince Fielder.

At catcher, you have Randy and Todd Hundley.

And then, at second base, you have Sandy and Roberto Alomar.

That must be some feeling, seeing your son succeed not only at your sport but at the very same position that you played.

In all the obvious ways, Roberto Alomar was a very different player from his father. For one thing, Robbie was much bigger—three or four inches taller and he weighed 40 pounds more. This made the son a much more powerful hitter than the father. Roberto hit almost as many home runs in his first season (nine) as Sandy did in his entire career (13). In all, Robbie hit 13 or more home runs in seven different seasons. He also hit .300 for his career. His OPS was 236 points higher than his father’s.

But because they were such different hitters, it’s easy to miss the striking similarities: They were both second basemen, both switch hitters, both base stealers. Sandy was a great bunter; Robbie was probably the best bunter of his generation. Sandy was a defensive maestro; Robbie won 10 Gold Gloves. It’s pretty clear who taught Roberto Alomar how to play the game.I

Roberto Alomar was a good player right from the start, as you might expect from a player who grew up around the game. At age 20, he played his first full season for the San Diego Padres, posting an above-average OPS+ while playing sparkling defense. He would get better with experience, but he was instantly a good Major League Baseball player.

He would become great. He finished third in the 1999 MVP voting and sixth in 1993, and in both seasons he had a strong case to be named the winner.

He really was an extraordinary offensive player. In 2001, he hit .336/.415/.541 with 34 doubles, 12 triples, 20 home runs, 113 runs, 100 RBIs, and 30 stolen bases. He had five other seasons almost as good. He led the league in runs in 1999. He hit .326 and stole 55 bases in 1993.

From a statistical standpoint, he was remarkably similar to another Hall of Famer: Barry Larkin. When putting together this Baseball 100, Alomar and Larkin were in the final group. As you can see, their numbers are shockingly alike:


Larkin: .295/.371/.444, OPS+ 116

Alomar: .300/.371/.443, OPS+ 116



Larkin stole 379 bases in 456 tries (83 percent). Alomar stole 474 bases in 588 tries (81 percent).

You will not find two players more similar than that. And they were both Gold Glove–winning middle infielders, though, as mentioned, Alomar was perhaps a bit overrated while Larkin was probably a bit underrated defensively.

So, how do you separate the two? You can look at WAR—Larkin’s 69 WAR is slightly higher than Alomar’s 66 WAR, but that’s not enough to make the difference.

No, in the end, you have to make choices, and I chose Alomar because of a single word: presence. And in this, I am not talking about the quality of “presence,” but simply being present. Larkin had only four seasons where he played in 150 games; Alomar had eight such seasons. Alomar had a shorter career in terms of years but he played in 200 more games. And because he managed to stay healthy and in the lineup, Alomar had a bigger impact. Alomar created more than 100 runs for the 1992 and 1993 Blue Jays, and both teams won the World Series. He created 139 runs for the 1999 Indians (who won 97 games and made the playoffs) and 138 runs for the 2001 Indians (who won 91 games and made the playoffs, too).

In all, Robbie Alomar created 100 runs seven different times, and all seven teams won at least 88 games. Five of those teams made the playoffs. Larkin created 100 runs four times. Alomar was just there more often.

In an imaginary scenario where both players are guaranteed to be healthy all year, I’d probably take Larkin. But imaginary scenarios are just that, and there are no guarantees. In real life, I will take Alomar because one of the most underrated talents in baseball, and in life, is just showing up.

I. There is some contentiousness about Robbie Alomar’s defense that must be discussed. As the 10 Gold Gloves suggest, he was widely viewed as the greatest defensive second baseman of his time. His defensive numbers do not add up that way. Robbie had a stretch from age 28 to 31 when the numbers do show him to be an outstanding infielder, but in the other years his range factor was lacking. He looked so good out there, so smooth, so effective, but it cannot be denied that all of the advanced stats show him to have been an average defensive second baseman. It’s one of those times when the eyes and the stats do not meet, and you are left to decide which one you trust more.






No. 96 Larry Walker
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Larry Walker dreamed of being a hockey goalie. Well, more specifically, he dreamed of being one hockey goalie, the estimable Billy Smith, the ultra-successful New York Islanders goalie who was sometimes called Hatchet Man for the way he would slash players with his goalie stick. To the young Walker, no one seemed cooler. He grew up in a midsized Canadian town with the wonderfully Canadian name of Maple Ridge. It goes without saying that hockey was and is everything in Maple Ridge.I

Hockey also was everything in the Walker family. His brother Carey was drafted by the Montreal Canadiens. The Walker hockey games were legend, and his father, Larry Sr., molded the hockey masks his sons wore.II

So, yes, Larry Walker would have become Billy Smith had his talent obliged. He tried his best. He even rode with a friend named Rick Herbert about 1,000 miles to try out for a professional team called the Regina Pats. Herbert made the team and played professional hockey for the next few years (racking up an impressive 192 penalty minutes one year in Portland). Walker did not make the team. He rode back 15-plus hours in the car with Herbert’s father.

But he was not done trying. Walker went back to Regina the next year with Billy Smith dreams in his mind, and he got cut again. He was 17 years old and lost. He wasn’t good enough for hockey. He didn’t want to go to college. “I warned Larry,” his father later said, “that he would have to be prepared to spend the next 50 years as a laborer.”

Walker had played some baseball by then, but not much. The weather didn’t suit baseball. The culture didn’t suit baseball. His high school didn’t even have a baseball team. But he needed to do something, so he found a team in nearby Coquitlam that played a full season, and he joined up. Walker was raw and uncertain of all the rules but he liked the feel of a wooden bat and he displayed some easy power and speed. He also had good timing: At that moment the Montreal Expos were desperate to find young Canadian baseball players to spark some interest among the fans. They offered him $1,500 to play ball, and Walker grabbed the money with the sort of joy you rarely see except when offering a trick-or-treater a full-sized candy bar.

The Expos sent Walker to Utica, where, for the first time in his life, he saw real curveballs and sliders and changeups and split-fingered fastballs. He had no idea what to do about any of those pitches so he just kept swinging and hoping. He hit .223. He was pretty sure as the year ended that he had not made contact with a single curveball or slider all season. He heard rumors that the Expos would release him. Instead, they sent him to Burlington, Iowa, and he was utterly transformed. He mashed 29 home runs in 95 games, stole 16 bases, and the Expos wondered what the heck had happened. They moved him up to the next level in West Palm Beach, and he kept on hitting.

Then he went to Double-A Jacksonville (where he was teammates with a towering young pitcher named Randy Johnson) and he continued to hit home runs and steal bases at an astonishing rate. At that point, the Expos realized that they had a future star on their hands. And that was exactly the point when Walker—in what would become a harbinger of things to come—tore up his knee playing baseball in Mexico and missed the whole 1988 season. One doctor pronounced his baseball career over. But Walker was resilient. He had to be. He would endure an astonishing assortment of injuries for the rest of his career.

Walker made it back in 1989—he went to Triple-A Indianapolis and showed off the plethora of talents he had. Again, he hit home runs, stole bases, drew walks, played great defense, and unleashed powerful throws. The man who wanted nothing but to be a goalie and slash some players who skated too close to the crease turned out to be a baseball natural.



Larry Walker loved the number three. His uniform number was 33. He took three practice swings before each pitch, set his alarm at three minutes past the hour, and famously said, “My first marriage was on Nov. 3 at 3:33, it lasted three years, ended in ’93 and cost me $3 million.”

Three times in his career, he hit three home runs in a game.

The first time, he took himself out of the game in the eighth inning even though he had an at-bat coming in the ninth—he didn’t want four home runs.

The second time, he did stay in the game—it was still close—but grounded out when he had a chance for his fourth homer.

The third time, he hit his third homer in the 10th inning, and it proved to be the game winner.



There are three reasons, best I can tell, that so many people underrate Larry Walker.


	His career was shortened by that constant barrage of small and large injuries I mentioned. He played 150 games in a season only once in his 17-year big-league career, and he had only 8,030 plate appearances overall. As such, his counting numbers mostly leave you wanting more. He finished his career with fewer hits than Larry Bowa and fewer homers than Andres Galarraga. And even though Larry Bowa’s hit total and Andres Galarraga’s home run total have nothing whatsoever to do with Walker’s greatness, it’s hard for people to see past that.
Some of this wasn’t his fault, by the way. He was on his way to a fabulous season in 1994 with the Montreal Expos when the players went on strike. He ended up playing in only 103 games that year but still hit .322/.394/.587. In a full season, he might have hit 60 doubles, 30 homers, driven in 120 runs, scored 110, etc.

And if he had been able to complete that season and put up those kinds of numbers, people might have had more confidence in what he did in Colorado in the subsequent years.



	He played most of his home games in Denver’s Coors Field. Because of Denver’s altitude and the light air, baseballs soar there, and this was more true in Walker’s time, before the team started putting baseballs in a humidor to make them less bouncy.
In 1997, Walker hit .366/.452/.720 with 46 doubles, 49 homers, 130 RBIs, and 143 runs scored. He was the league MVP. He also stole 33 bases. He also won a Gold Glove.

People disregard that year because he played half his games at Coors Field.

The next year, Walker hit .363 (won the batting title this time) with 46 doubles and 113 RBIs. He won another Gold Glove.

People disregard it because he played half his games at Coors Field.

The next year he hit .379, slugged .700 again, hit 37 homers, drove in 115 RBIs, scored 108 runs, and won another Gold Glove.

People disregard it because he played half his games at Coors Field.

You see where this is going.

These are all-time seasons. But because of Coors Field, there was literally nothing Larry Walker could do to convince many of his greatness. From 1997 to 2002, he hit .353/.441/.648; these are Ted Williams numbers, these are Stan Musial numbers. Even when statisticians adjusted the numbers to take into account Coors Field’s peculiarities and still found that Walker was extraordinary, so many people just treated those great seasons like they didn’t happen.



	Can you think of one Larry Walker moment? If you can, it’s probably the time he turned his helmet around and batted right-handed against his old minor-league teammate Randy Johnson in the All-Star Game. Or the time he mistakenly gave a fan the baseball when the inning wasn’t yet over. In other words, he had funny moments but never seemed to have an important one. He did play very well in his only World Series appearance, but his Cardinals were swept by Boston.



Bill James has talked often about how players who do one or two things well tend to be overrated while people who do many things well are always underrated. I’d add to that: People who do famous things tend to be overrated, while people who are simply good day after day but never really make headlines tend to be underrated.

Larry Walker had both underrated qualities. He mostly played in Montreal and Colorado, which are hardly on the minds of most baseball fans. He did everything well. He hit .313 for his career. He walked about as often as he struck out. He hit for power—he led the league in doubles, homers, and slugging percentage. He was a fabulous baserunner. He was a great right fielder. He had one of the best outfield arms of his time.

It is an unlikely story, the small-town Canadian kid who grew up dreaming of being a goaltender, who barely understood the rules when he first began playing baseball, becoming one of the most well-rounded players in baseball history. But that’s how it turned out.

I. Walker grew up in Maple Ridge playing hockey with a number of players who would play professionally, most prominently National Hockey League Hall of Famer Cam Neely. Walker remembers spending much of his time in goal just watching Neely wipe out players like some movie cowboy clearing out a bar.

II. Larry Walker has three brothers and their names are Barry, Carey, and Gary. This seems like an important fact.






No. 95 Tony Gwynn
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A Haiku on Hitting

I tried not to guess

I did not anticipate

I trusted my eyes



A little less than two years before he died, I talked hitting with Tony Gwynn. The event was called “The Art of Hitting,” and it remains one of the most wonderful experiences of my life. This was in 2012, just before the All-Star Game in Kansas City, and we talked hitting before a thrilled crowd at the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum. It was like talking astrophysics with Carl Sagan or poetry with Emily Dickinson or piano with Thelonious Monk.

Major-league star Matt Kemp was one of the people in the crowd that day. “If Tony Gwynn is talking hitting,” he said, “I’m there.”

One exchange, in particular, stays with me. Gwynn began the event by saying that when he stepped to the plate, he would look over the defense for the slightest opening. He loved hitting when there was a runner on first base because that meant the second baseman and/or shortstop had to cheat a step or two to cover for the steal or to complete the double play. All he needed was a single step in any direction, and he would put the ball in the opening.

That made perfect sense. But then he said something that seemed contradictory. He said that he never actually tried to hit the ball to certain parts of the park.

“You didn’t?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “I hit the ball where it was pitched.”

“Wait a minute. You just said you tried to find openings in the defense.”

“That’s right,” he said.

“Well, isn’t that trying to hit the ball to certain parts of the park?”

“No,” he said patiently. “I waited for the pitch that allowed me to hit the ball where I wanted to hit it.”

That’s a hitting genius.



Tony Gwynn, the ballplayer, was more than a hitting genius. He was, until his mid-30s, a terrific defensive right fielder; he won five Gold Gloves. He was very fast when he first came up—he stole as many as 56 bases in a season—and even after he lost that speed he was a smart and opportunistic baserunner. And even though he was not a home run hitter, every opposing manager saw him as the most dangerous batter in the lineup. Gwynn finished his career with 203 intentional walks, just behind Frank Robinson and Willie Mays and just ahead of Ernie Banks and Mike Schmidt.

Despite his other skills, let’s face it: To talk about Gwynn is to talk about hitting. Sure, you could talk with Meryl Streep about singing or Frank Sinatra about acting or Michael Jordan about golf, and it would be fine. But it would be beside the point.

Tony Gwynn hit a magnificent .338 for his career. Going back to 1961, the first year of expansion, that’s far and away the highest average for any hitter with at least 3,000 plate appearances:


	Tony Gwynn, .338

	Roberto Clemente, .331

	Wade Boggs, .328

	Rod Carew, .328

	Vladimir Guerrero, .318



Gwynn hit .309 or better every full season of his career. He hit .351 in his first full season, which was the year Prince released the album 1999. He hit .338 in his last full season, which was the actual year 1999.

From 1983 to 2001, 19 straight seasons, Gwynn walked more than he struck out. This is one of the longest streaks in baseball history but it’s made doubly impressive by the fact the Gwynn rarely walked. Most of the others who had such an amazing streak—Carl Yastrzemski, Rickey Henderson, Joe Morgan, Gwynn’s contemporary Tim Raines—walked a lot.

Not Gwynn. Take away his otherworldly 1987 season—when he probably should have won the MVP award—and he never walked even 60 times in a season. Gwynn came to the plate to hit. He simply did not believe he could see six or seven pitches from any pitcher and not have at least one of them be juicy enough to hit.

So he steered clear of walks, but he almost never struck out. He whiffed just 434 times in his career. It’s a different time now, sure, but just to compare: The Yankees’ great young slugger Aaron Judge struck out 501 times in just his first three seasons.

In 1995, when Gwynn led the league with a .368 average, he struck out 15 times all season. The next year, he struck out 17 times. In 1999, he played in 111 games and struck out 14 times.

Gwynn struck out three times in a game once.

In 1992, he did not strike out in back-to-back games all season.

We can keep going with this. Here’s a personal favorite: Gwynn faced the great Greg Maddux 107 times in his career. He never struck out. Not once. This is so mind-blowing, it’s hard to even put it into words. You might think: Oh, well, Maddux wasn’t really a strikeout pitcher. Except Maddux struck out more than 3,300 batters in his Hall of Fame career. He faced 11 different batters 100 or more times in his career including Hall of Famers Jeff Bagwell, Barry Larkin, Craig Biggio, and non–Hall of Famer Barry Bonds. He struck them out a combined 169 times.

But he never once struck out Tony Gwynn.I

Gwynn blended art and science as a hitter. He was a pioneer in watching replays of his own swing, so much so that his teammates called him “Captain Video.” He was not the first batter to keep notebooks on every pitcher he faced, but his notebooks were spectacularly detailed. After every game, he would go through each pitch he faced (he had absurd recall) and mark them down in a color-coded system. At one point in one of our conversations, I happened to mention the old Giants pitcher Mike Krukow. Gwynn had not faced Krukow in almost 25 years and yet without hesitating he remembered specific at-bats he’d had against Krukow and offered up a detailed scouting report of how he would hit Krukow if they faced off again.

Gwynn didn’t just accumulate information, though; he used it in real time. The ability to hit a baseball thrown at big-league speed is a gift of instinct. The science tells us that there’s simply not enough time for a hitter to do anything against a major-league pitcher if you begin the clock the instant the ball is released. But the great hitter’s clock begins long before the release; the mind considers visual cues, triggers muscle memory, scans the situation, and makes a prediction of what’s about to happen.

Gwynn surveyed it all. He read the field, calculated everything he knew about the pitcher and the ballpark and the weather and the defensive alignment. And then he hit. Always.

Gwynn hit .343 at home. He hit .334 on the road.

He hit .345 against righties. He hit .325 against lefties.

He hit .346 in April, .333 in May, .344 in June, .325 in July, .348 in August, and .333 in September.

In his two World Series, he hit .371.

On the day Tony Gwynn died, I was looking through my old notebooks and stories to find something that summed up his particular brilliance for hitting. And I saw this quote: “I tried not to guess at the plate. I did not anticipate what the pitcher was going to throw me. I trusted my eyes.”

And I realized there was the perfect hitting haiku in there.


I tried not to guess

I did not anticipate

I trusted my eyes



There were 45 games left in the San Diego Padres’ 1994 season when the player strike happened. At that moment, Tony Gwynn was hitting .394. He had a real chance to become the first player in more than 50 years to hit .400 in a season. The season was canceled and the hope was lost.

The question has always been and always will be: Would Gwynn have hit .400 in 1994?

By my best estimation, Gwynn would have had to go something like 67-for-161 (.416 average) the rest of the way to get to .400.

Could he have done it? Could he have gone 67-for-161, a .416 average? The obvious answer is: Of course. He had done that kind of thing pretty often in his sensational career. He had a stretch like that in 1993, multiple stretches like that in 1994, a stretch like that in 1995, and so on.

But, of course, this would have been a different challenge. There would have been intense daily scrutiny. Reporters would have followed him everywhere. Pitchers would have tried even harder to work him. The pressure would have mounted. George Brett, who had been the last batter to chase .400 fourteen years earlier, talked for the rest of his life about how insane the pressure became. It was much more intense than he could have ever expected.

But Gwynn was older than Brett had been in 1980. He could handle the pressure. We’ll never know for sure, but I will always believe that Gwynn would have done it, would have hit .400.

The reason I will always believe this is that, in our conversation about the art of hitting, I asked him: “Would you have hit .400 in 1994 if the season hadn’t ended?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation.

“Really?”

“Of course,” he said, and he looked at me funny. “Why would I think anything else?”

I. The legendary Nolan Ryan did strike out Gwynn nine times in 67 plate appearances—that’s the most against any pitcher. Gwynn still hit .300 against Ryan, one of the very few who did.






No. 94 Roy Campanella
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Roy Campanella was the sixth African-American player in the major leagues. He often gets skipped over when people tell the story of integration because he arrived a year after Jackie Robinson. But when he arrived, the fate of what Branch Rickey called “Baseball’s Grand Experiment” was still an open question.

Five African-American players had played in the big leagues in 1947. What few people remember—because Robinson’s story is so triumphant—is that four of the five were, at that point, unsuccessful. Sure, Robinson won the Rookie of the Year Award. He led the Dodgers to the pennant. He was a star.

But Larry Doby, the first African-American player in the American League, hit just .156 in 29 games. The St. Louis Browns signed two players from the Kansas City Monarchs. One of them, Willard Brown, became the first African American to hit a home run in the American League while the other, Hank Thompson, became the first African American to hit a triple in the American League. But they both struggled mightily, were treated terribly, and they were dropped after about a month.I

The fifth player was Dan Bankhead. So few remember him even though Bankhead was the first African-American pitcher in the majors. He labored under the strain. His son later said that Bankhead, who was from Alabama and had seen the worst of America’s racism, pitched in mortal fear of hitting a batter and causing a riot. Bankhead pitched in only four games and was sent back to the minors; there would not be another black pitcher in baseball until the legendary Satchel Paige was finally given his chance with Cleveland at age 41.

As 1948 began, there was certainly no rush to add any more African-American players. Only two were called up all season. One was the aforementioned Paige, who made his first start on August 3 in front of 72,434 fans—Paige was already one of the most famous athletes in the country.

The other was Roy Campanella.

Campy was only 26 years old, but he had been playing professional baseball for more than a decade; he had started in the Negro Leagues at age 15. He was so good then that the Philadelphia Phillies tried to sign him. This was twenty years before the Phillies would actually play a black player. So how did that happen? Well, it was a comedy of errors—they had seen the name “Campanella,” and had assumed him to be Italian. When they found out that while Roy’s father was Sicilian, his mother was black, the pursuit quickly ended.

Instead, Campanella signed with the Baltimore Elite Giants of the Negro National League and caught the first break of his young career. The Giants’ manager was a man named Biz Mackey, the greatest defensive catcher of his time or perhaps any time. Mackey, who is now in the Hall of Fame, spent countless hours working with Campy on the finer points of catching.

By age 17, Campy had replaced Mackey as the Giants’ starting catcher. At 19, he won the MVP award in the East-West All-Star Game. By then, fans of the Negro Leagues would argue whether Campy or Josh Gibson was the best catcher in the world. Surely they were the two best.

It’s hard to fully appreciate just how good Campanella was then. He was a defensive marvel with an arm that defied description… plus he hit with power. He led the Negro Leagues in doubles one year, in RBIs another, and he battled Gibson for the home run title in another. “Nobody discovered Campanella,” the legendary Dodgers scout Clyde Sukeforth would say when people tried to credit him for finding Campy. “We looked at him and there he was.”

The Dodgers were not the first team that looked at him. You know the Phillies looked first. In 1943, the Pirates invited him to a tryout and then, when white supremacist pressure grew, rescinded the offer. When we evaluate Roy Campanella’s incredible career, we can do so with only one eye. We will never know just how good he was when Major League Baseball was entirely segregated.

We also will never know just how much of his greatness Campy left in the Negro Leagues. He played, literally, countless games as his Giants barnstormed from town to town. He routinely would catch two games per day, sometimes three, occasionally even four. Campy himself remembered a day when he caught both ends of three different doubleheaders. He was thought to be indestructible, and he thought himself indestructible. He was 24 when Branch Rickey asked him for a meeting, but his body was undoubtedly several years older than that.

Campy, by the way, was thoroughly unimpressed with Rickey at that first meeting. He listened to Rickey drone on forever (“He was the talkingest man I ever did see,” Campanella said), and believed that he was being offered a chance to play for an all-black team that the Dodgers would sponsor. That didn’t interest him in the least, and he turned down Rickey and left. It was only later, when Robinson told Campanella what was really happening, that Campy raced to send Rickey a telegram expressing his interest.

Rickey was more cautious with Campy than he was with Robinson. This may have had something to do with their very different personalities—we’ll get into that in a moment—but it was mostly because Campy was a catcher. So many prejudices had built up around African-American players that it was hard to keep track, but one was that a black player could not handle the demands of being a big-league catcher.

In 1946, Campanella played in Nashua, New Hampshire. He was named the New England League MVP. More than that, though, he commanded a universal respect that was all but unknown at the time. When his Nashua manager, Walter Alston, was thrown out of a game, he named Campy interim manager. This made Roy Campanella the first African-American to manage in organized white baseball.

In 1947, with Rickey and everyone focused on Jackie Robinson’s triumph, Campanella was sent to Montreal, where he continued to amaze everyone with his extraordinary defense.

In 1948, Rickey still wanted to move slowly. Campanella was 26 and surely the best catcher in all of baseball, but the Dodgers already had a popular catcher named Bruce Edwards. Campanella started the season with Brooklyn, and in his first big-league plate appearance, he was plunked in the ribs by a reliever named Ken Trinkle. But after he had appeared in only three games, Rickey sent him down to St. Paul.

And Campanella decided to take matters into his own hands. He went to St. Paul and left absolutely no doubts; he hit .325 and slugged .715 in 35 games.

Then in early July, with the Dodgers in the midst of a losing streak and under .500, Campanella was finally called up. In his first game, he went 3-for-4 with a double, and he caught Buddy Kerr trying to steal. In his second game, he went 3-for-3 with a triple and a walk. In his third game, on the fourth of July, Campy went 3-for-5 with two home runs and four RBIs.

After that game, Dick Young of the New York Daily News asked why Campy “had been wasting his time in St. Paul.” He, of course, knew the answer.

Campanella did slow down; hit just .258 that first year. But his defense was so spectacular he still got an MVP vote. He threw out 24 of the 36 runners who tried to steal on him, an astonishing 67 percent.

And for the next seven years, Roy Campanella was one of the greatest catchers the major leagues had ever seen. Before him, only three catchers—Gabby Hartnett, Walker Cooper, and Rudy York—had hit 30 homers in a season. Campy did it four times in six seasons. All the while he flashed that incredible arm. He led the league in caught-stealing percentage in each of his first five seasons, and his career percentage of 57 percent is still the record. There were no Gold Gloves then, but he would undoubtedly have won them all.

The sportswriters adored him. They told his fun stories day after day. They talked constantly about his leadership, about his connection to pitchers, about his ability to hit in the clutch. And they continuously voted him the league’s MVP.

In 1951, he hit .325/.393/.590 with 33 homers and 108 RBIs. He was named MVP.

In 1953, he hit .312/.395/.611 with a catcher-record 41 home runs and 142 RBIs. He was named MVP.

In 1955, he hit .318/.395/.583 with 32 homers and 107 RBIs. He was named MVP.

Did he deserve all three of those MVPs? Maybe not. There’s a good argument to be made that his own teammate Duke Snider had better seasons in ’53 and ’55. But Campanella was so widely respected and admired and loved that the writers wanted to give him all the awards.

In this way, he was quite different from his teammate and fellow pioneer Jackie Robinson. Though they faced the same racism, Campanella rarely mentioned it or fought back. While Robinson was a whirlwind of force and dignity and felt an impassioned duty to change the world, Campanella just loved playing ball.

“It’s practically impossible,” one reporter said, “to get Campy to admit that any phase of his life was especially difficult or unpleasant.”

One of the most important books in my life is Roger Kahn’s Boys of Summer. Reading that book first put the idea of becoming a sportswriter in my mind, and I’ve probably read it a dozen times over the years.

Well, Roger Kahn was a Robinson guy through and through; Kahn understood and related to Robinson’s rage, his determination, his unwillingness to back down to any slight. Robinson had the pioneer’s soul, and Kahn connected with that.

But Campanella was a complete mystery to Kahn. He would watch Campanella retrieve other catchers’ face masks after foul balls, watch him chat up other batters “as though he was running for office,” see him tell his funny and self-effacing stories to the other sportswriters, and he simply couldn’t understand. “There’s a little Uncle Tom in Roy,” he quoted Jackie Robinson saying.

“It’s the two faces, Carl,” Kahn quoted himself telling pitcher Carl Erskine. “If you want to be a happy-go-lucky guy, fine. But if you’re angry at society, which colored guys have every right to be, then let it show.”

“We probably all have a lot of faces,” Erskine replied.

Erskine, I think, got it right.

Jackie Robinson was a man out of time, a hero, a force of nature, a fighter. There’s a reason we read about him in American history books.

And Roy Campanella was a different sort of hero. He dealt with the discrimination, the spite, the unfairness of it all by deflecting, laughing, hiding some of his feelings, and unleashing others. He was different from Robinson but, surely, no less complicated. And he too pushed the world forward.

Jackie Robinson himself came to appreciate this by the end of his life. In his autobiography, I Never Had It Made, Robinson talked about how people had tried to pit them against each other: “I’m happy that Roy Campanella and I survived the attempts at the old business of ‘divide and conquer’ that some people tried to use to make us enemies,” he wrote. “It didn’t work.” Robinson readily admitted that he and Campy had “serious differences of opinion,” but he insisted there was always mutual respect. “As time went by,” he added, “my respect for Campy deepened, and I was convinced that his attitudes had changed.”

Robinson recalled that at one point, many years after they both retired, they were talking in the office of Campanella’s Harlem liquor store and Campy said: “It’s horrible to be born in this country and go along with all the rules and laws and regulations and have to battle in court for the right to go to the movies—to wonder which store my children can go to in the South to try on a pair of shoes or where to sleep in a hotel. I am a Negro, and I am a part of this. I don’t care what anyone says about me…. I feel it as deep as anyone and so do my children.”



At his peak, Campanella was as good as any catcher in the history of baseball.

His career came to a tragic end. Campanella had always insisted that he never wanted to quit playing baseball. “They’ll have to cut the uniform off me to get me out of it,” he said. He made his last All-Star team in 1956 at age 34, but even by then he was physically a shell of himself. He hit just .219 and, for the first time in his career, threw out fewer than 50 percent of the would-be base stealers. Who knows how many innings he had caught by then?

He played again in 1957 and hit just .242/.316/.388. The career was winding down. But Campanella never lost hope. He planned to play again in 1958, the year the Dodgers moved to Los Angeles. He talked about how the Los Angeles Coliseum would be a great place for him to hit.

In January, Campanella was driving home in New York when his car hit a patch of ice and skidded into a telephone pole. He was just 37 years old at the time, and the accident paralyzed him. He spent the rest of his life in a wheelchair.

“You gotta be a man to play this game for a living,” Campanella famously said. “But you gotta have a lot of little boy in you, too.”

The year after the accident, the Dodgers played the Yankees in a special exhibition game to honor him at the Los Angeles Coliseum. More than 93,000 people attended. It remains the largest crowd in baseball history.

I. Brown was a huge star in the Negro Leagues and in various other countries, including Cuba; he is now in the Baseball Hall of Fame even though he never returned to the major leagues. Thompson did return to play for the Giants in 1949 and he was a key player for the Giants’ pennant-winning team in 1951 and the World Series champions in 1954.






No. 93 Ozzie Smith


[image: Image]


Ozzie Smith was the greatest defensive player I ever saw. This is not to downplay the sheer awesomeness of Andrelton Simmons, Andruw Jones, Adrián Beltré, or Nolan Arenado, among many others defensive maestros. It’s just that, to me, the Wizard invented a whole new way to play defense. He made jaw-dropping plays so often that you couldn’t take your eyes off him.

He was so good that when watching a Cardinals game, you would turn the channel when they were on offense.

There are numbers that show his defensive radiance. In 1980, while playing for San Diego, he had 621 assists, a record that will likely never be broken. Why will it never be broken? Because many more balls were put in play in 1980; now, with the strikeout, shortstops rarely get even 500 assists. In 2019, Oakland’s Marcus Semien had the most shortstop assists in baseball with 436—185 shy of Ozzie, more than one per game.

But the wonder only begins with his 1980 record season. In 1981, the strike season, Ozzie actually had a higher range factor than he did in 1980. If not for the strike, he would have broken his own record.

Then he was traded to St. Louis. And in 1982, he had an even higher range factor than he’d had in either 1980 or 1981. This was a shortstop playing at a different level. He led the league in assists eight times and finished second another four times. By Baseball Reference’s defensive WAR, his fielding was worth an astonishing 44 Wins Above Replacement. Nobody is close.

Defensive WAR


	Ozzie Smith, 44.2

	Mark Belanger, 39.5

	Brooks Robinson, 39.1

	Cal Ripken, 35.7

	Joe Tinker, 34.3



There are two Ozzie stories I want to tell here. The first comes from September 23, 1996, less than a week before he played his last big-league game. I was a 29-year-old columnist for the Cincinnati Post, an afternoon newspaper back in the days when such things still existed. It goes without saying that the Post no longer exists.

My job that day was to try to sum up Ozzie Smith’s genius, and someone said to me: “Just watch him take infield practice. You’ll get all you need just from that.”

So, I watched. And this is what I wrote:

The baseballs roll slowly at first. The game will not begin for a couple of hours still, and all around Ozzie Smith, baseballs shoot out like fireworks. People hit them, throw them, bunt them, chase them, a hundred baseballs dance around the diamond. Ozzie Smith focuses on one ball, the one that rolls toward him.

Ozzie Smith is getting ready to perform even though there is no one in the crowd.

“Here we go,” St. Louis Cardinals pitching coach Dave Duncan says.

Here we go. In baseball, great players come and go like favorite songs. They show up for a while, some hit 400 home runs or strike out 3,000 batters, and then they fade into a happy memory. Folk heroes come along less often. Ozzie Smith is one of those folk heroes. He grows better in memory.

His legend has little to do with his own numbers; it comes from numbers that were not recorded. Everybody in the National League would have hit .300 if not for Ozzie. Everybody would have broken Joe DiMaggio’s 56-game hitting streak if not for Ozzie. Think of a play. There are countless to choose from. There was the time he dove one way, the ball skipped the other way, so he caught it barehanded and threw out the runner. There was the time when he flipped the ball behind his back to start a double play. There was the time he snared a line drive 15 feet to the right of second base. Then there’s the time…

The guy stole hits from everybody, including the Beatles. Late at night, in dark bars, baseball players still sit over empty beer bottles and tell sad stories of the hits Ozzie Smith took away.

“Here we go,” the Wizard says.

He fields a grounder and, without looking, throws it to first base. Then, he does it again. Again. The balls begin to come at him more often, one every 10 seconds, then once every five, and each time the baseballs spin a little faster, they skid and screech along the turf, buzzing as they approach. He catches each one softly, as if he’s picking them with tweezers.

And each time, he makes perfect throws to first base without even looking up. It seems utterly impossible. He stares down, throws the ball to his left, as if he’s tossing away a whiskey bottle. Each time, the ball plops softly in the first baseman’s glove, which never moves. Smith rushes to his right, scoops the ball, flings it away, it lands in the first baseman’s glove. He bounds to his left, plucks the ball out of the air, flings it away, it lands in the first baseman’s glove.

“Are you peeking?” Duncan asks.

“For 15 years,” Smith says.

The coach bounces the ball hard against the turf so that it jumps high in the air. Smith waits for it to come down and catches it on the short hop. Again. Again. It looks like he’s trying to catch water from a geyser. Smith rushes in, twirls his glove in front of his chest, like a man waving away mosquitoes. Somehow, he catches the ball. He throws it without looking and in one motion, it lands in the first baseman’s glove.

The ball bounces higher, higher, it seems to leap angrily off the turf, attacking Smith, and Smith continues to grab the ball with that same motion, then comes the same nonchalant throw, the same soft landing in the first baseman’s glove.

“Hit it up,” Smith yells at the coach. The coach hits pop-ups behind Ozzie Smith. He turns his back, runs to where he figures the ball will land, and with his back to home plate lets the ball fall into his glove like an NFL receiver. Another pop-up. Again, Smith turns his back and catches it over his head.

The coaches turn to watch him. A few players turn. Ozzie Smith, 41 years old, keeps catching the baseball over his shoulder, blind, and it is a magic trick.

And then, all at once, the symphony is over. Ozzie Smith has performed enough. He rushes around the field to pick up a few stray baseballs, and even that he does with style. He slaps his glove to the ground, and the ball ends up in the pocket.

That’s when it happens. Teammate Gary Gaetti in the batting cage rips a line drive right at Ozzie, and there’s no way for the Wizard to see it. His eyes are looking somewhere else. The ball comes right at his head, and there’s no time to warn him, no time for him to see, no time for anything at all. Ozzie Smith reaches down to pick up a baseball. Then, at the last possible instant, without looking, he raises his arm, catches the line drive, and calmly discards the baseball with all the rest.

“Eyes everywhere,” Duncan says, and he shakes his head.



Ozzie Smith was not a great hitter. He did become a pretty useful one, though, as the years went along. From 1985 to 1992, eight seasons, he had a good .361 on-base percentage. He stole 300 bases.

But he hit with no power at all—he finished his career with a lower slugging percentage than on-base percentage, a rare thing (especially rare in his case because Smith’s .337 on-base percentage wasn’t all that good). Of the 87 players with more than 10,000 big-league plate appearances, Ozzie Smith has by far the lowest slugging percentage.

Lowest SLG (10,000 PAs)


	Ozzie Smith, .328

	Rabbit Maranville, .340

	Luis Aparicio, .343

	Omar Vizquel, .352

	Nellie Fox, .363



But Ozzie Smith did have a pretty famous extra-base hit that you might recall.

A couple of years ago, I worked with my friend Jon Hock on a movie we called Generations of the Game. It now plays multiple times every day at the Baseball Hall of Fame. It was one of the most fun things I’ve ever done—I mean, my job was to go around the country and interview Hall of Famers (and future Hall of Famers) about what baseball and the Hall means to them.

As part of this, I went to St. Louis to interview Ozzie Smith at his office. He was a fantastic interview, like always. He talked about how much he loved playing defense. He talked about some of his most famous plays. Of course, we also talked about the home run he hit in Game 5 of the 1985 NLCS. That came in the bottom of the ninth inning, one out, the series tied, the game tied. Smith hit it off the Dodgers’ reliever Tom Niedenfuer. It is one of the most surprising home runs in baseball history.

And as Ozzie remembered it, he began to echo the famous Jack Buck call from that home run.

“Smith corks one down the line,” he said, and I could feel the goose bumps.

“It could go,” he said (Buck actually said “it may go,” but it’s the same thing).

“Go crazy, folks, go crazy!” Ozzie shouted. “The Cardinals have won the game by the score of 3–2 on a home run by the Wizard!”

Here we were in a generic office in St. Louis, but for a moment it was like we were at Busch Stadium all those years ago. The joy on his face, even after all these years, was so evident, so palpable—if you happen to come to Cooperstown and the Hall of Fame, look for it in the movie. Ozzie Smith played the game with irrepressible joy. He still feels it. That is his superpower.






No. 92 Bullet Rogan
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There’s a decent chance that even if you’re a devoted baseball fan—even if you’re fascinated by the Negro Leagues—you’ve never heard of Bullet Rogan. I had not heard of him until I was having breakfast one day with my friend, the legendary Negro Leagues player, manager, and storyteller Buck O’Neil. Buck called him “Bullet Joe Rogan,” though his name was probably not Joe. It was probably Charles Wilber Rogan. To be fair, much of Bullet Rogan’s life is a mystery.

Anyway, we were talking about Negro Leaguers who belonged in the Hall of Fame, and Buck began to talk about Bullet Joe. He said that Rogan threw about as hard as Satchel Paige, was perhaps the best fielding pitcher in baseball history, was a world-class center fielder, and could handle the bat better than anyone he’d ever seen.

Bullet Joe sounded to me more like a comic book superhero than a man.

I began to investigate. It was not easy. Rogan began his baseball career during World War I, before the official Negro Leagues began. He played the bulk of his career in the 1920s, a time period often ignored in the Negro Leagues books. He died in 1967, before Robert Peterson’s groundbreaking book, Only the Ball Was White, launched interest in Negro Leagues baseball.

But there are clues left behind about Rogan’s brilliance. For instance, the Hall of Fame manager Casey Stengel called Rogan the best all-around player in the world and one of the best—if not the best—pitcher who ever lived. Rogan’s catcher and manager Frank Duncan called Rogan the best lowball hitter he ever saw. A teammate named George Carr said that Rogan was the smartest pitcher he ever saw; he never threw the same pitch to the same hitter twice.

After watching a 48-year-old Bullet Rogan crack three hits against his all-star barnstorming team, Bob Feller said: “I can’t imagine how good he must have been when he was young.”

What can we do with such words? What can we do when left only with legend?

As mentioned, we don’t even know Rogan’s name for certain. We don’t know his birth date. For many years, it was assumed that he was born in 1889, but recent research suggests he was actually born in 1893. That would have made him 15 or 17 or 22 years old when he became a catcher for a semipro team called Fred Palace’s Colts in his hometown of Kansas City, Kansas. Within months, he joined the army and made a name for himself as a ballplayer.

In one of his rare interviews, Rogan simply said, “I was born playing baseball.”

In 1915 or so, Rogan was recruited to play for the 25th Infantry Wreckers in Hawaii, which was probably the closest thing at the time to a national African-American baseball team. This was before Rube Foster and others founded the Negro National League in 1920. The Wreckers played other army teams as well as civilian ones. Future Negro League stars like Heavy Johnson and Dobie Moore played for the Wreckers. Rogan became their best player almost immediately.

By the time he showed up to play for the Wreckers, Rogan was already well known in the army for his baseball talent. Here is part of a story that was written in the Pacific Commercial Advertiser in July 1915.


The chief interest in the game was the first appearance on the local diamond of Rogan, late of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry, who arrived on the last transport. There is hardly a company commander in the Twenty-Fifth Infantry who has not made a bid for this man’s assignment to their company, without success…. He played the first three innings at third base and made a great impression. He looks like the classiest infielder the regiment has had in some time. In the fourth, he went into the (pitcher’s) box and here his success was even more pronounced. He had worlds of speed and a quick delivery following a leisurely windup that is in itself puzzling to any batter. At the bat, he had three chances and in each case met the first ball pitched on the nose but each time in the direction of some fielder.



Within a year, Rogan’s pitching was being celebrated repeatedly in headlines in black newspapers like the Chicago Defender. “Rogan Strikes Out Eighteen Men.” “Rogan Wins Again.” Even when he missed games, he was the big story. “Twenty-Fifth Wins Without Rogan,” was another headline.

According to one story, Rogan was recommended to the owner of the All-Nations baseball team, J. L. Wilkinson (later owner of the Kansas City Monarchs), by Stengel himself. This may or may not be true; Wilkinson undoubtedly knew about Rogan already. But it’s definitely true that Stengel adored and idolized Rogan. The two would barnstorm together for many years. And as manager of the Yankees, he would encourage several of his pitchers to emulate Rogan’s unusual but effective no-windup pitching style.

Rogan was not a big man—he’s listed at 5-foot-7, 160 pounds—but he was immensely strong. He threw as hard as any pitcher of his day even though he did not wind up. And he used an enormous bat, perhaps more than 50 ounces or heavier, that was even heavier than the bat used by Babe Ruth. Rogan was a master of hitting with that tree trunk. O’Neil said that even as Bullet Joe approached 50 years old he could still guide the ball wherever he wanted. “He taught me more about hitting than anybody,” O’Neil said.

And as a pitcher, how hard did the man nicknamed Bullet throw? Again, it’s hard to guess based on the snippets that have made it through the years. But Duncan, who caught Rogan and Satchel Paige, used to say that Paige was easier to catch because of his unmatchable control but that Rogan threw harder. Paige himself said that Rogan threw as hard as the legend of the day, Smokey Joe Williams.

The numbers that survive the years do tell their own story. A few years ago, a group of Negro League historians tried to piece together something like a statistical record of Negro League baseball. It is so challenging because the Negro Leagues schedule was a hodgepodge of league games, exhibition games, town games, and challenge matches against company teams. As the years have gone along, others—like the people who run the excellent Seamheads website—have made even more strides in finding some numbers.

And the numbers they have found for Bullet Rogan are astounding. In 1924, he went 18-6 as a pitcher, he hit .386 and slugged .566 as a hitter, and he led the Kansas City Monarchs to the first Negro Leagues World Series title. He was the hero of that series.

The next year, he hit .372 with power and also went 18-2 with an estimated 1.84 ERA.

In an exhibition game, he shut down a white all-star team that included Jimmie Foxx and Al Simmons. In Cuba, he pitched and hit and led his team to the national championship. In all, the historians have found (so far) that he went 135-61, placing him among the winningest pitchers in the Negro Leagues. He also hit .335 and slugged .510.

Bullet Rogan stayed around the game for years after he retired from playing. He coached, scouted, and served as an umpire in the Negro Leagues for a time. He then settled down in Kansas City, where he worked for the post office. He never talked about his baseball days, and very few people who met him understood that they were talking with one of the greatest players in baseball history.






No. 91 Mariano Rivera
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“They say his father was a fisherman. Maybe he was as poor as we are and would understand.”

—The Old Man and the Sea



I was rereading Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea when I came upon the Joe DiMaggio references. Hemingway adored DiMaggio. How could he not? DiMaggio spoke to all those things that Hemingway cherished: consistency, quiet elegance, and, of course, grace under pressure. DiMaggio played through pain without complaint. He delivered hits in the biggest moments. The legend built that DiMaggio never threw to the wrong base. If Joe DiMaggio had not existed, Hemingway would have had to invent him.

But he did exist. And, as such, DiMaggio was the idol of Hemingway’s old man.

“I must have the confidence,” the old man says to the sea, “and I must be worthy of the great DiMaggio, who does all things perfectly even with the pain of the bone spur in his heel.”

Obviously, I never saw Joe DiMaggio play. But as I read Hemingway’s words, I find myself thinking of a different Yankee. He too was the son of a fisherman. He too grew up too poor to understand. As a ballplayer, his career almost ended before it began. He was almost traded (twice) before he settled into his permanent role with the Yankees.

And he, like DiMaggio, was grace under pressure. He took the mound with a calmness that chilled opponents. It didn’t matter the heat of the moment, the importance of the pitch, the number of men on base, the score of the game. It didn’t matter if it was a breezy spring training game in Tampa, a pennant-chasing battle at Fenway Park, or the World Series clincher; he looked entirely at ease, as if the game were already over and he was sitting in a recliner and retelling the story to his own grandchildren.

Here is the strangest part of the story: The man had only one pitch. He did not throw a curveball, a slider, a changeup, a screwball, a knuckler, a fadeaway, a splitter, or a palm ball. He threw one pitch, a fastball that naturally cut to the left at the very last second. It might be right to call the pitch a “cutter,” but other pitchers throw cutters. This pitch was different.

“I learned the pitch,” he said, “from God.”

Who could doubt that? For all his years, 18 in all, no one could hit the pitch. They knew it was coming. “Sure, you know what’s coming,” a fine hitter named Mike Sweeney said. “But you know what’s coming in horror movies, too.”

All of which is to say that if Hemingway had lived in a later time, his hero would not have been DiMaggio.

“They have other men on the team,” the boy said to the old man.

“Naturally,” the old man said. “But he makes the difference.”

If Hemingway had lived in another time, his hero would have been Mariano Rivera.



Mariano Rivera finished more games (952), saved more games (652), and finished with the highest ERA+ (205) in baseball history.

From 1996 to 2013, he only once had an ERA above three—that was in 2007 when he was 37 years old. There was a sense then that maybe he was finally coming to an end, that hitters had finally caught up to that nameless pitch that broke a thousand bats and a million hearts.

The next year, he pitched 70 ⅔ innings, walked six batters (yes, six batters), saved 39 games, and had a 1.40 ERA.

In all, he pitched 141 postseason innings. He allowed just two home runs—one that mattered (Sandy Alomar homered to tie an ALDS game in 1997) and one that mostly did not (Jay Payton homered off him in a World Series game; Rivera struck out the next hitter to win the game anyway). He had an 0.70 ERA. He allowed a total of one run in his last 24 postseason appearances.

I bring up these numbers not only because they are impressive, but also because they speak to his time and place. Mariano Rivera became the first player elected unanimously by the BBWAA into the Baseball Hall of Fame, and many people were horrified by that. If you look at Rivera conventionally, he pitched fewer than 1,300 innings. His 56 career WAR is roughly the same as players who never came close to the Hall of Fame, such as Dave Stieb, Jerry Koosman, and Kevin Appier.

The fair question then: How could contemporaries like Greg Maddux and Randy Johnson, who threw four times as many innings as Rivera (and finished with more than twice as many Wins Above Replacement), not get elected unanimously while Rivera did?

I do not have a counterargument to any of this—Maddux and Johnson should have been elected unanimously—except to say that it isn’t right to compare Rivera to them or anyone else. He was a different kind of pitcher with a different kind of role. And he impacted the game in a different way.

Rivera grew up in Puerto Caimito, Panama, and he never thought he would leave. He cleaned fish and pulled up nets as a young boy; the Yankees signed him for $3,000. Before he pitched a single big-league inning, he blew out his elbow and had Tommy John surgery. He did not actually make it to the big leagues until he was 25 years old.

He began with the Yankees as a starter and not a very good one. It is written in his permanent record: He made 10 big-league starts and went 3-3 with a 5.94 ERA. Legend has it that owner George Steinbrenner himself was ready to trade Rivera to Seattle for the light-hitting shortstop Félix Fermin. He was included in at least one other possible trade package.

But then the Yankees moved Rivera to the bullpen, and it was like the entire world went from black and white to color. He transformed. In Game 2 of the 1995 American League Division Series against Seattle, Rivera entered in the 12th inning with the score tied and a runner on first. He struck out Jay Buhner to end the threat. In his first full inning, he got three outs without letting the ball out of the infield. In his second, he struck out the side (including that much-coveted Félix Fermin). He worked around two singles in the 15th, and the Yankees won the game. It was an electrifying performance.

He had two more such appearances in that series. And even though the Yankees lost the series, they never again listened to a trade offer for Rivera. “People inquire about him all the time,” general manager Bob Watson told reporters. “But that kind of arm, you don’t give up.”

In April the following year, Rivera was so good out of the pen, so unhittable, that Twins manager Tom Kelly said: “He needs to pitch in a higher league if there is one. Ban him from baseball. He should be illegal.”

And the year after that, Rivera was made the Yankees full-time closer and you know how it went after that.

None of this would have been an option had Rivera come up in Tom Seaver’s time or Warren Spahn’s time or Satchel Paige’s time or Walter Johnson’s time. There were no closers there. Relief pitchers were utilities; they were not stars. The closer role was invented just in time for Rivera, and Rivera’s one pitch was created just in time for the closer role.

And oh, that pitch. Jim Thome called it the greatest pitch in baseball history. Who can argue? Yes, we can talk all we want about Nolan Ryan’s fastball, Sandy Koufax’s curve, Steve Carlton’s slider, Carl Hubbell’s screwball, Bruce Sutter’s splitter, Gaylord Perry’s spitter, Pedro Martínez’s changeup, and Satchel Paige’s Bee ball (so named because, as Satch said, “It be where I want it to be when I want it to be there”). But all of them threw other pitches.

Rivera threw no other pitches. He came into the game, and he came at hitters with that same pitch, one pitch, again and again, fastball, sharp break to the left at the last possible instant. He learned the pitch while playing catch with his friend and countryman Ramiro Mendoza in 1997. He just tried a new grip, and the pitch came out whole, unblemished, perfect. That’s why he said he learned it from God.

Counterintuitively, Rivera was not a notable strikeout pitcher. He averaged fewer than a strikeout per inning over his career and in one of his most celebrated seasons, 1998, he struck out just 36 in 61 ⅓ innings. In his unmatched postseason career, he struck out just seven per nine innings, which is well below many relievers of his time.

Then again, his pitch wasn’t built to be missed. It was built to saw off bats. Surely, no pitch has ever broken as many bats as Mariano’s cutter. It attacked lefty hitters like a swarm of bees, so much so that some switch hitters chose to hit right-handed against Rivera. But righties did not do much better; they often reached out blindly, like they were trying to hit a shadow.

Beyond that, Rivera simply had the perfect closer persona. Nothing bothered him. He failed so rarely, but when he did he simply shrugged and moved on. In 2004, he blew two saves against Boston—the Red Sox were the one team that often had his number—and the next time he pitched in Boston, fans wildly cheered him when his name was announced.

His response? “I felt honored,” he said. “What was I going to do? Get upset and start throwing baseballs at people?”

No. Not Rivera. He pitched his whole life in New York, with the tabloid back pages ready to pounce on any blown save. He never looked worried. He never seemed stressed. He never offered any hope to hitters. It’s impossible to know exactly where to rank Mariano Rivera on the all-time list because there was never anyone like him. I am no Hemingway, but I’ll just say if I had a lead in the ninth against the Devil, I’d want Mariano Rivera on the mound.






No. 90 Max Scherzer
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In 2015, Max Scherzer pitched three of the greatest baseball games ever pitched.

On June 14, facing Milwaukee, he threw a complete-game one-hitter and struck out 16 Brewers. The hit he allowed was a Carlos Gómez bloop single to right field in the seventh inning, just inches beyond the reach of second baseman Anthony Rendon. Scherzer had a perfect game going at the time and the hit was so flimsy and unsatisfying that even Gómez himself wasn’t thrilled about it.

“I got lucky,” Gómez told the Washington Post. “I don’t enjoy it. I would enjoy it if I hit a real base hit. Because he dealt. He pitched unbelievable.”

He did pitch unbelievable—up to that point, only 10 different pitchers had thrown a 100 Game Score game. Game Score, a fun invention by Bill James, is a pretty simple formula where you add points for outs and strikeouts registered and subtract points for walks, runs, and home runs. Bill designed it so that 100 is pretty much the ultimate nine-inning game.

Of the 12 previous 100 Game Scores (Nolan Ryan had three of them), seven were no-hitters. They included Sandy Koufax’s, Randy Johnson’s, and Matt Cain’s perfect games along with Kerry Wood’s 20-strikeout performance.

Scherzer threw the thirteenth nine-inning 100 Game Score in baseball history that day.

Six days later, Scherzer faced Pittsburgh. And this time, nobody even blooped a single. Scherzer had a perfect game going with two outs in the ninth inning when he faced pinch-hitter José Tábata. It was an epic at-bat. Scherzer got ahead 0-2 and kept trying to throw the high fastball by him—his high fastball had been essentially unhittable for two games—but Tábata kept fouling them off.

And then Scherzer shook off catcher Wilson Ramos until he got the sign he wanted: slider. Scherzer wanted to throw it down and away but, as he said, “it backed up on me.” He left it inside and hanging. Tábata saw it clearly—the ball was probably no more than three or four inches inside—and dropped his elbow so that the ball grazed off his elbow protector.

For the second straight start, Scherzer’s perfect game had ended in the most agonizing way imaginable. There were those who wanted the umpires to enforce Rule 5.05 (B), which states that the batter must make an attempt to avoid being touched by the ball. In this case, Tábata not only made no attempt to avoid the ball but seemed to make a clear effort to get hit by the ball.I

There were complaints galore about Tábata’s move—Nationals outfielder Bryce Harper said that he wanted to cry. But there was one person who didn’t complain at all: Max Scherzer. He got Josh Harrison to fly out to complete the no-hitter. And after celebrating a bit, he was given a number of chances to blame Tábata or the umpires for his loss of a perfect game. He ardently refused to complain at all.

“It was just a slider that backed up, and it hit him,” he said in his television interview on the field. “I don’t blame him for doing it. Heck, I’d probably do the same thing.”

Later, after he’d had time to think about it, he said the exact same thing.

“I left it in,” he told reporters. “I have no qualms about it whatsoever. That’s just baseball. He did what he needed to do, so kudos to him.”

The no-hitter was not quite a 100 Game Score—it topped out at 97. But it was still one of the greatest ever games.

And the best was yet to come.

On October 3 of that year, in the second game of a doubleheader, Scherzer and the Nationals faced the New York Mets. That Mets team won their division and ended up winning the pennant, so even though it was at the end of the regular season, this was no pushover. It should be mentioned that Scherzer had thrown seven no-hit innings against the Reds in his previous start before giving up a single to Tucker Barnhart.

There would be no singles on October 3. Scherzer threw a no-hit, no-walk game. He struck out 17. It wasn’t a perfect game because in the sixth inning, New York’s Kevin Plawecki grounded the ball to short. Washington’s Yunel Escobar fielded it cleanly but threw in the dirt and first baseman Clint Robinson could not handle it. To be fair to Escobar, it was cold and windy so there were no easy plays. But in the instant afterward, Scherzer screamed out in fury.

Later, Scherzer dressed himself down for his reaction.

“Just a play that didn’t get made,” he said afterward. “Yuni goes out there and competes as hard as anybody.”

The Game Score for this one? One hundred and four. It was the second-highest nine-inning Game Score in baseball history behind only the aforementioned 105 Game Score by Kerry Wood when he struck out 20 and didn’t walk anybody.

Remember, all those games—three of the best ever pitched—were in one season.

But here’s the kicker: 2015 wasn’t Scherzer’s best season. It wasn’t his second-best season. It might not even have been his third- or fourth-best season. It was really just another Max Scherzer season. This is just what he does.



After Scherzer’s second big-league season, Arizona traded him to Detroit in a complicated three-way deal that brought Curtis Granderson to the Yankees with Ian Kennedy and Edwin Jackson going to the Diamondbacks. Why would the Diamondbacks trade Scherzer before he even got started? They simply did not believe that Scherzer, with his violent delivery and over-the-top intensity on and off the mound, would stay healthy.

Two years after the deal was made, it actually looked pretty good for Arizona. Kennedy went 21-4 with a 2.88 ERA and finished fourth in the Cy Young voting. Daniel Hudson, whom Arizona had picked up by flipping Edwin Jackson, won 16 games. Arizona went to the playoffs.

Meanwhile, Scherzer couldn’t quite put it together. He had the stuff. He had the competitive fury. He even stayed relatively healthy. He also played for a really good Tigers team. But there was something missing. He pitched fine but unremarkable baseball. He didn’t miss enough bats, he gave up too many hits, he couldn’t quite break through. In 2011, he had a 4.43 ERA and the league hit a more than satisfactory .272 with a .455 slugging percentage against him. Such solid offensive numbers don’t seem possible when you match them with the overpowering velocity and movement of Scherzer’s pitching repertoire.

But nobody in baseball works harder than Scherzer to figure out how to break through. In 2012, he added a curveball. He rarely threw it that year, but it gave hitters a new pitch to consider, and combined with a couple of tweaks in his motion, Scherzer started missing bats—he led the American League in strikeouts per nine innings in 2012.

In 2013 he became a star, going 21-3 with a 2.90 ERA and a league-leading 0.970 WHIP. He won the Cy Young Award. The next year, he was almost as good, finished fifth in the Cy Young voting, and that’s when he became a free agent and signed a seven-year, $210 million deal with the Nationals.

It was a controversial signing for Washington. Yes, Scherzer had been great the previous two seasons, but he was turning 30, and by then just about everyone had come to the conclusion that long-term, big-money, free-agent signings are always a bad idea. As Cubs president Theo Epstein said about such deals, they always have a celebratory press conference before the contract begins. But you never see one at the contract’s end.

When sportswriter Jayson Stark polled baseball executives, the Scherzer deal was voted the most outrageous contract offered, with one executive calling it “a Bobby Bonilla joke waiting to happen.” Because of the structure of the contract, the Nationals will be paying Scherzer until 2028. “Even if he’s great for four years and then declines, that’s 10 more years you’re still paying him $15 million. That’s incredible.”II

The point is, there were still many doubts about Scherzer. This turned out to be a good thing because there’s nothing that Max Scherzer loves more than doubters. They fuel him, inspire him, make him uncomfortable. And he wants to be uncomfortable. He wants to feel like he needs to do something drastic to get better and better. One thing that awes his teammates and fellow pitchers is how much tinkering and adjusting he does even when he’s pitching well.

Another awe-inspiring thing is the rage and focus he brings to every start, every inning, every batter. There are countless stories about the rage that comes over him when he’s on the mound. When one young player offered him a high-five before a game, Scherzer walked right by him. “I don’t do that,” he later explained. “I’m in the zone.”

Once he got to Washington, Scherzer added a cut fastball to his already bountiful assortment of pitches, and that completed the picture. He has been extraordinary ever since:

In 2015, he led the league in starts, complete games, shutouts, and strikeout-to-walk ratio. You already know he threw three of the greatest games in baseball history that year. He finished fifth in the Cy Young voting.

In 2016, he led the league in wins, starts, innings, strikeouts, and WHIP. He won the Cy Young Award.

In 2017, he led the league in complete games, strikeouts, WHIP, and hits-per-nine innings. He won the Cy Young Award again, despite pitching part of the season with a broken finger.

In 2018, he led the league in wins, complete games, innings, strikeouts, WHIP, hits-per-nine, and strikeout-to-walk ratio. He was second in the Cy Young voting.

In 2019, despite missing six starts, despite back pain, despite breaking his nose while trying to bunt a ball, he finished third in the Cy Young voting and then without his best stuff or health made five postseason starts, ranging from brilliant to gritty, and led the Nationals to the franchise’s first-ever World Series title.

Suddenly, that $210 million deal looks like an absolute bargain. In fact, I think we will look back at the Scherzer deal as a turning point—so many teams spent the 2019 offseason throwing around hundreds of millions of dollars just trying to get the next Max Scherzer. It’s hard to compare today’s players with greats from the past, especially those who are very much mid-career. Scherzer’s story is nowhere near complete yet.

But it’s safe to say he’s already one of the 100 greatest players in baseball history.

I. There is a precedent for an umpire enforcing 5.05 (B) in such a big moment. In 1968, in the ninth inning of a game against San Francisco, Los Angeles’s Don Drysdale loaded the bases. At that moment, he had a 44-inning scoreless streak, just 1 ⅓ innings shy of Carl Hubbell’s major-league record. Drysdale threw a pitch that hit the Giants’ Dick Dietz, which forced in a run and ended the streak. But home-plate umpire Harry Wendelstedt ruled that Dietz did not try to get out of the way, and the at-bat went on. Dietz ended up flying out, and Drysdale was able to stretch his streak to a then-record 58 innings.

II. The Bobby Bonilla contract is one of the most famous in baseball history. The terms seem tame now—five years, $29 million—but what made it unique was that the Mets agreed to defer payments, and he will be making $1 million per year every year until 2035. Not bad for a guy who retired in 2001.






No. 89 Mike Piazza
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Mike Piazza was taken very, very late in the baseball amateur draft. And if you’re into baseball trivia, you might even know he was taken by the Los Angeles Dodgers in the 62nd round of the 1988 amateur draft. That’s pretty famous because Piazza was by far the lowest draft pick ever to make the Hall of Fame. He will remain the lowest forever because the draft doesn’t even go 62 rounds anymore.

Lowest Draft Picks to Make the Hall of Fame


	Mike Piazza, 62nd round, 1,390th overall pick (1988)

	John Smoltz, 22nd round, 574th overall pick (1985)

	Ryne Sandberg, 20th round, 511th overall pick (1978)

	Jim Thome, 13th round, 333rd overall pick (1989)

	Nolan Ryan, 12th round, 295th overall pick (1965)



You might also know Piazza was taken as a personal favor to Dodgers manager Tommy Lasorda, who happened to be best friends with a guy named Vincent Piazza, Mike’s father.

What you might not know is the Dodgers did not take Piazza in the 62nd round to sign him. They had absolutely no intention of signing him. They had absolutely no intention of even making him an offer.

No, the Dodgers took Piazza in the 62nd round as a personal favor to help him find a Division I college baseball program. See, out of high school, Piazza (with the help of Lasorda) signed with the University of Miami, but he was entirely overmatched there. He got nine plate appearances and one hit. Seeing his future, he quit school.

Piazza then went to Miami-Dade Community College (again aided by Lasorda). He wasn’t overmatched there—he hit .364—but he also went entirely unnoticed. Not a single Division I school showed interest. Scouts saw absolutely nothing in Piazza. He was slow. He couldn’t play first base. He had no arm. He lacked power. His best tool was his hitting, and it wasn’t much of a tool; most scouts did not believe he could hit at a higher level. Piazza’s toolbox was empty.

But he did play hard, and he had a good attitude, and he wanted success so badly. Lasorda was smitten. He asked the Dodgers to draft Piazza just so a school might see that and be impressed and perhaps take a chance on the kid.

The Dodgers drafted him and still no school came calling. When the Dodgers scout finally called a couple of months after the draft to check in, Piazza asked for one more favor. He wanted a tryout. The Dodgers were not especially interested in giving a tryout to a 62nd round pick taken as a personal favor, but one more time, guardian angel Tommy Lasorda stepped in and helped arrange a tryout, which he personally attended with scouting director Ben Wade.

And to the Dodgers’ surprise—perhaps even to Lasorda’s surprise—Piazza hit the ball hard at that tryout, hard enough that the Dodgers decided they had nothing to lose. They offered Piazza $15,000 to sign. Piazza took the deal before the sentence was even finished.



Can a baseball player be made? Vince and Mike Piazza shared a dream of playing big-league ball. Vince had quit baseball when he was 16 to make a living, but he spent a lifetime loving the game—he tried at different times to become a big-league owner. Father and son built a batting cage in the backyard, and Mike hit in that cage every single day, all year round. Mike famously would dig the cage out of the snow and hit baseballs that he and his father had heated in a pan over the stove. Vince told Sports Illustrated the zoning board sent someone by to take a look at the batting cage, which by that point had a roof, paneling, and a heater.

“What is that?” the board representative asked.

“That,” Vince replied, “is my son’s ticket to the major leagues.”

Can a ballplayer be made? Vince surrounded his son with all the necessary tools. Not only did Mike grow up with Lasorda as a guiding light (Lasorda is godfather to Mike’s brother Tommy), but he also got to hit for Ted Williams when he was in high school. (Williams reportedly was impressed, though he was also great friends with Vince and quite possibly would have said he was impressed even if he wasn’t.)

But it went beyond the opportunities. Mike more than matched his father’s fervor and passion. He breathed baseball. He never let any of the constant discouragement—“you’re too slow,” “you’re too awkward,” “you’re too unathletic”—affect his drive or his confidence. He was going to become a big-league player no matter what the scouts said.

And once he got his professional shot, he did not let go. The Dodgers, somewhat in desperation, made Piazza a catcher because they couldn’t figure out anywhere else to play him. And Piazza picked up the position better than they expected. Piazza was hardly a natural and lacked the arm strength to become a premier defender, but he had a sense for the game, he fearlessly blocked pitches in the dirt, and he liked being at the center of it all.

More important, he blossomed as a hitter. In his third minor-league season, he hit 29 home runs and slugged .540. The next year, after being moved up to Double A and then Triple A, he hit .350 and slugged .587. Suddenly, this afterthought was one of the best hitting prospects in baseball.

And, wow, he just kept hitting. From his first day in the big leagues (when he went 3-for-3 with a double at Wrigley Field), he was the best-hitting catcher Major League Baseball had ever seen. He won Rookie of the Year after hitting .318 with 35 homers and 112 RBIs. He came back with a nearly identical year and finished sixth in the MVP voting.

And then, from 1995 to 1998, he hit .343/.411/.594 with a 1.005 OPS. He received MVP votes each year and twice finished second in the voting (first time to Ken Caminiti, the second time to Larry Walker). In 1998, he was traded twice—once to Miami and then, eight days later, to the Mets—but he kept on hitting like no big-league catcher ever had. By WAR runs batting, here are the five greatest-hitting catchers ever:


	Mike Piazza, 418 runs above average

	Mickey Cochrane, 271 runs

	Johnny Bench, 269 runs

	Bill Dickey, 262 runs

	Gene Tenace, 259 runs



Nobody is even close.

Many people suspected Piazza was using steroids to get stronger; you can’t tell his story without at least mentioning the suspicions. They formed all around him. Piazza was, as the New York Times pointed out, never linked to a positive drug test or with any investigation. And on multiple occasions he firmly denied using steroids.

He did admit to using drugs such as amphetamines, Vioxx, and, briefly and most notably, androstenedione. Today andro is considered an anabolic steroid and is illegal to use without a prescription. But back then it was an over-the-counter supplement that was considered so innocuous inside the game that Mark McGwire kept it out in the open in his locker.

In any case, the steroid whispers were undoubtedly the reason it took Piazza four tries before he was finally elected to the Hall of Fame.

After retiring, Piazza moved to Miami, lived there for a time, then felt a longing for action. “There is nothing you will ever do after you retire,” he told The Athletic, “that will give you the same buzz as playing.” He decided to buy a soccer team, A.C. Reggiana in Reggio Emilia, and it turned out to be a financial disaster for him and his family as well as a heartbreaking end to a team that had played for a century. Piazza and his family still live in Italy, and Piazza manages Italy’s national baseball team.

“My heart is in Italy now,” he says.






No. 88 Curt Schilling
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In 2002—the year after Randy Johnson and Curt Schilling were co-MVPs of the World Series and named co–Sportspeople of the Year by Sports Illustrated—someone in the Diamondbacks organization explained to me the basic difference between the two players.

The person said that with Johnson, teammates hated him on the day he pitched, loved him the other four days.

And with Schilling, teammates loved him on the day he pitched, hated him the other four days.

It’s a generalization, of course, and I’m sure not everyone felt that way. But it probably does get close to the heart of the two pitchers. Johnson was a grouchy son of a gun on the days he pitched. You didn’t want to be anywhere near the guy. He took the mound with a Grand Canyon–sized chip on his shoulder and intended to strike out the world, and he did not want anyone to get near him. You couldn’t talk to him. You couldn’t approach him. He once threw a ball (somewhat lightly) at a photographer who was too close when he was warming up. Even his wife, Lisa, wouldn’t talk to him on pitch days.

“I am the intimidator,” he would say about himself.

But the other days, Big Unit was pleasant and even fun to be around, assuming you could get past the natural and menacing glare and daunting 6-foot-10 frame. He played himself in the movie Little Big League. He played himself on The Simpsons. He’s done a few funny commercials. He can be quite a likable guy.

Schilling was the opposite kind of story. On game days, there simply wasn’t anyone you would rather have on your team. Schilling was a ferocious competitor. He loved the big moments—the bigger the better. Even in his younger days, when he was wildly inconsistent and a self-described “idiot,” he thrived in the playoffs, in the World Series, when the games counted most. And when he developed into an incredible pitcher, like he was from 2001 to 2004, he maintained that love of the spotlight. Something about him would rise up when the team needed him to win. He was at his best when his team needed it.

And the other four days? Schilling was as he is now: opinionated, inflexible, thin-skinned, a loudmouth, a knucklehead, a jokester, a troll, a clubhouse politician, a nonstop yapper. “Sometimes,” his Arizona teammate Luis Gonzalez said, “you need to unplug Curt to stop him from talking.” Behind the scenes, teammates offered that sentiment in much more pointed ways. He drove them bonkers. He offended many of them. He was, in the words of more than one, a handful. He was, in the words of more than one, a jerk.

Some of this broke through publicly. At different times, teammates, columnists, and managers have called him “something of a con man,” “a blowhard,” “a phony,” “self-centered,” “self-aggrandizing,” and “Red Light Curt” (for his relish for the television cameras).

Schilling was never that easy to figure out, though. Yes, he would pick fights, say offensive things, push the boundaries of taste and compassion. But he was also deeply generous. In his career, he won the Branch Rickey Award, the Roberto Clemente Award, the Lou Gehrig Award, and the Hutch Award, all of them for charity, community service, and displaying admirable character on and off the field. Schilling and Jamie Moyer are the only two players to win all four of what you might call MLB’s integrity awards. He gave tirelessly of his time to support the military, to support children’s charities, to support people in need. He was so devoted to the memory of Lou Gehrig that he named his son Gehrig and spent countless hours working with ALS charities.

I remember him coming out to support my friend, the late Steve Palermo, an extraordinary big-league umpire before he was paralyzed by a bullet while trying to help two women who were being mugged.

Schilling said Palermo was behind the plate for his first start. Schilling was nervous beyond words, and Palermo saw it. “Tell you what, kid,” Palermo said as he walked to the mound, “you get that first pitch close I’ll call it a strike.” Schilling never forgot it, and Palermo would say he could always count on Schilling to help.

How do you piece it all together? How do you see the divisive cartoon character Schilling has become on Twitter and also see the guy who wrote this letter to America after 9/11:


My first cognizant thought was, “Man, did they pick on the wrong country.” Then, after watching TV, I began to realize that not only did they pick on the wrong country, but they couldn’t have picked a worse target. There is no city on this planet that more represents its nation than New York does in the United States. New York is the true definition of a melting pot. Every race, religion and color are represented in New York, and on Tuesday you saw every race, every religion, every color come together as one nation of people fighting for one common goal—to save lives. I can honestly tell you that I have never been as proud to be an American as I was that day.



Would the two Curt Schillings even recognize each other at a party?



After Schilling won Game 1 of the 2001 World Series—the first World Series game in Arizona history—I wrote a column about a single empty seat in the ballpark. It was the seat Schilling left open for his father, Cliff. Schilling always left an empty seat for his father, who died of a heart attack before his son’s big-league career began. To say Schilling idolized his father is to understate things; he will tell you he has never fully recovered from his father’s death.

Cliff Schilling was an army man. He was tough, very tough, and the only time Curt ever saw him cry was after Roberto Clemente died. But Cliff was also profoundly decent and humble and driven; Curt would listen for his father’s voice in his mind before every game. “He was my best friend,” Curt said.

I wrote the column for the Kansas City Star on a tight deadline and went back to the hotel late and went to sleep. I woke up early the next morning. There was an email from Curt Schilling thanking me for writing it.

I’ve thought about that a lot since then. I didn’t know Schilling then; we had never spoken one-on-one. The Internet was not all that accessible in those days; there was no such thing as Google Alerts—you had to make a real effort to find a story written by some guy in the Kansas City Star. I’ve thought a lot about Schilling, on the night after he pitched a brilliant World Series Game 1 (seven innings, three hits, eight strikeouts against the three-time defending World Series champions), going on to a computer to read about himself and then taking the time to send a note to an obscure middle-America sports columnist he had never met just to say how much it meant to him.

I can’t quite figure it out. I can’t quite figure him out.



The trouble with writing about Schilling is it’s a no-win. Nobody wants a full story on the guy. His fans want you to talk about how great a pitcher he was or how he is being persecuted for his politics. Non-fans want you to talk about his anti-Muslim and anti-transgender social media posts or the many conspiracy theories he traffics in, a number that grows with each passing year. And neither group wants to read about the other side.

Despite all that, I do want to discuss just one controversial Schilling moment. You might remember when he joyfully retweeted a T-shirt about lynching journalists and commented, “OK, so much awesome here…”

It poses a question:

What responsibility does a journalist with a Baseball Hall of Fame vote have to put a check mark next to Schilling’s name?

Beyond that, though, Schilling’s baseball argument as an all-time great is pretty airtight. Not everybody sees it that way because Schilling won “only” 216 games and never won a Cy Young Award, and the retired pitchers who are listed as most similar on his Baseball Reference page—Kevin Brown, Bob Welch, Bret Saberhagen, Tim Hudson, Orel Hershiser—were excellent pitchers but not all-time greats.

But each of these points against Schilling is misleading. The wins thing? Nobody should care about pitcher wins these days, but even if you do, Schilling twice led the league in wins and won 20 three times. He has about the same number of wins as recent first-ballot Hall of Fame choices John Smoltz, Pedro Martínez, and Roy Halladay.

The Cy Young thing? No, he never won, but he finished second in the Cy Young voting three times, twice to legendary seasons by his teammate Randy Johnson and once to Johan Santana. He finished top four in pitcher various versions of WAR 12 times. He surely could have won the Cy Young Award on numerous occasions.

And as far as his similarities with those other fine-but-not-Hall-of-Fame pitchers go, they’re really cosmetic. Schilling was not like any of them. He has many more strikeouts than any of them; he was a ferocious strikeout pitcher and is one of only four to have back-to-back 300-strikeout seasons. The other three are Johnson, Nolan Ryan, and Sandy Koufax. He also retired with the greatest strikeout-to-walk ratio in modern baseball history.

And an argument can be made that he’s the greatest postseason pitcher in baseball history.

So, no, he wasn’t Bob Welch.

Bill James invented something called the “Hall of Fame Monitor,” which adds up various stats to determine the likelihood that a player will be elected to the Hall of Fame. A monitor score of 100 gives the player a good chance to be elected. At 130, the player is a near-lock for election. At 150, the player should already be in the Hall of Fame.

Schilling scored a 171 on the Hall of Fame Monitor. None of the other pitchers called “similar” even scored 100.

But again, believing Schilling is Hall of Fame–worthy does not answer the basic question: What responsibility does a journalist have to vote for someone who holds journalists in such disdain that he believes a T-shirt about lynching them is worthy of praise and a retweet? We live in a time when journalists around the world work in mortal danger of losing their lives for reporting the truth. Do you have to vote for someone who offends every fiber of your being if you believe he was a truly great baseball player?

I don’t have a great answer for that. The obvious answer seems to be “no.” There are people in and around the game I admire very much who have told me they would never vote for Schilling because of the things he has said, positions he has taken, prejudices he advertises, resentments he constantly stirs up. They say things like, “I don’t owe him a vote. There are plenty of other great players who don’t laugh about killing journalists.” I don’t think they’re wrong. But I don’t know if they’re right, either.

Truth is, I can’t figure out what drives Schilling. I never expect to understand. I think he was a great pitcher. As for the other four days between, well, that’s another story.






No. 87 Charlie Gehringer
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Charlie Gehringer never celebrated himself. Ever. Sportswriters used to love him for that. And then they didn’t. And then they did again. It’s a baffling story.

Gehringer’s story itself is not baffling at all. He could not have been more consistent, on or off the field. They called him “The Mechanical Man” because he just went out and played ball. He didn’t talk. He didn’t complain. He didn’t boast. He didn’t want fame. He just wanted to play ball and play it well; that was where his story began and ended.

“Wind him up in the spring,” Lefty Gomez said of Gehringer, “turn him off in the fall, and in between, he hits .340.”

Yes, the sportswriters loved him for that quiet strength: What can be more appealing than the strong-and-silent type? Hollywood has made a million movies about that Gehringer kind of hero. From 1927 to 1940, Gehringer hit .329/.411/.497, played a terrific second base, and stole some bases. Most of all, he did the same thing every year, and you never heard a peep from the guy.

When he won the MVP award in 1937 while having a year no different from all his others, he was typically silent. The Detroit Free Press stepped in his place with an editorial that called him “a gentleman, a devoted son and an all-around fine citizen… whose artistry around second base is exceeded only by his modesty on the diamond and off of it.”

Sportswriters wrote that kind of stuff about Gehringer all the time. How can you not love a humble superstar?



Charlie Gehringer grew up on a farm in Fowlerville, Michigan—“a town of something like 1,200 humans in Livingston County,” the Free Press explained—and the only thing the young Gehringer knew for sure was he didn’t want to spend his life on that farm.

His father died when Charlie was just going out into the world, and his mother was adamantly opposed to his playing professional baseball. Instead, he went to the University of Michigan with the intention of becoming a coach. He played baseball, tried out for football, lettered in basketball. But it became clear that Gehringer was a raw and rare baseball talent, and he already had the Mechanical Man detachment that would become famous in later years.

“Don’t get too excited about this game,” Michigan baseball coach Ray Fisher said to him at practice one day.

Gehringer looked curiously at his legendary coach, as if he couldn’t quite understand.

“Don’t worry,” he finally said with perfect equanimity. “I won’t.”

It was rare for Gehringer to even string four words together like “Don’t worry, I won’t.” He did not talk. He didn’t see the use of talking. Finally, against his mother’s wishes, Gehringer decided he would give professional baseball a shot. He impressed Ty Cobb himself during a tryout for the Tigers in 1924 and made the club. In short order, Gehringer became a consistent All-Star, an MVP, a baseball star of the highest order. His most noticeable trait, though, remained his silence, his refusal to make a show of anything, his ghostlike ability to disappear into the background.

“He’d say hello at the start of spring training and good-bye at the end,” Cobb said.

“He was a man of mechanical precision,” Branch Rickey said, “and obscure so far as showmanship was concerned.”

“You just forget him,” teammate Doc Cramer said.

“He hadn’t missed a tag or said a word in 15 years,” Leo Durocher said after Gehringer missed a tag on Dizzy Dean in the World Series.

On the field, he got a little bit better every single year. As Bill James has written, “I wonder if any player in baseball history had a record of sustained improvement to equal Gehringer?”

The answer is almost certainly: no. Gehringer was always good. From 1927 through 1940, he hit .300 every year but one (in 1932 he hit .298). He scored 100 runs in all 12 healthy seasons he had. He regularly had 200 hits, 30-plus doubles, double-digit homers, and stolen bases. He regularly knocked in 100 or so runs. He regularly played 150-plus games.

But he kept finding new ways to improve. At 31, he led the league in hits and runs. At 33, he cracked 60 doubles—he’s the last player to hit 60 doubles in a season. At 34, he won his first and only batting title by hitting .371 and was named MVP.

And he became a better and better defender as the years went along. “There is not a surer pair of hands in baseball… he is a high-class defensive ballplayer,” one sportswriter wrote of the younger Gehringer, but it was as an older player that he became a great defensive second baseman. From ages 30 to 34, by Baseball Reference’s fielding calculations, he was 55 runs better than average, making him the American League’s best fielder at any position over that time.

On the field, he played with bland ferocity; his expression never seemed to change. He never seemed to be happy or unhappy, never seemed frustrated or to be having any fun. It was business. Off the field, he was profoundly shy. He lived with his mother and took care of her throughout his career.

Every morning, Charlie and his mother went to Mass together.

He was admired for all of it—his silent conviction, his overwhelming modesty, his “keep your head down and work hard” approach to baseball and life. One story that made all the papers involved Gehringer at a banquet. He was introduced in a typically grandiose way, and he stepped behind the lectern.

“I’m known around baseball as saying very little,” Gehringer said. “I’m not going to spoil my reputation.” Then he sat down.



Gehringer was elected to the Hall of Fame in a special runoff election in 1949. He had come relatively close to being elected the previous two years, but there was such a backlog of great players left over from World War II—the Hall of Fame had stopped inducting players during the war—that he simply had to wait in line. In the ’49 runoff election, he was selected on 85 percent of the ballots, finishing ahead of Mel Ott, Jimmie Foxx, and 17 other players who would eventually get into the Hall of Fame.

Gehringer did not attend the ceremony. Remember how the Mechanical Man never celebrated himself? Well, this continued after his retirement. But this time, bizarrely, the sportswriters attacked his modesty. Their rage was best exemplified by the words of the legendary sportswriter Shirley Povich, who took to the pages of the Sporting News to attack the Mechanical Man.

“I take no great satisfaction now in having cast one of the votes that might have helped to install Charlie Gehringer in the Baseball Hall of Fame,” he wrote. “I was just thinking he might have found time to detach himself for a few hours to be on the scene on a day when baseball was finding a niche for him among the immortals. That shows how easy it is to overrate a fellow.”

Then he added some snark.

“It is still the highest tribute the game can offer,” Povich wrote. “Of course, there’s no cash award accompanying it.”

This was the angle many sportswriters took: They wrote that Gehringer had skipped Cooperstown because there was no money to be made. The hypocrisy of celebrating Gehringer for his modesty for decades and then blasting him for it at the end did not seem to occur to anybody.

Anyway, as it turns out, Gehringer didn’t miss the Hall of Fame so he could make money. He missed it because, at age 46, he traveled to the West Coast to get married for the first time.

From the Sporting News:


When Charlie Gehringer returns from his honeymoon in the West, he’ll find Detroit considerably relieved that he had a legitimate excuse for missing the enshrinement ceremonies that put him in the Cooperstown Hall of Fame…. Charlie has always been shy, and as a 46-year-old bachelor, he made secret wedding plans.



And from the Detroit Free Press:


He wanted to get married to his Detroit girl out in California, to avoid all the fuss that this old town would have stirred up. Throughout his career, Charlie has never sought the spotlight; in fact, the spotlight has been kept out of breath chasing him.



There were a few apologies from the sportswriters after that; I don’t know if Gehringer accepted them or cared about any of it. He lived a long time after his playing career. He worked for the Tigers as general manager for a short while. He had tried repeatedly to turn down the job, but they sort of pressured him into it, and he loathed every minute of it (though he did sign the young phenom Al Kaline). Gehringer later played in some old-timers’ games (injuring himself once trying to stretch a hit into extra bases) and did some charitable work. He never did change, though. According to a wonderful story told by his wife, Josephine, toward the end of his life, people in Detroit would often recognize him and say, “Are you Charlie Gehringer?”

And he would say, “I’m sorry, no. My name is Schultz.”






No. 86 Gary Carter
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Gary Carter is one of more than a dozen baseball players who were nicknamed “Kid.” This does not include more specialized versions of the nickname such as “The K Kid” (Clayton Kershaw), “The Say Hey Kid” (Willie Mays), “Kid Natural” (Ryne Sandberg), “The Big Kid” (Bryce Harper), “The Good Kid” (Lou Boudreau), “Billy the Kid” (Billy Wagner, among others) or “Da Kid” (Sean Manaea).

No, there have been more than enough players just nicknamed “Kid” to make the point: Ted Williams, Ken Griffey, Robin Yount, Charles Nichols, Billy Demars, etc. Many of the “Kids” through the years, to be blunt about it, got the nickname not out of love but because they annoyed the bejesus out of their veteran teammates. The template is Ted Williams, the most famous Kid of them all, whose teammates so loathed his youthful arrogance that they condescendingly called him “Kid” just to infuriate him, which they did.

Carter’s story is a little bit different. He was not arrogant. He did not show disdain for anybody the way Williams did—quite the contrary. He truly played like a joyful kid. He ran out every drill at full speed. He played each moment with a sort of manic enthusiasm. He was just 19 at his first spring training, and he took on every part of it—the workouts, the interviews, the games, the razzing, all of it—with an exuberance that at first seemed funny but over time became less and less charming.

They began calling him “Kid,” in the spirit of “Hey, Kid, slow down a little bit, pace yourself, it’s a long season.” The more Carter performed, though, the more irritated his teammates became and the less affection could be found in that nickname.

I’ve not seen it often referenced, but it’s striking how similar the young Carter was to the young Steve Garvey. They were born a little more than five years apart, which meant Garvey was already playing for the Los Angeles Dodgers when Carter was going to Sunny Hills High in Orange County, California. I imagine Carter viewed Garvey as something of a role model. Garvey always loved being in the middle of everything, he loved the spotlight, loved doing the press interviews, loved being in a Major League Baseball uniform. So did Carter. He did so many interviews that after a while, teammates stopped calling him Kid and began calling him “Camera Carter” and “Lights.”

And the joy! It was always there, nonstop. You would be hard-pressed to find a photograph of the young Carter when he’s not smiling.

There’s a particular order to Carter’s career, one I think has made him spectacularly underrated. By WAR, Carter (70 Wins Above Replacement) is the second-greatest catcher in baseball history, behind only Johnny Bench. By Jay Jaffe’s JAWS formula, which uses WAR to measure both a player’s career value and peak value, he’s again second in baseball history behind Bench. His seven-year peak is actually higher than Bench’s—higher, in fact, than that of any catcher in baseball history.

Is he, as these statistics suggest, the second-greatest catcher in baseball history? I don’t have him quite that high, but as you can see, I do have him squarely among the 100 greatest players ever.

Still, it took Carter six turbulent years to finally get elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame.

What you find so often in Hall of Fame voting is that it comes down to storytelling. Carter’s contemporary catcher Carlton Fisk had a career with a clear and compelling story: A brilliant young New England athlete, tough as nails, goes to Boston, plays his heart out, hits perhaps the most famous homer in baseball history, then goes to Chicago, finds a second life on the South Side, and keeps on going and going until they tear the uniform off his back at age 45.

Another great catcher, Mike Piazza, had a career with a similarly clear and compelling story: tough Philadelphia kid, written off by everyone, drafted in the 62nd round as a personal favor to his father, turns himself into the greatest-hitting catcher in baseball history.

But Carter? How do you summarize his career? He always seemed slightly off. He was a terrific rookie, but he lost the Rookie of the Year Award to John Montefusco, whose wonderful nickname “The Count of Montefusco” has mostly outlived his pitching fame.

Carter was a superstar in Montreal when that city seemed a million miles away from everything else in baseball and when the talented Expos team kept finding ways to lose. Carter put up MVP-quality seasons for the Expos in 1978, ’79, ’80, ’82, ’83, and ’84, but he did not get a single first-place MVP vote in any of those years. (Even in 1980, the year Carter finished second in the MVP voting, Philadelphia’s superstar Mike Schmidt won the award unanimously.)

Carter was probably the best player in the National League in 1982, when he hit .293/.381/.510 with 32 doubles, 29 homers, and spectacular defensive numbers. He finished 12th in the MVP voting that year.

In 1984, he became just the third catcher—Roy Campanella and Bench were the first two—to lead the league in RBIs. Campanella won the MVP award when he did it, and Bench won the MVP award two of the three times he did it. Carter finished 14th the year he did it.

Sure, people knew Carter was good, but it seemed to escape notice that he was great. He played otherworldly defense, and he was a terrific power hitter. Put it all together and Carter was about as good as Yogi Berra, Bench, Fisk, Campanella, and all the other legends behind the plate.

Carter did not grow up as a catcher. He had played only a handful of games there before the Expos drafted him, and in his first two years, he played more outfield than backstop. But after five years of diligent work behind the plate, Carter made himself into a special defender. He had the physical tools: a great arm, fantastic athleticism (he was recruited to play quarterback at UCLA), soft hands, and leadership qualities. But even more, he was obsessed with doing all the little things that a catcher needs to do. In ’76, in part-time play, he already was one of the best in baseball in throwing out baserunners.

The next year, 1977, he became probably the best defensive catcher in the National League. That was the last year Bench won the Gold Glove Award; it was given to him out of respect to his extraordinary career. Carter had supplanted the legend. But, again, people just didn’t see it. Carter did not win his first Gold Glove until 1980, and he won only three in his career. When you look at his defensive numbers—which include 26 defensive Wins Above Replacement, among the highest totals in baseball history—you see a catching genius. But, alas, people missed it.

In all, Carter did not get much national recognition until he went to the New York Mets in 1985. He played for the famous and wild Mets teams of the mid-1980s—Dwight Gooden, Darryl Strawberry, Keith Hernandez, Ron Darling, that lot—and in 1986, he finally got a first-place MVP vote; even though he didn’t come close to winning the award, he was finally getting some of the attention he deserved.

There’s some irony about that—by 1986, Carter was no longer the player he had been. A catcher’s body breaks down quickly. The years of crouching and diving in front of pitches in the dirt and blocking baserunners bearing in at full speed steals a catcher’s youth. In 1987, Carter hit just .235/.290/.392, and the next year was about the same. In 1989, he played only 50 games. Then he signed with the Giants, and after that with the Dodgers, and finally he returned to the Expos—you probably don’t remember those years, and if you do, you probably wish you didn’t. When Carter’s name first appeared on the Hall of Fame ballot, some of the voters apparently could not shake this version of Carter from their heads, this creaky-bodied catcher with the stiff swing, barely flaring balls to right field. They had lost the picture of Gary Carter when he could do everything.

Carter never displayed any signs of being jaded by the game. Even after his baseball skills had frayed and worn thin, he played baseball with a smile on his face and (though he was notoriously slow) a spring in his step. It was hard to believe that even at the end, when he seemed to be overwhelmed by pain, he could be so happy. Some thought it a show, and every so often, I would hear someone say of Carter, “Oh, that guy’s a phony,” which he undoubtedly was not. This line of thinking reminds me of what my friend Chuck Culpepper would use whenever someone would say to him that former Florida State football coach Bobby Bowden was putting on an act as a kind and generous man.

Chuck would say, “Well, he’s been doing it for 50 years; it’s one heck of an act.” Gary Carter was like that, too. You can’t be a phony if you never break character.

Gary Carter died much too young, at age 57, after a short but fierce battle with brain cancer. At his memorial, countless people talked about his zest for life. He should have been a first-ballot Hall of Famer, unanimous even, but he did get his due in time, and the wait didn’t seem to bother him much. “Though my body feels like an old man now,” he told the crowd that day he was inducted in Cooperstown, “I will always be a kid at heart.”






No. 85 Sadaharu Oh
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Our story about Sadaharu Oh begins not with the great man himself but with a baseball player you almost certainly do not know. His name was Hiroshi Arakawa. He was a smallish man, barely 5-foot-4, and he had a little paunch and suspect speed and almost no natural power. He hit just .251 for his career in the Japanese Pacific League.

Charlie Lau hit .255 in his big-league career.

Walt Hriniak hit .253 in his big-league career.

Charlie Manuel hit .198 in his big-league career.

All of them were great hitting coaches just the same.

You can probably see where this story is going.

Arakawa at some point during his career became fascinated with aikido, the Japanese martial art that roughly translates to “the path to harmony of spirit.”

That is, in fact, a very rough translation. Basically: “Ai” means “to harmonize or come together”; “Ki” means “mind, soul, spirit”; and “Do” means “the way or path.” Different people put those words together in different ways, but in general it’s correct to say that aikido is a martial art, a religion, and a philosophy about achieving harmony of the soul.

There is a wonderful story, perhaps true, about Arakawa meeting the sensei Morihei Ueshiba, who founded aikido. Arakawa was introduced as a famous baseball player, which left the Founder utterly baffled and uninterested. Ueshiba did not know baseball or any of its rules. He rather bizarrely confused baseball with the medical therapy moxibustion (which involves burning a certain kind of plant called mugwort onto the skin to boost energy) because the Japanese words are similar.

After Arakawa offered a brief explanation of what it meant to hit baseballs, Ueshiba asked, “For something like that, why don’t you just cut through with a Japanese sword?”

Arakawa’s life changed instantly. He realized, all at once, that preparing to hit was no different than training with a Japanese sword. They require the same discipline, the same force of will, the same level of inner peace. Arakawa was 30 years old by then, spent as a ballplayer, but he had a new path in life. He wanted to teach young people the proper way to hit baseballs.

In January 1962, a few months after his last game, he was hired to be the hitting coach for the Yomiuri Giants.

And the Giants had a talented, underachieving party guy on the team named Sadaharu Oh.



Sadaharu Oh’s father, Shifuku, owned a noodle shop in Japan. I have sometimes wondered if the movie Kung Fu Panda was (very) loosely influenced by Sadaharu Oh’s life. In the movie, the panda, Po, is the son of a noodle shop owner, and he daydreams of being a great warrior. His father does not understand at all.

Sadaharu Oh is the son of a noodle shop owner and dreamed of being a great baseball player, and his father did not understand it at all. The sensei in the movie, incidentally, is named Master Shifu, and Oh’s father’s name was, as mentioned, Shifuku. I am probably stretching this comparison at this point.

Shifuku was from China, and he was briefly imprisoned during World War II under suspicion of being a spy. All indications are that he was not a spy and that he was imprisoned because of the tension of the times (not unlike the way Japanese-Americans were interned in the United States during the war).

Shifuku thought of baseball as a silly and pointless pastime. He wanted his sons to do important work; he wanted Sadaharu to become an engineer. The story goes that it was Sadaharu’s brother, Tetsuhiro (who also loved the game), who ultimately convinced their father to allow Sadaharu to play ball.

Oh was a natural ballplayer. Like Babe Ruth and Stan Musial, he began as a pitcher. He was a natural lefty, but he grew up swinging right-handed because he did not know that the rules allowed him to swing any other way. Even so, nothing could conceal his talent. By the time he was in high school—and high school baseball in Japan is a bit like high school football in Texas—he was a national star. He was signed by the Yomiuri Giants for roughly $60,000 (13 million yen).

And… he disappointed. In his rookie year, he hit just .161 and struck out one out of every three times he came to the plate. His second year, he was somewhat better, but he struck out more than 100 times—so many whiffs that fans would sometimes call him “Sanshin Oh.”

“Oh” means “king.” “Sanshin” means “strikeout.”

“Frankly, it was easy to get him out,” pitcher Hiroshi Gondo told the writer Robert Whiting. “He could not hit a fastball. You could just blow it by him.” In 1961, at age 21, Oh hit just .253 with 13 home runs. He lived on the wild side. He seemed only halfway committed to baseball. His future seemed blurry at best.

That’s when the Giants hired Hiroshi Arakawa. And everything changed.I

First, Arakawa told Oh to stop drinking, stop smoking, and stop partying or else there was no point in continuing their training together. Oh agreed.

Then came the baseball work. Arakawa saw Oh was mistiming his stride and lunging too soon, and this left him unbalanced when the ball arrived and helpless to adjust to its pace and movement. Oh was just guessing out there, and guessing was no way to hit baseballs.

But how could Arakawa fix this? He turned to some of the fundamentals of aikido and thought up a way to change Oh’s stance entirely. He wanted Oh to stand on one leg, his back leg, as the pitcher released the ball. Arakawa called this the “flamingo stance.”

Oh was not the first player to lift his front leg high as the pitcher delivered. American superstars Mel Ott and Musial did it first. It’s unclear if Arakawa knew that, though. What he did know was that standing on one leg would force Oh to stay balanced, force him to be conscious of his “energy center.” As the ball was delivered, Oh would then flex his right knee skyward and stride into the ball in perfect harmony. Alas: aikido.

“I had reached a point,” Oh would write, “where Aikido had become absolutely necessary to what I did. Without Aikido, I would not learn to stand on one foot, I would not ‘understand it.’ ”

Together, Arakawa and Oh practiced day after day, hour after hour. Often, Oh would use a sword instead of a bat and a sheet of paper in place of a baseball. This training transformed Oh. He had been known for his lackadaisical approach to baseball, a mortal sin in Japan. Baseball is viewed as a discipline in Japan, an art form, one that takes relentless work. Baseball training in Japan bears no resemblance to spring training in the United States. Each practice session lasts six or seven hours. There are two batting cages going at once before every game. Each game is preluded by long infield and outfield practices.

I remember former Kansas City Royals manager Trey Hillman saying he tried to cut back the grueling training sessions when he was a manager in Japan. He thought he was doing the players a favor. He found instead that players resented this. They wanted to work past exhaustion; this was an important part of the game for them. There was honor to be found in pushing themselves beyond their physical limits and dishonor in doing less than their best.
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